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Fade In:

Int.

Dorm Room – Evening

A skilled pair of demonic hands shuffled the stiff deck of cards, cut the deck, and shuffled them again. The demon and three friends sat around a rectangular table; piles of poker chips of varying sizes and colors sat in front of them. Across the room, images scrolled silently past on the muted television set, which was tuned to a news channel.

"The game is seven card stud," the demon announced as he began dealing the cards. "Nothing wild, and the sky’s the limit." He threw his ante into the center of the table.[image: image1.jpg]



"See, I’m always wondering if Niven has another pair of hands tucked away somewhere," Denise said, seated to his right, mesmerized by the rapid, skilled shuffle.

"You think a demon like me is gonna cheat with a slayer like you in the room?" Niven asked with a bit of a smirk. "I’m a lot of things, but stupid isn’t one of them."

"Ah, I wouldn’t stake you, Niv," Denise brushed off the comment. "Who else am I gonna get to supplement my paycheck?"

"Well," Jackson said across from Niven, "you’re gonna have to start winning first."

Denise winced. "Touché," she admitted.

"You really do have to work on that poker face," Hope said from Niven’s left. "When I can tell that you’re bluffing, you definitely need to spend more time in front of the mirror."

Niven finished dealing two cards facedown then dealt one face-up. "Hope has the highest hand showing, so she controls the bet," he announced.

She looked down at the queen of diamonds lying face-up in front of her, then carefully thumbed the two cards which were face-down to peek under them. "I’ll open with ten," she announced, throwing a red poker chip into the middle of the table.

Jackson looked down at the three of spades. "Yeah, I’m in for ten," he agreed, throwing his own chip into the pot.

"Check," Niven told him, throwing his own chip onto the table.

"Check," Denise agreed, adding to the pot.

Niven dealt everyone another card face-up. He played with the chips in front of him for a moment. "One of the teams slayed Bernie today," he said idly. "I had to clean up after it."

Hope winced. "God, are you okay?"

Niven nodded. "I didn’t know him that well."

"Is this Bernie that Enidan demon who loaned you a few kittens to pay off that Fyoral who was threatening to rip your arms off the next time he saw you?" Denise asked.

"Yeah, that’s him," Niven replied. "I was digging through back alleys for months trying to find stray kittens to pay him back. He wanted me to pay him back with interest. Trust me, he wasn’t exactly a friend."

"He was a nice guy," Denise said. "What did he do to get himself slayed?"

"I really don’t know," Niven told her, his expression tight. "He was a slime bag, to be sure, but I really can’t see him doing anything violent." He dealt everyone another card face-up. "Denise leads the bet with a pair of threes showing."

"Twenty," Denise said, throwing a pair of red chips onto the table.

"I see your twenty and raise another ten," Hope said.

"You’re raising when she already has a pair of threes showing?" Jackson asked.

Hope’s eyes narrowed slightly. "Too rich for your blood?"

Jackson looked down at the nine of diamonds, the two of spades and the four of clubs lying face-up in front of him. "With these cards? Yeah, I fold." He flipped his cards over and pushed them into the middle of the table.[image: image2.jpg]



"Everybody’s been a bit on edge lately," Hope said. "Faith’s been holding it together, barely, but I can tell she’s upset."

"Well, we’ve had one slayer go psycho and kill off two others," Denise pointed out, "of course we’re all a little edgy."

"Rowena’s been a bit touchy too," Jackson said. "Even for an ice queen, she’s been pretty close to a meltdown."

"I guess nearly being burned alive might do that to you," Denise replied.

Jackson and Hope both groaned at the comment.

"The cleaners are feeling it too," Niven said. "I’ve had a couple of demons that were beaten just a little more than they really had to be before they were staked." He arched an eyebrow in Denise’s direction.

"We’re not all like that," Denise said. "It’s just…"

"Hey, I’m happy you have something to loose a little aggression on," Niven replied. "I’m just glad it’s not me."

"I would never…"

"Tell that to Bernie," he said as he started dealing out a sixth card. "A lady for the slayer," he said, flipping over the queen of clubs. "Hope has a four of diamonds and a possible flush." He flipped over a card of his own. "Dealer gets a six of clubs." He looked up at Hope. "With a possible flush, you control the bet."

Hope looked down at her cards, then looked at the two she had face-down. "Fifty," she said, throwing a pair of green chips on the table.

"Dammit, she’s got the flush," Denise muttered.

"You know that thing we said about poker faces?" Niven said. "I hate to say it, but Hope’s right. You really need to work on that."

"Are you in or out?" Hope asked.

"Oh, I’m in," Niven told her, throwing a pair of chips onto the table. "If only to see what you’ve got hidden," he added with a smirk as he allowed his gaze to shift below of Hope’s chin.

Hope crossed her arms across her chest. "You wish," she said tightly.

"Oh, that’s right," Jackson said, "you’ve been seeing Willow’s protégé. How’s that been going for you?"

"Are we going to talk about my love life or play poker?" Hope asked.

"Can’t we do a little of both?" Denise asked.

"Your bet," Hope said.

"I’ll check for fifty," Denise told her. She looked up at Hope. "Don’t think I didn’t notice that you didn’t answer," she told her.

Niven dealt a final card, face-down. "Hope, you still control the bet."

Hope looked at the card. "A hundred," she said, throwing four green chips into the center of the table.

"I fold," Denise said immediately.

"Not your turn," Niven told her.

"I still fold," Denise said. "She has the flush." She flipped her cards over and pushed them away.

"Looks like it’s just you and me," Hope said to Niven, her voice deadpan.

"Dammit, I think she’s got the flush," Jackson said.

"Niv, if you lose this, you’re gonna have ten bucks left in your pile," Denise said.

"That’s only a problem if I lose," Niven replied.

He looked down at the cards on the table, focusing intently on the cards in front of Hope. The queen, two, and four of diamonds lay face-up on the table in front of her. Then his glance shifted back to his own cards. A king of hearts, four of spades, and six of clubs lay face-up. "She doesn’t have the flush," he said softly. "I call," he threw his chips onto the table. "Let’s see your cards."

Hope flipped over her cards. "High card queen," she said.

Niven smiled. "Told ya," he said to Denise. He flipped over his cards. "High card ace," he told her.

"Dammit," Hope said as she threw down her cards. "Every single time," she said, "every time one of us bluffs, you know. It’s like you have ESP." Hope’s eyes narrowed. "Do you have ESP?"

"Ask Jackson. I’m half Divad. He’ll tell you if I’ve been peeking into your minds," Niven told her as he swept the chips towards his end of the table.

"Jackson?" Hope looked towards him for an answer.

Jackson was standing from the table, walking in something of a daze towards the muted television. "Where’s the remote?" he asked.

"What is it?" Denise asked as she walked up next to him.

"Where’s the remote?" he asked more urgently. "I want to hear this."

The duo frantically searched the room before Denise found the device.[image: image3.jpg]



"What is it?" Niven asked as he walked up behind them.

"—Hamalainen. Again, in breaking news, we have received a video recording from the slayer Heli Hamalainen, whom some of you may remember from the incidents surrounding the Watchers Council in October. Our own experts describe the video as a ‘personal challenge’ to the members of the Council. We’ll be playing that recording for you in a moment, but first we’d like to speak with our senior consultant on demonic affairs…" The newswoman’s stream of commentary blared through the television’s speakers.

Denise looked at the television in shock for a moment. Then she let out a long breath. "Oh sh—."

Cut To Black

End of Teaser
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Fade In:

Int.

Dorm Room – Resume

"The Watchers Council has grown lazy," Heli’s voice spoke from the television, "so certain of their own moral, magical, and ethical superiority that they didn’t even notice me, right in front of them."[image: image4.jpg]



"Crap," Hope muttered. "Faith is really not gonna like this."

"Someone needed to send them a message, and nobody else was stepping up," Heli continued, oblivious to the slayer’s comments.

"Jackson, will you please shut that off?" Denise asked, frustrated. "The last thing I need right now is a psycho slayer-rant."

"Like most people in this sad little world, the Watchers Council is in denial," Heli said. "They show the world one face, but it’s not the real one. I helped those people figure out who they really were."

"Shutting it off won’t make it go away," Jackson said softly.

"I know!" Denise yelled. She closed her eyes for a moment and composed herself. "I know," she said more softly this time. "But I spend every waking hour of my life around super-strong women who are suffering the ultimate in frustration because some crazy’s…"

"Denise…" Hope said softly.

Heli was still speaking on the television. "And that’s all I do: show people who they really are. And as for who the Council really is…it is ugly."

Denise took a few deep breaths. "You’re right, I’m sorry." She turned to Jackson. "You didn’t deserve that," she said apologetically. "It’s just this," she gestured at the card table behind her, "this is the one place where my life isn’t about her, lately." She looked over at Niven, "Is that too much to ask for? To have one night every week when my life isn’t about her?" She shook her head in frustration. "Christ, you’d think she’d planned it this way."

"Would it surprise you that much if she had?" Jackson asked.

"No," Denise admitted, "I guess it wouldn’t."

"I know things that could put the Watchers Council out of business," Heli said. "Stay tuned, because maybe next time I’ll tell you."

"Look, if you let her get…" Hope started.

"Look, guys, I’m really not up for this," Denise said. "Could you deal me out?" She turned to Niven. "Could you walk me home please?"

"That’s rich, a slayer who needs me to walk…"

"Niven!" Hope said sharply.

"But I’m winning," he countered.

"You can win next week," Hope told him. "You’re a half-demon. Do you really want to say ‘no’ to a slayer?"

Niven’s eyebrows arched slightly. "Okay, good point," he admitted.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Conference Room – Evening

Rowena hit the pause button on the recorder, freezing Heli’s image on the screen. Denise pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger.

"Opinions?" Rowena asked.

"Opinions!?" Kennedy barked, causing Denise to face her. "She’s taunting us, plain and simple."

"I need more than that, Ken," Rowena said.

"Ro, she’s a freak, and she’s crazy. Not necessarily in that order," Kennedy told her.

"She’s a crazy freak who claims she has information that could potentially damage this Council," Rowena said. "And I, for one, don’t doubt for a second that she does and that she could." She looked around the room. "Can any one of us claim that they’re proud of their behavior on Halloween? I know I sure can’t." She absentmindedly ran her fingers through the still-short hair on the side of her head. A shudder ran through her entire body before she spoke again. "She’s already sent us a video of Vi’s last moments. Who knows what else she has on us? And frankly, I’m not sure I want to find out." She shook her head. "She has an endgame planned. I just wish I knew what it was." She looked up at Faith. "Faith, it’s your turn."[image: image5.jpg]



Faith stood and walked to the front of the room where she turned to face the men and women looking at her. She chewed on her lower lip for a moment before she took a deep breath and spoke. "Look, I know that this isn’t something any of us want to talk about. I know it’s not something I want to talk about. But we need someone to take Vi’s place as our number three slayer. Plus with Heli…gone and Marly…" She stopped, rubbing her fingertips against her right temple. "Bottom line is that we’re going to have to fill in the gaps that have been made in our ranks. Vi is," Faith winced as if in pain, "was in charge of the third shift every night. She scheduled a lot of the patrols, and when Kennedy and I weren’t around, she…was in charge. Marie, Casey, you’ll be leading the patrols tonight. Each of you will get a chance to run a patrol, and you should consider this an evaluation." She turned to Kennedy. "Ken, you set up the teams." Faith quickly left or retreated from the podium and took a seat. She rested her elbows on the table in front of her and pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes; her body trembled slightly as she took a series of deep breaths to steady herself.

Denise looked across at the senior slayer, concerned. Then her attention snapped back to the podium as Kennedy began to speak. "Denise, Chamique, Kat, you’re with Marie. You’ll be watching West Park. Everybody else is with Casey tonight. You’re on the East Side. I want you on station at sundown."

"Done," Marie said.

"And be careful, guys. We’ve seen an increase in demon activity in the last few weeks. I think they’re smelling blood in the water after the whole Heli affair," Kennedy told them.

Cut To:

Int.

Jeff’s Apartment – Later

"Hey," Hope said softly as she stood in the doorway to the apartment.

"Hi," Jeff said.

"Um, look, if you’re busy…"

"No, no. It’s okay. Just…keeping busy, I guess," he said with a wry chuckle. "I guess it keeps me from thinking too much about… everything."

Hope offered a thin smile as she stepped into the room and softly closed it behind her. "I guess I can’t hold that against you," she said. "We took…you took a big hit."

"Hey, you’re one of us too," Jeff said as he closed the book in front of him and pushed it away from him. He stood and crossed the room to stand in front of her, resting his hands on her shoulders.

Hope turned her head, unable to look him in the eyes. "Doesn’t seem that way sometimes," she said softly.

"Just give them a little time," Jeff reassured her. He gently lifted her chin with the tip of his index finger. "To be fair, you didn’t exactly show up when we were at our best," he told her.

Hope finally relented, resting her head on his shoulder. "I really timed that one perfectly, didn’t I?"

Jeff smiled. "Just give us a little time. This’ll pass, sooner or later."

"Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but would you mind if I stayed here tonight?" Hope said. "I really need to be somewhere where nobody will think to look for me for a little while."

"No problem," Jeff told her. "I’ll sleep on the couch."

Hope looked up at him with a slight smirk. "Come on. We’re both adults here, and you have a really big bed."

Jeff frowned in mock confusion. "What, exactly, was the wrong way for me to take this?" he asked.

Hope glanced downward shyly. "Look, I’m not offering anything or promising anything. But…let’s just see what happens, okay?"

"Let’s just see what happens, huh?" Jeff offered a kind smile. "I think I can work with that."

Cut To:

Ext.

West 110th St. – Later

"So, think you’re going to step into the number three position, do you?" Denise asked.

"Well, not to be too crass," Marie countered, "but look at my competition. We’ve got Casey, who is about the only one out there who knows the pointy end of a stake, and Mia, who has been out of the game for over a year. Call me crazy, but I like my chances."

"Okay, gotta give you that point," Denise admitted. "My day’ll come, but not today."

"Seriously, though," Chamique said to Denise, "do you really want that responsibility?"

Denise shrugged. "Someday, it’d be nice."

"But for now…" Chamique started.[image: image6.jpg]



"I can deal with being ‘just a slayer,’ if there really is such a thing," Denise said with a smile.

"Cut the chatter," Marie muttered. "I’m not losing out to Casey’s girls ’cause you guys didn’t have your minds on the job."

"All work and no play makes Marie…" Denise started.

"Shush," Marie snapped.

"Okay, so your sense of humor hasn’t improved much," Denise said.

"Hey!"

"Easy, Lizzie Borden," Denise gestured at the axe in Marie’s hand. "You take yourself too seriously."

"Hey, just because I take things…"

Marie never had the chance to finish her statement. She was hit from her right side by a small, fast-moving shape, and slammed into the brick wall on her left. Her breath was knocked out of her, and she dropped to the ground gasping for air.

A second creature attacked Denise, pinning her against another wall. She twisted in his grip, trying to gain enough leverage to free herself. "Chamique!" she tried to yell through the vice-like grip the demon had around her throat.

Chamique was in no position to help. A third demon had tackled her to the ground, face-down. She clawed at the ground around her, unable to lift the weight pressing down on her.

Denise frantically looked over at Kat, who was herself engaged with a fourth demon. The much larger demon was slowly, but unmistakably forcing the slayer backwards with a series of powerful strikes.

Denise’s eyes widened in panic as the demon gripping her snarled angrily. She glanced over to her right just in time to see Kat receive a hard right hook, which almost knocked the smaller slayer flat. Kat’s knees buckled, and she dropped to one knee in the middle of the alleyway, stunned.

Denise looked back at the demon holding her. Her eyes narrowed and, still pinned against the wall, her right foot lashed out, colliding with titanic force with the creature’s groin.

A groan, partly of pain but mostly of embarrassment, escaped the demon’s lips as he released Denise. She slid to the ground, gasping for air. With a single convulsive motion, she drove her forehead into the demon’s. A loud clank sounded out. The slayer stumbled back against the wall behind her, holding her forehead. "Owwww," she said, her features scrunched in pain.

The demon took advantage of her momentary distraction to attack her. Instinctively, Denise charged into the demon’s attack, closing the distance between them before the demon could strike. Her elbow slammed generously into his unprotected midsection. She ducked as a strike whistled through the space once occupied by her head. She rose behind the demon’s strike, catching the demon’s right elbow with the outside edge of her left hand. She pressed down, forcing the demon’s arm against his own body as her right fist drove upwards to catch him under the chin. The demon’s head snapped backwards with the force of the blow.

Denise maneuvered around behind the demon as he dropped to his knees. Her features showed no emotion as she pressed the edge of her hand against base of the demon’s neck. Her right hand gripped the creature under the chin, and with a single, brutal motion, she forced her left hand down and outward as her right pulled up and backwards. With a sound similar to wringing a celery stalk in her hands, the demon’s head snapped backwards, and his lifeless body flopped sideways onto the asphalt.

She quickly glanced at Marie, who was still struggling against the demon who held her. Then she turned away from her squad leader to help Kat. The demon was completely focused upon Kat and didn’t notice the slayer approaching him from behind. Denise struck him from behind. Together, the two slayers easily dispatched the much larger demon.

Denise winced as she saw the beginning of a large, angry bruise forming on the right side of Kat’s face. "Help Marie," she said tightly, "I’ll get Chamique."

Kat leapt on the demon who was holding Marie against the wall while Denise tackled the demon who was holding Chamique on the ground.

Kat’s weight pulled the demon backwards, and he stumbled away from the wall, releasing Marie. Her hands now free, Marie buried the head of the axe in the center of the demon’s chest. The demon fell backwards, the axe handle pointed motionlessly at the dark night sky.

While Denise locked her arm around the demon’s neck, Chamique rolled over on the ground. She reached into her vest pocket and produced a long, wavy-bladed knife, which she sank in between two of the demon’s ribs. The demon gasped for breath as his eyes rolled backwards, and he dropped to the ground. Dark blue blood spilled liberally from the single wound. His body convulsed once, then was motionless.

Denise dropped to a seated position in the middle of the alleyway. Her body sat limply on the ground, and she gripped her throat. Her face twisted in pain. "That’s gonna leave a mark," she muttered.

"Everybody okay?" Marie asked.

"Yeah," Denise said. The other slayers echoed the sentiment.

"Good, now," she turned to Denise, "why the hell did you help Kat? We were a lot worse off than she was."

"But…"

"You know the rules," Marie charged through Denise’s objection. "In a situation like that, you help the strongest fighter first. In this case, me."

"Look, Kat needed help, and I thought that stepping out of protocol just this once wouldn’t…" Denise started.

"Was there anything particularly special about this case that made you think that the rules didn’t apply?" Marie demanded.

"Well, no, but…" Denise started.

"Good. Don’t let it happen again," Marie snapped. She turned away and lifted her two-way radio to her lips. Behind her, Denise was striding towards her, fists clenched. "Hi, this is slayer team zed-one; we need a cleanup team at West 110th and Madison." Behind her, Chamique and Kat were forcibly restraining Denise as she inched her way towards the team leader. "No, we’re fine," Marie added. "We have four demons down, four slayers bruised, but okay."

She turned around. Denise was pinned on the ground by the other two slayers. She struggled to free herself from their grip. Marie looked down at the three women, who froze as they looked up at the older slayer, guilty expressions on each of their faces.

"Guys, we don’t have time for a wrestling match," she said dismissively. She walked towards the intersection of the alleyway with the street. Over her shoulder, Denise could be seen standing up and was immediately tackled to the ground by Chamique.

Cut To:

Ext.

Alleyway — Night

A large black van rolled up to the sidewalk, and four men stepped out wearing dark coveralls.

"Hey, Denise," Niven said as he looked at the slayer. "I didn’t know that you had this route tonight."[image: image7.jpg]



"Yeah, they’re shuffling us around tonight," Denise replied, self-consciously brushing the hair out of her eyes. "I guess they’re re-balancing the teams after…you know."

Niven walked over to the body of the demon who had attacked Denise. He rolled the body over and recoiled when he saw the demon’s face. "Aw, man. It’s Oscar."

"Grouchy?" said one of the other members of the cleanup crew. "What did he do?"

Kat snickered.

"What?" Niven asked, hurt.

"It’s just…his name’s Oscar, and you call him Grouchy. He get that name ’cause his skin’s green?" Kat asked.

The cleanup crewmember looked at her blankly.

"You know like Oscar the…" Kat’s voice tapered off at the look from Niven. "Well, why do you call him ‘Grouchy?’"

"Because he’s grouchy?" the clean-up crewmember replied.

"Didn’t watch a lot of TV as kids, did you?" Denise asked.

"Kids?" the crewmember asked, confused, as he continued his work.

"What did he do to deserve this?" Niven demanded.

"He attacked a team of slayers," Denise said defensively.

"Oscar? No way. Sure, he was grouchy, but he wasn’t a bad guy. I mean, he wasn’t exactly pleasant to be around, a little hardheaded maybe, but he wasn’t violent. No way," Niven insisted.

"All evidence to the contrary," Denise said, idly rubbing her throat.

Cut To:

Int.

Denise’s Dorm Room — Later

Denise flopped down on her bed, laying her right forearm across her eyes.

"You’re getting home late," her roommate said, her face illuminated by the dim bedside lamp.

"Jaye, I don’t have time for your abrasive, I-hate-the-world-ness tonight," Denise said tiredly.

"Rough night?" Jaye asked.

"You have no idea," Denise replied.

"Need something to take the edge off?" Jaye asked as she reached for the drawer in her bedside table.

Denise let out an exasperated breath. "Jaye, you said you were going to stop using that stuff."

"It’s a proven medical fact. Slayers get hungry and horny after a night out slaying," Jaye said as she began rolling a paper.

"So you light up a joint and give yourself sexual dysfunction, bloodshot eyes, and the munchies?" Denise asked. "Speaking for logicians everywhere, good job."

"The kitchen is closed, and you’re not my type," Jaye countered.

"Straight?" Denise asked, rolling over in her bed.

"Female," Jaye replied. She brought the joint to her lips and inhaled deeply. She sat back in her bed, her body relaxing.

"If they find that stuff in our room, I’m taking no responsibility for it whatsoever," Denise said.

"God, you’re saying it like I’m cooking meth here or something. We’re talking about marijuana. Only the third most popular recreational drug in the United States, the only one that’s actually illegal, and the only one that’s never actually killed anyone," Jaye said.

"Yeah, I’ll keep your moral relativism in mind when they’re booting us out on our asses," Denise told her.

Cut To:

Int.

Jackson’s Dorm Room — The Next Morning[image: image8.jpg]—
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The phone on Jackson’s bedside table began ringing loudly. Jackson’s hand slapped the bedside table next to the phone, then crept its way to the left, the opposite direction in which the phone actually lay. His hand reversed its progress, felt its way up onto the top of the phone, and lifted the handset from its cradle.

Jackson’s hand pressed the phone against the pillow. "H’mo?" his muffled voice called through the pillow.

"Jackson?" Rowena’s voice called over the phone.

"Ro?" Jackson moved the pillow out of the way and spoke into the phone.

"Jackson, it’s ten o’clock in the morning, where are you?" Rowena asked.

"Oh, sorry, Ro," Jackson said sleepily, "I’ve been trying to put together a party for everyone. I guess I thought that we needed…"

"Jackson, what you do in your free time is your own business, but I will expect you to be on the job, on time. Am I clear?" Rowena’s voice was angry.

"Yes ma’am," Jackson replied.

"Good, then get your butt to the infirmary," Rowena commanded. "We have a sudden increase in demon violence, and I want to know where it’s coming from."

Cut To:

Int.

Coffee Shop – Later that Morning

"Coffee?" Felix asked politely as he held the carafe out to Hope.

"Please," Hope replied, holding her cup out for him.

"Cream, sugar?" he asked.

"Just cream," she told him. She looked down intensely at her cup as she stirred it. An uncomfortable silence fell over the table.

"Is there anything else I can…?"

"Why me?" Hope interrupted.

"I’m sorry?" Felix asked, genuinely confused.[image: image9.jpg]



"You’re a security firm. I’m just…Hope. I’m not particularly smart or strong. I’m not a slayer, I don’t have any particular talents that set me apart from anyone else, certainly none that would be of interest to you. So why me?" Hope asked. She took a sip of her coffee.

"My dear, I think you underestimate your importance. Bureau Nine and the Council should be working together. We need a liaison between the two. Someone who can keep the lines of communication open," Felix told her. "We need you, and perhaps the Council doesn’t realize it yet, but they need you too."

"I’m not sure that I have much to offer here. I mean, most of it is stuff you already know. Heli’s been blasted all over the news. I mean, yeah, she’s been taunting us, sending us messages, sending videos just to annoy us. But that’s all, really. It’s like she’s trying to get us angry," Hope said.

"Really?" Felix said. "That’s interesting."

The two looked down at their individual cups.

Cut To:

Int.

Smoke-Filled Bar – Night

Niven was half-carried, half-dragged through the bar. Demons of all varieties sat at the tables, consuming drinks, which looked as if they had various pieces of living things sticking out of them. He was brought into a back room where a large, fat demon sat, occupying the far half of the large round table he sat at. Two large, muscular demons sat on either side of him, eyeing Niven suspiciously.

"Niven," the large demon growled at him. "You here to balance your account?"

"Not this time, Volek" Niven told him. "I need infor—"

"You owe me…" He paused, then glanced over his large shoulder at a wiry, tiny demon behind him, who stepped forward, carrying a large ledger in is hands. "What does he owe me?" Volek asked.

"With interest, you owe two Siamese, eleven European Burmese, four Persian, two oriental, a Balinese, a calico Abyssinian, four Maine coon, one Norwegian forest cat, five American shorthairs, an Egyptian Mau, a Turkish Angora, and a Japanese bobtail—all under twelve weeks of age," the demon rattled off the numbers.

"Look, Vol, you’ll get your cats. You know I’m good for them. I’ve got a really sweet gig working for the Council, I’ll get them," Niven insisted.

"Will you? Because this isn’t just about you, you know. I have thousands of demons who owe me, but how is it going to look to them if I let one of my biggest debtors off the hook? Word gets out that I’ve gone soft, and then it’s all work, work, work," Volek told him. "I hate work, so you’re going to come up with those kittens, and soon. If not, I’m going to have to make an example of you, and I think you’d find that to be thoroughly unpleasant."

"You’ll get them, I just need time to visit a pound. You’ll have them soon," Niven insisted. "But I’m sure you heard about Oscar. He’s one of your information-gatherers. A team of slayers took him out tonight."

"Ah yes, Grouchy," Volek replied. "I heard about that. A shame, really. He was truly one of my better gatherers of information."

"How can you be so calm about this? You know Oscar. He wouldn’t hurt a fly, and now he’s off beating up slayers?" Niven demanded. "Something about this doesn’t add up."

"Well, we all slip every once in a while. Are you telling me that you’ve never considered getting a taste of that slayer you play cards with every Friday night?" Volek asked. At Niven’s expression he nodded in confirmation. "Yes, I have eyes everywhere," he told him. He plucked out his right eye and held it out, pointing it at Niven as a second eye grew in to replace it.

"Not Oscar, no way. I thought you liked the guy," Niven told him.

"I do, or did, I should say, but that’s business. Sometimes people get hurt or eaten; or these days, slayed. What happened was truly unfortunate, but business is business."[image: image10.jpg]



"What’s that supposed to mean?" Niven demanded.

"It means that while I would hate to lose the…" He looked back, prompting his accountant.

"Thirty-four," the accountant cheerfully provided.

"…thirty-four cats that you owe me, if you don’t get those kittens to me in the next two days, Oscar won’t be the only one lying dead in an alleyway."

Fade To Black.

End of Act One
Act Two 

Fade In:

Int.

Watchers Council – Training Room – Afternoon

"Come on, Denise, you’re better than this," Marie said as she stood over the prone slayer.[image: image11.jpg]



"Apparently not," Denise replied with a slight groan. A thin trickle of blood dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

"Could you ease off the gas just a little, Marie?" Kat asked. "I know she screwed up, technically, but I, for one, am very happy she did."

"Easy for you to say," Marie countered, "she saved your butt. She hung mine out to dry."

"Why don’t you just back off, okay?" Kat snapped. "Yeah, she messed up, but we’re all okay, and the demons are dead. Your record’s clean, so what are you so mad about?"

"I need all of my slayers to be on the ball here," Marie told them. "If you can’t step up, then now’s the time to tell me."

"What is this?" Chamique asked. "They give you a little power, and suddenly you’re ready to throw your weight around?"

"Look, just step up, and we won’t have a problem," Marie told her. "Otherwise…"

"Hey!" Kennedy’s voice called from the doorway. "Is there a problem here?"

Marie immediately snapped to attention. "No, ma’am," she said hurriedly.

"Hold it together, girls," Kennedy said. "I know we’re all a little on edge here, but we need to stay calm. If we start losing it…"

"Yes, ma’am," Marie told her.

"Okay, take a break," Kennedy ordered. "We all need a few minutes of downtime."

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Hallway Outside Training Room – Later that Day

Niven snagged Denise’s arm as she stepped out of the training room, and pulled her off to the side of the hallway. Denise smiled widely as he held her close. "Hi, Niven," she said.

"I need a favor," he told her.

"I’m fine, thanks, and how are you?" Denise asked wryly.

Niven let out a short breath. "Hi," he said shortly. "I need a favor."

Denise rolled her eyes at him before she replied. "Fine," she said. "What’s the problem?"

"I’ve got the mother of all demon bookies after me, and I really need someone to get him to back off," Niven told her.

"Can’t you just pay him off?" Denise said, "I mean, how much can you possibly be in for?"

"Thirty-four," Niven told her.

"Thirty-four…thousand?" Denise asked.

"Not exactly," Niven told her. "But it doesn’t matter ’cause if we just get rid of Volek…"

"Volek?"

"The bookie," Niven said dismissively. "All we have to do is take him out, and all our problems go away."

"All your problems," Denise countered.

"Right, all my problems, but really, do you want to just let a demon bookie rule the demon underworld indefinitely?" He asked.

"You want me to go to Faith and see if I can get her to take out your bookie for you?" Denise asked incredulously.

"Is that a problem?" Niven asked.

"It might be a bit of a challenge, yeah," Denise told him.

"Look, what harm can it do to ask?" Niven asked. "I mean, the worst she can do is say ‘no,’ right?"

"We’re talking about a woman who could kick my butt with her pinky finger," Denise told him. "It’s bad enough that I kinda screwed the pooch last night, now you want me to go to Faith and get her to kill your bookie for you? Now isn’t exactly the time for me to be asking for favors."

"Look, come on, could you just ask? Please?" Niven asked.

Denise quickly glanced around, seeming to suddenly find everything in her environment absolutely fascinating, except for his eyes. Finally, she looked up at him. "Fine," she finally consented. "But just so you know, if you were anybody else, I wouldn’t…"

"Thank you, you’re a lifesaver," he drew the slayer into tight embrace.

Denise’s chin rested on his shoulders, and her tense expression relaxed. She took a deep breath and relaxed into his embrace. As he pulled away, her expression tightened again. "I’m only doing this once, and I’m only doing it because it’s you. Don’t make a habit of this," she told him.

"Deal," Niven conceded, backing off. "You won’t even know I’m here from now on," he told her. He turned and left.

"No, it’s…" She stopped and looked at Niven’s retreating back and let out a long breath. "It’s okay," she said softly.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Conference Room – Later

Jackson doodled in the margins of the legal pad in front of him as Rowena stood in front of the group of watchers arrayed in front of her.

"The next item on the agenda is Heli. And get used to that, because she’s officially our top priority until she’s caught, or dead. Whichever one comes first," Rowena told them.

"Ro, she’s vanished," one of the watchers said. "We may as well be looking for a needle in a…in a pile of needles, in the middle of a pile of haystacks."

"Don’t be so sure," Rowena told her. "Our tip line is ringing off the hooks. She’s been spotted in Japan, Syria, the Netherlands, Germany, Moscow…"

"So in other words, we have absolutely no clue where she is," another younger watcher spoke up.

Rowena closed her eyes. "No," she admitted, "we don’t have any clue where she is, and we don’t have enough manpower to follow every one of the thousands of leads we have. It’s a big world out there, and she could be anywhere in it by now."

"What do you think, ma’am?" Jackson asked. "Where do you think she is?"

"I think we’ll find her when she wants to be found," Rowena said. "So be careful. Until we find her, none of us are safe."

A brief murmur of hushed conversation spread through the room before Rowena called for quiet.

"The next item, we’ve been seeing an increase in demon activity in the city. We haven’t had any major reports in any of our other branches, but here in Cleveland, we’ve had a number of…encounters with demons who have otherwise been reported as peaceful," Rowena told them. "I want to know if this is a mobilization of the demon world against the city of Cleveland in general, or against the Watchers Council in particular. I want to know anything that could cause an increase in aggressiveness in demons, and I want to call in whatever contacts you have in the demon world. We need to know what’s happening here." She looked around the rooms. "Okay, you all have your assignments. Move out."

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Foyer – Later

"Hey," Jeff said as he ran into Hope in the entranceway. "Where have you been today? I’ve been looking all over for you."

"I was just, um, out," Hope told him. "Having lunch," she added.

"You could’ve called me," Jeff told her. "I would’ve joined you."

"Oh, it’s okay," Hope told him. "I didn’t have a lot of time anyway."

"Didn’t have a lot of time? You were gone all morning," Jeff told her.

"Where I go, and what I do, is really none of your business," Hope told him sharply.

"What?" Jeff asked, hurt.

"Look whatever this is, I never said that I was going to let you know everywhere I was going to be every waking hour of my life," Hope told him. "If you can’t deal with that, maybe you can’t deal with me."

"Now that’s unfair," Jeff told her. "With Heli out there, and B-9, and demons who apparently have suddenly decided that they don’t like us—I worry, okay? And I think you’ve been through enough in the last couple of years, frankly."

"I’m a lot tougher than you think I am," Hope said, her voice hard. "Keep that in mind."

Jeff released her arm and sadly watched her back recede to disappear into a hallway.

Cut To:

Int.

Dingy Apartment Building – Evening

The keys shook in Niven’s hand as he quickly filed through each of the keys on his key ring. He jumped, startled, and turned around sharply as one of the floorboards he was standing on creaked. He quickly opened his door, stepped through it, and closed it behind him. His breathing was hard and fast as he leaned his shoulder into the heavy metal door. He then reached to the doorknob and locked it. His hand then worked its way up, locking a deadbolt. He reached a little higher and slid a bolt shut, followed by a chain lock.

He turned around in his dark apartment and flopped down on the tattered armchair in the middle of his living room. "God, I hope Denise comes through," he muttered.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Faith’s Office – Evening

"What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand, Darcy?" Faith demanded.

"It’s Denise, actually," Denise interjected politely.[image: image12.jpg]



"Whatever," Faith said dismissively. "I like you, you’re good at what you do, but right now, we don’t have time to handle all this. We’ve got a psycho-slayer out there somewhere, we have demons suddenly deciding that they wanna get nasty, and I have at least one slayer who seems to be seriously considering going on a personal mission of revenge. I don’t have time to deal with your boyfriend’s financial problems."

"He’s not my…"

"That’s not the point, Daphne," Faith interrupted.

"Denise," Denise said softly.

"Denise," Faith agreed. "If I divert slayers away to deal with Nick’s…"

"Niven," Denise told her.

"… Niven’s personal issues, those are slayers that could be out helping innocent people who need assistance."

"Niven needs our help, and he’s one of us. He’s one of the guys who does the cleanup after people like us have finished the slaying. He’s one of the guys who does the dirty work, so don’t you think we can do him this one favor? I mean, it’s not like he’s asking us to kill anyone—just demons, which, as I understand it, is kinda our job," Denise said.

"Look, Diana…"

"Denise," Denise told her.

"I wish I could help, really, I do. But what do you think Blondie and B’s going to say if I tell ’em that I’m sending slayers into the field to settle someone’s gambling debt?" Faith asked.

"Well, I probably wouldn’t put it that way…" Denise started.

"Again, not the point, Deidre," Faith said.

"Um…it’s Den—"

"Also not the point," Faith said sharply. "Look, I’m sorry, but my answer is no."

"Here, I thought our job was helping people. My mistake," Denise muttered as she stood and turned to leave.

"Dana…"

"It’s Denise!" Denise said sharply as she slammed the door behind her.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Hallway – Evening

"Hey, Jackson," Jaye called out, causing the young watcher to draw to a halt in front of her.

He spun around to face the young slayer. She stood in front of him, her hands clasped behind her back. The low-cut blouse showed ample cleavage as she stepped closer to him.

"So…I hear you’re planning a party," she said.

"Yeah, I think we need a bit of a morale booster after everything that’s happened, so I figured tomorrow night would work well for us," Jackson told her.

"A little music, a little dancing, a few drinks?" Jaye asked.

"Something like that. You planning on coming?" Jackson asked.

"You know me," Jaye said with a bit of a smile, "I go where the party is."

"Well, then. Tomorrow night at my place, I’ll see you there," Jackson said with a smile.

"I have a couple of people who can hook you up with, um, refreshments. She handed him a business card. Give them a call," she said.

"Thanks, I will," Jackson said with a smile as he took the card.

Jaye turned around and walked down the hallway.

Jackson looked appreciatively at the slayer’s tight jeans and let out a long breath.

Cut To:

Int.

Hope’s Room – Later

Hope picked up the ringing phone and held it to her ear. "Hello?"

"Hope, it’s Felix," Felix’s voice sounded over the earpiece.

"Oh, hi. I was just going to call to tell you how much I enjoyed breakfast this morning," Hope told him.

"Well, I’m most certainly pleased with that," Felix replied. "I was hoping to invite you to my office tomorrow, if your schedule would allow for it."

"I’m available," Hope agreed. "Can I ask what you want to see me for?"

"Well, I feel we have much to discuss, and I’d much prefer to speak to you face-to-face rather than over the phone," he told her.

"I’d be happy to join you," Hope told him. "Let me know when you want to meet, and I’ll be there."

Cut To:

Ext.

Alleyway – Evening

"I can’t believe you came in to work," the demon to Niven’s right asked as he helped Niven lift a body into the back of a large van. "God, if I had Volek gunning for me, I’d be calling in sick and checking out plane fares to Mars."

"You think I’m not good for it?" Niven asked.

"I know you’re not good for it," his partner replied. "I mean, how many times have I spotted you a Persian or two because you were strapped that week?"

"And I’ve always paid you back, haven’t I?" Niven countered as he moved towards another demon’s body.

"Yeah, after months of asking you for it," his partner replied. "You were hustling those various Council members-in-training in those pickup poker games until you could afford to buy those kittens you owed me."

"Everyone’s a critic these days," Niven said, throwing his hands up.

"How did you do that, anyway?" his partner asked.

Niven shrugged. "They always use cards that are transparent to infrared light. My eyes can see pretty deep into the infrared spectrum," he replied with a bit of a smirk. He looked into the darkness of the alleyway. "Can you handle this guy?"

"Yeah," his partner told him. "What is it?"

"This’ll just take a second," Niven told him. He crouched low, creeping close to one of the concrete walls of the alleyway.

"What is it?" his partner asked again.

His hands curled into claws as he crept closer to a small garbage can.

"Niven?"

Niven pounced behind the garbage can. From his grasp, a tiny Siamese kitten shot from the shadows. It raced to the street where it vanished.

"Oh yeah," his partner said, "you’re loaded all right."

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Training Room – Evening

Denise drew up short as she walked into the training room. Marie, along with Chamique and Kat, were preparing for a patrol. "Did I miss something? We don’t go on patrol for another two hours."

"No, you don’t," Marie replied.

"What are you talking about?" Denise demanded.

"You’re going with Casey’s girls tonight," Marie told her.

"Since when, exactly?" Denise asked.

"Since you started cavorting with everyone’s favorite resident half-demon," Marie replied.

"Cavorting? Wait, what?" Denise asked. "You’re cutting me from your team because of who I choose to spend my spare time with?"

"That’s right," Marie told her. "I’m being watched really closely right now. I can’t afford to have one of my girls jumping in the sack with any underworldy demon that…"

"Marie, I know for a fact that you’ll sleep with anything that has two legs; and quite a few that don’t, as I remember," Denise snapped. "Do you think I’ve forgotten about that vampire you…"

"That was when we were in basic training, so I didn’t know he was a vampire until…after," Marie defended herself.

"Fine, but what about that Marnok demon in Vegas that you…"

"That was Vegas, that doesn’t count," Marie insisted.

"And that was a Marnok demon, so you can’t exactly claim that you didn’t know. They have six eyes," Denise pointed out.

"Hey, that’s Vegas," Marie countered. "Weird things happen there."

"And that P’that demon in Montreal? I mean, those guys are kinda slimy. What, did you think that he was just sweating a lot?" Denise asked. "And how about that Voxyn in Singapore? I remember you showed him a really good…Actually, was that one a ‘him’? I was never too sure about that one."

"What’s your point?" Marie demanded.

"The point is that you should really clean up your own glass house before you start chucking stones around mine," Denise countered. "At least I can claim that every guy I’ve slept with was human."

"The difference is that then nobody was counting on me for a promotion," Marie snapped back at her. "I’m sorry, but right now, you’re a liability I just can’t afford."

As she turned to leave, Denise let out an exasperated breath. "Bitch," she muttered under her breath.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Training Room – Later

"Oh," Denise muttered as she stepped into the training room, "great."

"Great to see you too, roomie," Jaye replied.

Denise’s eyes rolled upwards. "God, whatever I did to piss you off today…"

"I hear you had a bit of a run-in with your slayer-in-command," Casey said.

Denise nodded. "Apparently, the people I spend my spare time with are grounds for dismissal now."

"Well, that strikes me as somewhat unfair," Casey told her.

"Really? You’re not worried that my off-hours proclivities will get in the way of your big promotion?" Denise asked sarcastically.

"You think you’re the only one who’s ever had a fling with someone…undesirable?" Casey asked. "I’m British. We practically invented the sordid affair."[image: image13.jpg]



"Well, this isn’t exactly a…" Denise started.

"You just do your job, and I’m sure we’ll get along just fine," Casey continued. "Just tell me one thing: is he cute?"

"Well, he’s…"

"Smart, handsome, good in the sack?" Casey continued.

"I actually wouldn’t really know…"

"I stand corrected, you are as boring as I thought you were," Casey said jokingly. "And don’t let the age thing bother you. For your first time you want someone with a little experience."

"Well, it wouldn’t exactly be my first…"

"Well, then, I stand corrected again," Casey smiled. "If you do your job, I think we’ll get on just fine," she told the younger slayer. "Get ready, we march out in fifteen minutes."

Cut To:

Ext.

Street – Night

"Anybody have a feeling like they really need to kill something?" Denise asked as the team of slayers walked past an old, run-down building.

"Rough day?" Jaye asked.

"I’ve had better," Denise replied. Her shoulders sagged a little. "Ever have one of those days where you’re constantly thinking that you should’ve stayed in bed that morning?"

"Yeah, it’s called a hangover," Jaye replied.

"Right," Denise muttered, "I’m asking the wrong person."

"It’s not as bad as all that," Casey told her. "Think about Marly."

Denise shrugged. "Yeah, getting blown up would be bad."

"Not only that but getting tortured beforehand," Casey added.

"What do you mean?" Denise asked.

Casey looked to Jaye. "You didn’t tell her?"

"You told me not to," Jaye answered.

"True to your word. That’s good to know," Casey replied.

"Tell me what?" Denise asked, annoyed.

They all stopped walking for a moment, and Casey spoke in a soft tone. "Rumor has it, and I don’t know if it’s true, but before they found the bomb on Marly…Willow Rosenberg tortured her…turned that vamp Skye loose on her."

"No way," Denise replied, brushing her off.

Casey and Jaye both nodded.

"I didn’t believe it either," Jaye offered. "But Frannie," she said, pitching a thumb over her shoulder to the slayer further down the street, "she said she was walking down one of the back halls and overheard Rosenberg crying on Allister’s shoulder about it. And Danny in Records said he saw a requisition form for Althenea Dimmons to stay at the Council for a few weeks—something about ‘Coven Priestess edification’. Said it was signed and approved by Summers herself. Believe me, this is big, and the higher ups are trying to keep it hush-hush."

Denise looked shocked but then grinned and shook her head. "You guys are full of it," Denise replied. "Rosenberg wouldn’t do that. Are you kidding? She wouldn’t torture a slayer. Her best friends are slayers."

"Maybe, but she’s not marrying any of them," Jaye answered.

"What does that mean?" Denise asked.

"Think about it a moment," Casey answered. "Allister was in that house. And Rosenberg already lost one potential wife from what I’ve heard. I think she’d do whatever she had to not to lose a second…including torturing a slayer."

Denise shook her head. "I think you guys are whacked."

"Oh yeah," Jaye said sarcastically. "Like the higher-ups give a good damn about what happens out on the streets. Hell, Faith couldn’t even remember your name earlier," she prodded.

Denise sighed. "Yeah, but she looked pretty busy at the time and…I’m not making excuses here, okay? But I think you’re not giving them enough credit. We’ve all been on edge lately."

"Maybe," Casey replied then motioned for them to start walking again. "But like I said, at least it can’t get much worse."

Denise offered a one-sided grin. "Never say that during a patrol. I’m convinced that there’s some geek sitting in front of a computer, typing out every aspect of my life, and that’s just the kind of thing he’d put in there to foreshadow some horrendous disaster."

"You really think that?" Casey asked.

"We fight demons for a living. That strike you as normal?" Denise told her. "Seriously, have you ever wondered if you’re one of the central characters in some whacko’s sick fantasy?"

"Who knows, Rosencrantz?" Casey asked wryly. "If we are some whacko’s sick fantasy, I must say that he hasn’t been terribly creative with our dialogue over the last few hours."

"Good point," Denise said.

"Hey, guys?" Frannie called out. "I think we’ve got a light on here." The quintet stopped in front of one of the old building’s dilapidated entrances.

"Okay, let’s go in," Denise said.

"I’ll call it in first," Casey said.

Denise snapped her fingers. "Right," she said softly, "that’s why you’re in charge."

Casey keyed the radio on her belt. "This is slayer team 201 on patrol in Glenville. We’re stopping to investigate a building at St. Clair and East 92nd." She looked up at her team. "Okay, let’s go in." She reached to her belt, producing a small, black flashlight. The members of her team did the same.

Cut To:

Int.

Run-Down Building – Continuous[image: image14.jpg]



"Careful what you step on here, guys," Denise told the rest of her team. "I think I’m getting gangrene just by looking at this place." She quickly cast a beam of light over the interior of the sparse, gutted building, interrupted only by the odd support that kept the ceiling from caving in on them. Barely.

"How is this thing still standing?" Jaye asked. "It looks like it’ll fall over in a strong wind."

"All the more reason why we should check this place out and get out of here," Casey replied. "I have no particular desire to remain here any longer than strictly necessary, have you?" The rest of the slayers nodded in agreement.

Denise tensed as she and the others methodically searched the building. Her hand snaked its way into her jacket and produced a thick wooden stake. She gripped it tightly in her right hand while her left balled into a tight fist.

"I hear something this way," Frannie hissed. She gestured towards an open area towards the middle of the building.

The five women came upon a group of a half-dozen demons, seated around a large bonfire. They looked up at the intruders, primed for combat. Some were seated, akimbo, on the ground. One had upturned a wooden crate to use as a chair. One sat against a support pillar.

They looked human, mostly, except for the horns in their foreheads above their eyes. Their skin looked darker blue because of the firelight. As their eyes turned towards the slayers, they seemed to glow yellow in the darkness.

Denise’s grip on her stake loosened slightly, and she released her balled fist. Her tense shoulders sagged down in relief as she let out a long breath. Around her, the other primed slayers visibly relaxed.

"Team 201 report," a quiet voice called over the radio.

"HQ, this is team 201. It’s nothing. Just a group of Brell demons. I think we’re done for the night," Casey replied. "We’ll be home in twenty minutes." She turned to the demons, none of whom had stood or spoken. "We’re very sorry that we interrupted you tonight," she told them.

The team of slayers started to file away from the demons.

"Have a pleasant evening," Casey added.

"Something’s not right here," Denise said.

"It’s okay, Denise," Casey told her.

"No, it’s not, Case," Denise snapped.

"Ease up, Denise," Casey replied, her voice steady. "There’s no need for this to get…"

The rest of the sentence was cut off as the nearest Brell leapt from the fire, pouncing on the lead slayer as the others lurched into action.

Denise had slightly more warning than her leader had had and was able to parry a strike from an approaching demon. She ducked as a hand tried to grip her head and rip it free from her shoulders, and fired a series of punches at the demon’s midsection.

The demon did not double over from the force of the blows. For that matter, he hardly acknowledged that they’d occurred at all. He gripped the slayer’s forearm, and with the same effort one would reserve for throwing away a piece of tissue paper, he simply threw the slayer away.

Denise collided with one of the support pillars of the building, crashing through its heavily compromised structure. She slammed into the ground and slid a solid ten feet, finally skidding to a stop, covered in concrete dust and coughing for breath.

"Scatter!" Casey yelled, pushing the demon in front of her away.

The slayers ran, almost in random directions, away from the bonfire as the ceiling above them, no longer supported by the pillar that Denise had just forcibly relocated, collapsed under the weight of the floors above.

Tons of concrete, metal, brick, insulation, and other building materials rained down on them. A large slab of concrete hit Denise on the side of the head, and she stumbled, dazed. She was not coherent enough to put up a suitable defense when one of the demons struck her full force with a right hook.

As she lay prone on the ground, she could see the hole in the ceiling above her spread outward, towards the outer walls of the building. "Jesus," she whispered before rising shakily to her legs. "Casey, the whole building is coming down!" she yelled.

Casey glanced upward, following Denise’s gaze. "Bloody…" she whispered. "Team, pull out!" she yelled.

Jaye extricated herself from the demons holding her. "But what about the…"

"No time!" Casey yelled. "Get out of here!"

The slayers ran, leaving the demons behind them growling in fury as the building disintegrated around them.

"Don’t look back!" Denise yelled.

As the slayers stumbled from the run-down building, a cloud of dust exploded out of the entrance. They kept running, chased by falling rubble from the large building, stopping only when they were safely clear. They turned and saw the building implode upon itself.

Denise bent over, her hands on her knees as her body was wracked by a series of dry, wheezing coughs. "Am I alone hoping there wasn’t any asbestos in there?" she asked between coughs.

"I don’t know," Casey replied. "It looks like it was built in the thirties," she continued.

"Where’s Jaye?" Frannie asked. Everyone looked around for a moment before they spotted the red-haired slayer straggling out of the cloud that was emanating from the wreckage, dust caked on her face.

"What the hell was that?" Denise demanded.

"Well, I’m fairly certain that the building collapsed," Casey told her.

"No, not that. Before then. I thought the slayer handbook said that Brells were peaceful demons," Denise said. "What was all that about?"

"Well, perhaps they weren’t as peaceful as we thought," Casey replied.

"No, something really weird is going on here," Denise told her. "Last night, we took out a team of demons that Niven swears didn’t have a violent bone in their bodies. Tonight, we take out a group of Brells that Watcher research confirm are peaceful. Just what the hell is happening to the demons in this city?"

"This is your fault," Jaye said suddenly, her voice a low growl. Everyone turned to see her pointing directly at Denise. "You and your demons. You’re the one who made us stay. You’re the one who’s there, every night…"

"Jaye?" Frannie asked. "Are you, like, okay?"

"No, I’m not okay!" Jaye yelled. "This bitch is…" She couldn’t force out the rest of the words; she was too furious.

Denise put up her hands. "Look, I know we’re not best friends, but[image: image15.jpg]


 can we keep the baseless accusations in the dorm room and not out here where they can…"

Jaye leapt at Denise, her hands wrapping around the slayer’s throat as the two fell to the ground.

Casey looked down at the two slayers for a moment, stunned, as the elder slayer tried to throttle the life out of Denise. "Apparently, it’s not just demons," the head slayer commented.

Fade to Black

 

End of Act Two
Act Three 

 

Fade In:

Int.

Watchers Council – Junior Watchers Rec Room – Same Time

"What is this?" Grace gestured with the yellow piece of paper in her hand, but didn’t move her eyes from the TV screen.[image: image16.jpg]


 
"It’s an invitation to my party," Jackson told her, "tomorrow night."

Grace didn’t move. "Yeah, I’ll definitely be there."

"Really?" Jackson’s eyebrows rose hopefully.

"No," Grace said flatly. "Move, you’re in between me and my Cylons."

"Oh, um, okay then." Jackson quickly moved out of the way and looked around the room to see if he had missed anyone.

A few different groups of young watchers were hanging out around the room, just talking or playing pool. A raucous group in the far corner was clustered around another TV while they played Guitar Hero II.

"Hey, Jackson!" A slightly older, taller guy with blonde hair appeared in front of Jackson with one of the flyers in his hand.

Jackson perked up a little. "Hey, Markham, what’s up?"

"Oh, y’know. I really think Chamique’s doing great. Sorry I haven’t been around much lately, it’s just, y’know, a lot."

"Yeah, I hear it’s like that when you get assigned a slayer," Jackson said, a note of resignation in his voice.

Markham put an arm around Jackson’s shoulder. "So anyway, man, heard about your party tomorrow night. Any indication on what the super-powered fox count is gonna be?"

Jackson didn’t look completely comfortable. "Sorry?"

"Slayers," Markham explained. "Are they gonna be there? Because last time…"

"Oh, yeah," Jackson nodded eagerly. "Um, Jaye Gradkowski was really looking forward to it, and she said she’d bring some of her friends."

"Looking forward to it?" Markham asked. "As in, you’re thinking maybe you’ll get some of that slayer lovin’?" He playfully punched Jackson in the arm, making him wince.

"What?" Jackson shook his head. "No, no…I mean, she wouldn’t go for me."

"Why not?" Markham grinned. "She goes for everybody."

Jackson’s brow furrowed in confusion. "What do you mean?"

Markham took his arm off Jackson’s shoulders and looked at him. "You mean you don’t know?"

"Know what?"

Markham suddenly raised his voice. "Hey, who in here has done Jaye Gradkowski?"

Jackson looked stunned as several male hands went up around the room. Grace took time out from watching Battlestar Galactica to give Markham a disgusted look.

"Is she the cracked-out redhead?" one of the pool players asked.

"Yeah," Markham replied.

"Then yes," the pool player grinned, and his hand shot up, too.

Markham turned back to Jackson. "See? Dude, she’s like the Council bicycle, y’know what I mean? So maybe you do have a shot with her."

Jackson opened and closed his mouth a couple of times and scratched his cheek nervously. "Council bicycle?"

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Infirmary – Later That Night

"You guys don’t know anything about me!" Jaye growled. She thrashed as hard as she could, but she couldn’t get free from the four other slayers holding her down on the hospital bed. "You hear me?! Nothing!"

Nearby, Dr. Miller was preparing a needle for a tranquilizer shot while he spoke to Casey over his shoulder. "What happened out there?"

"Nothing bloody happened," Casey insisted.

"Get the hell off me!" Jaye shouted.

"Can we hurry?" one of the girls asked through gritted teeth.

Casey followed Dr. Miller towards the crazed girl. "We were in a fight, and then all of a sudden it was like she decided it was time to kill Denise."

Dr. Miller plunged the needle into Jaye’s arm. "NO!" she yelled. "No, you don’t get to do that. Damn…damn doctors, I’ll… I’ll rrrip your arrrmmm…" And then she lapsed into unconsciousness. Everyone around the bed breathed a sigh of relief.

Niven entered through the door of the infirmary and skirted around the group of slayers, making his way to a far corner where Denise was holding an ice pack to her neck.

"I heard what happened," he said. "How is…"

"We don’t know what’s wrong with her," Denise said quickly.

Niven looked at her for a moment. "I was going to ask, ‘How is your neck?’"

The corners of Denise’s mouth quirked upward. "Oh, good. I mean, it’s good."

"Good." Niven said awkwardly. "That’s good."

"It is good," Denise agreed.

Niven sighed and glanced over at the bed where Dr. Miller was examining Jaye. "Something’s driving people crazy. At first it was demons…"

"We got attacked by some Brells tonight," Denise offered.

Niven shook his head in disgust. "And now it’s making its way into the Council…I feel like we’re missing something."

"You’ll figure it out," Denise assured him. "It’s like in poker, right…only without the cards."

"I’m just one of the guys on the cleanup crew," he told her. "I don’t know what I’m doing. Did you talk to your bosses, ask them about…?"

"Yeah, I did," Denise replied sadly. "It’s a no-go. Faith says we’ve got enough problems without messing around in demon gang wars."

"Volek wasn’t in a gang!" Niven insisted. "Look, we’ll just have to…"[image: image17.jpg]



Casey appeared in the corner with them, giving Denise a tap on the shoulder. "Hey, um, Denise, can I talk to you?" The British slayer shot Niven an unreadable glance, but that was all she said.

He got the hint. "Right, I’ll…see you later, huh?"

Denise watched as Niven walked out of the infirmary, then turned to Casey. "Yeah, what is it?"

"Listen, I wanted to ask you, has Jaye been acting maybe a bit different lately? I mean, you bunk with her and all."

"Maybe. I dunno," Denise said, trying to think. "I mean, she’s always been kinda not together but lately…I think there’s been more drugs lately."

Casey sighed. "Thought as much. And the way she’s been acting…you’ve probably noticed it. I try to let her know I’m here, y’know, but…"

"She really looks up to you," Denise told the older girl. "She does. And I think if you weren’t here, she might have been a lot worse."

"Worse than this?" Casey asked doubtfully. She motioned over her shoulder. Denise gave her a sympathetic look. "It’s the soddin’ stress is what it is. Job like this, we all deal with it different. And every once in a while, it sends somebody ’round the bend."

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Underground Parking Garage – Morning

Hope ran through a set of keys one by one, trying to figure out which one fit the lock on the little blue Taurus she was standing next to. She looked up at the sound of her name being shouted across the parking lot.

"Hey!" Jackson waved from across the aisle, from next to his beaten-up gray Corolla.

Hope looked a little startled. "Hi, Jackson."

"Spend the night?" Jackson asked, his manner off-hand but his eyes showing a little too much interest.

"Yeah," Hope nodded slowly. "Yeah, I did."

"With Jeff?"

"Right, yes, with Jeff."

Jackson’s eyes wandered back to his Corolla’s bald tires. "Um, okay. That’s, uh, that’s Jeff’s car, too, isn’t it?"

"Oh, yeah." Hope’s gestures were perhaps a little too expansive, and her smile was unnecessarily wide. "He just, y’know, let me borrow it…for some errands." She tried to lean her elbow on the roof of the car, but the positioning was awkward, and she nearly fell over.

"That’s cool," Jackson said.

"So, um, so where are you going?" Hope asked, desperately trying to sound as interested as possible.

Jeff gave her a deer-in-the-headlights look for about two seconds. Then: "Errands, y’know, errands."

"Right," Hope agreed quickly. "Always have those. So…see ya!" She slipped another key into the car door, and it turned out to be the right one. Hope immediately pulled the door open and jumped into Jeff’s car.

"See ya!" Jackson called out as he watched the Taurus pull out of its parking space and drive away. "See ya," he repeated, quieter this time, as he pulled open the door of his own car and got in.

Cut To:

Int.

Bureau Nine – Lobby – Later

Hope was so busy taking in the sweeping glass architecture of Bureau Nine’s front lobby that she didn’t notice Lori walking up to greet her.

"Hope Lehane?" The former slayer extended her hand in greeting, and after a brief moment, Hope reached out and took it in her own.

"That’s me," she said sheepishly. "Mr. Felix wanted to see me?"

"That’s right," Lori nodded. "He’s expecting you." She pointed to her own chest. "I’m Lori, by the way."

Cut To:

Int.

Bureau Nine – Hallway – Moments Later

Hope continued to take in the sights as she and Lori walked down a long, busy hallway.

"This place is pretty…big," Hope said. "What exactly is it you guys do here again?"

A tight smile appeared on Lori’s face. "We provide protection services, supernatural control, research, stuff like that. Personally, I mostly help out Mr. Felix."[image: image18.jpg]



"You’re his assistant?" Hope asked without really paying attention.

Lori appeared to think about the question. "Sometimes. But he and I are closer than that. Sometimes, I feel like he’s my dad."

That got Hope’s attention. "Your dad?"

Lori’s freckled cheek’s blushed. "It sounds so corny, I know. It’s just that, sometimes I feel like I can talk to him, and that maybe he’s…"

"Maybe he’s got all the answers?" Hope finished.

"Yeah, exactly," Lori agreed. She noticed the stricken look that just appeared on Hope’s face. "Is something wrong?"

"No, nothing," Hope said quickly. "I just, um, I’m just nervous is all. Is there a bathroom somewhere around here?"

"Oh, yeah, sure." Lori pointed a little ways down the hall to a door marked "Stairs." "One floor down, third door on your left." She leaned forward as if to speak confidentially. "There aren’t nearly enough ladies’ rooms in this building."

Cut To:

Int.

Bureau Nine – Underground Hallway – Moments Later

When Hope closed the stairway door behind her, she found herself in a far more non-descript, far less busy underground hallway. Absent-mindedly, she only walked two doors down on her left, to a door marked with a large number "07."

Halfway through pushing the door open, Hope came up short. There was a large bed in the center of the room, surrounded by clear plastic sheeting on which "QUARANTINE" was clearly written in red block letters. On the bed lay an especially thin teenage girl with dark hair and big eyes.[image: image19.jpg]



"Um, sorry, wrong room," Hope said, but before she had fully turned to leave, the girl sat up in her bed and looked directly at Hope.

"Por favor," the girl said, despair in her voice, "ayúdame."

As Hope opened her mouth to reply, Lori appeared suddenly in the doorway. "Get lost?" she asked, apparently good-naturedly.

"I, uh—" Hope stammered.

"Don’t worry about it," Lori said, gently taking Hope by the arm and leading her out of the room. "C’mon, he’s waiting for you."

Cut To:

Int.

Denise and Jaye’s Dorm Room – Day

Denise stood silently in the center of the tiny room she and Jaye shared. She took a few steps toward Jaye’s dresser and picked up a small picture frame sitting on top of it. The photograph it held featured Jaye in the center of a group of several other slayers, a huge grin on her face. Denise ran a hand over the picture.

"What happened to you?" she asked quietly.

It was then that Denise noticed Heli staring back at her from the edge of the group in the picture, her expression blank. Quickly, she drew her hand back and placed the picture frame back on top of the dresser.

She opened the top drawer of Jaye’s dresser and quickly rifled through it. After a moment, Denise held up a pair of thong underpants and frowned, but she placed them back in the drawer and moved on. She rummaged through the rest of the dresser, growing increasingly frustrated at its apparent ordinariness. Then, in the bottom drawer, her hand struck something odd amidst Jaye’s various make-up accessories.

"Found you," she said.

Denise held up a small orangish vial containing a dark, syrupy liquid. The vial looked like it might have been medical issue, though any label had since been removed. The only marking on the container was a large "V" scrawled hurriedly on the side in what looked like Sharpie marker. She unscrewed the plastic cap and found that it had a small dropper attached to it. She set this on the top of the dresser and sniffed the bottle in her hand. Denise immediately pulled back at the strength of the smell and put a hand over her nose and mouth.

"Whoa," she managed as she awkwardly tried to screw the container’s cap back on with one hand. "What the hell?"

Cut To:

Int.

Bureau Nine – Outside Mr. Felix’s Office – Same Time

As Hope and Lori approached the door to Mr. Felix’s office, Lori called out a greeting to the raven-haired girl who was exiting. "Hey, Marissa!"

Marissa stopped and smiled. "Hey, Lori."

"Haven’t seen you since you got back from Spain," Lori noted. "You feeling okay?"

Marissa gestured dismissively. "Oh, yeah, you know, I’m fine. The docs tell me everything’s still intact, so…"[image: image20.jpg]



"Faith just got back from Spain," Hope supplied helpfully. Marissa turned to stare at the girl.

"Marissa, this is Hope," Lori explained, "Faith Lehane’s sister."

Marissa sized the girl up. "Guess I can see the resemblance. Hey, can you do something for me?" Hope nodded. "Tell Miss ‘Look at me I got brought back from the dead so I’m suddenly too cool to visit or even call’ that I’m doing better, okay?"

Hope raised an eyebrow. "Um…okay."

Marissa pointed at Lori. "We should catch up. I hear Subway’s catering in the cafeteria, you should show before it’s gone."

"I’ll be there," Lori told her. "I just have a few things to take care of first." As Marissa nodded and left, Lori turned to talk to Hope. "You can head on in."

Cut To:

Int.

Bureau Nine – Mr. Felix’s Office – Moments Later

Hope tentatively peeked her head through the open crack of Mr. Felix’s door. From behind his desk, the executive looked up from a report to welcome the new arrival. "Ah, Hope!" he smiled. "Do come in! Please!"

"Nice place you’ve got here," Hope said as she entered. She plopped herself down comfortably in a large padded chair opposite Mr. Felix. "A little rich for my blood, maybe, but this works for you."

"Oh believe me, that isn’t quite true. Either one," Felix said, lifting an eyebrow.

"What?"

"This place. It only barely works, as you put it. Just a means to an end. Comfortable, yes. But not…well, certainly not good enough for either one of us. Not really." He said it lightly, with a smile, but somehow sounded sad.

Hope shrugged. "I’m not special. Just another tough kid from Southie."

"Ah. How many ‘tough kids from Southie’ are sitting where you are today?" Felix asked.

Hope thought about that. "They," she grinned, "don’t have the sugar daddy I do."

Felix barked a laugh, but then raised a finger. "Now, now. That is how rumors get started."

"And here I was thinking it was the rumor fairy," Hope said. "So…why am I sitting here today anyway?"

Felix stared at Hope for several moments. "I do always enjoy seeing you, Hope. And I want us to be honest with one other."

"Honesty is good," Hope agreed, voice neutral.

"You’ve seen Bureau Nine now, seen what it is we do. I think we manage to achieve much, and that what we do is worthwhile. Do you agree?"

Hope hesitated before answering. "Um, yeah, I guess so. Yes, I do."

"There is a favor I would ask of you," Felix said, "and I would like to ask you not to think yourself at all obligated to fulfill it."[image: image21.jpg]



"What?" Hope asked.

Felix rose from behind his desk. He walked around and sat in the chair beside Hope. He crossed his legs and looked directly into her eyes. "Bureau Nine is starting some negotiations with the Council soon. A pooling of information that, quite frankly, will aid us both."

"Kind of a nice way to treat the competition."

He shrugged. "We can be rivals. We can be enemies. I’m very much hoping for us to be allies. However," his eyes twinkled slightly, "I’m not above trying for what might seem like an unfair advantage. Frankly, there’s a great deal at stake."

Hope seemed unsure. "You want me to bring you some secret files."

"Yes. And, no." Felix sighed. "The truth is, there are some files in the Council’s database, files that may prove vital to an extremely important project. One that will do a truly enormous amount of good. What I’m asking for you to do is to copy the equivalent of the Council’s library index. That way, we will know whether what we’re looking for is in fact there."

Hope furrowed her brow. "But isn’t that just another way of saying…"

A knock on the door interrupted her, closely followed by Lori entering the room.

"Sorry to interrupt," she said. "You wanted me to tell you as soon as the analysis was finished on that new…"

"Of course," Felix nodded, rising. "Hope, if you would excuse me a moment…"

Hope gave a small, absent-minded nod. She watched as Felix lightly placed his hand on Lori’s shoulder, as well as the way the red-headed girl smiled up at the man leaning over her and the file she opened on the desk.

"The antidote should be relatively simple," Lori said, voice low. "A combination of Citric Acid, Thiamin Hydrochloride, Sodium Benzoate, and various sugars. Basically, a glass of Sunny Delight, and anybody afflicted should be right as rain."

"Exceptional work," Felix said, "thank you."

She blushed. "Oh, well, I just wrote the report."

"And I failed to notice a single misspelling," Felix commended with a grin. Lori smiled, nodded, and headed back out of the office. "Let me know if we make any progress on the source of the product," he called after her before turning his attention back to Hope. "Now, Hope…"

"I’ll do it," Hope said suddenly. Mr. Felix blinked a couple of times behind his spectacles.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Hallway Outside Faith’s Office – Day

Denise had one hand poised to knock on Faith’s office door and the other holding Jaye’s bottle. She was about to lower her hand when the sound of Faith’s booming voice stopped her.

"Would you two come off it? We all know why Will got a slap on the wrist. She’s your best friend and your…best lay." Denise could hear the voice through the door easily.

"That’s a cheap shot."

"Oh, is it, B? Then tell me this: Why was she suspended for only two weeks?" Faith countered.

"Look, Althenea will be arriving shortly," Denise heard Rowena reply.

"To what? Erase all our memories?"

The sound of something slamming on a table made Denise jump slightly and move away from the door a little bit, but after a moment she tiptoed closer.

"Consider this, Faith," Denise heard Rowena begin, "if we had suspended Willow longer, it’s quite possible you would be dead now. Like it or not, and regardless of our relationship with her, this Council needs her active."

Denise looked nervously at either end of the hallway but saw no one around. In spite of her anxiety, she stayed put.

"Hey!" Faith said sharply. "I love Will, okay?…Don’t roll your eyes at me B. When I came back to help fight The First, she was the first one willing to speak to me like a real person. You sure as hell didn’t."

"Fine. As head of the watchers division, what do you suggest I do, Faith? Suspend her indefinitely so the media can have a circus at the Council’s expense and weaken the Coven in the process?"

"Indefinitely, no. But something a bit more serious," Faith replied. "The media doesn’t need to know everyone we discipline here or for how long – that’s just an excuse."

"All right, let’s talk about discipline then," Buffy countered. "Why aren’t you back in prison yet?"

"You want my job, B? Is that it?" Faith asked.

"No, that’s not it," Buffy countered. "I’m just saying it’s a bit of the pot calling the kettle black."

Denise leaned in closer when she couldn’t make out Faith’s reply. She then heard heavy footsteps and Buffy and Rowena both shout, "Don’t."

"Don’t what?" The eavesdropping slayer heard a slamming phone and Faith continue. "You’re right, B. Maybe I should turn myself in again."

"We need you here too," Rowena’s voice replied. "Just like we need Willow. The girls look up to you, Faith."

"The same girls who’ve got rumors flying rampant, saying that beating a slayer is acceptable ’round here. The sad part is, if someone asks, I don’t have a leg to stand on because…yeah…apparently it is okay to let vampires knock around our slayers if we tell them to."

"Jesus, you sound like Jim," Rowena sighed.

"Yeah, you hate the guy, but maybe he’s right!"

"Willow did what she thought she had to do!" Rowena shouted.

"But she was wrong!" Faith replied. "And while I’m at it…why is Skye still alive anyway, huh? My second suggestion is stake her since she’s no longer a part of this Council and can’t be suspended."

"I can’t argue with you there," Buffy supplied.

"You want to stake her because she’s a vampire that’s done evil things?" Rowena asked.

"The concept had occurred to me, yeah," Faith answered sarcastically.

"Okay, great! Let’s make that a new policy! Oh, but before you kill Skye, make sure you do Angel first!" Denise heard the room go quiet. "Now that’s different story, isn’t it?"

"Nobody’s killing Angel," Faith replied.

"And why’s that? Because of a soul? Or because he’s your friend?" Rowena continued. "Now it’s my turn to say ‘you two come off it!’" Rowena spat. "If we’re going to have a rule, it should be across the board, shouldn’t it? Isn’t that what you’re saying about Willow and Skye after all?"

"Look, just drop it," Buffy replied.

"No," Rowena countered. "And furthermore, I gave Skye my word she would be safe as long as she cooperates with us. So if anyone touches so much as a hair on her head, I’ll—"

"What?" Faith asked. "Talk us to death?"

"I’ll leave," Rowena replied.

Denise’s eyes went wide, and the room went quiet for a moment.

Faith chuckled. "And go where, watcher lady?"

"Mr. Felix made me an offer that, if needed, I won’t refuse," Rowena countered.

"That wasn’t in your report, was it? How did I miss that?" Buffy asked.

"Because I didn’t list it. It wasn’t about the Council. It was personal, and quite frankly, not anything I would have even entertained…until now."

"So more secrets?" Faith asked rhetorically. "That’s just great."

"I won’t stand by and let you two put Willow through the wringer on this," Rowena defended. "She’s woken up most nights crying. Our lunch hours are spent going over what we did that day, analyzing it, instead of enjoying the planning of our wedding. So don’t act like it’s out of sight, out of mind, or-or that she hasn’t paid, because she has. We BOTH have!"

"Ro—" Faith began.

"So that means if she goes, then I go too."

Again, all Denise heard was silence.

"If it means making my girls feel secure, there’s the door, Blondie," Faith replied.

When Denise heard footsteps approaching her, she took off down the hall and only heard Buffy yell out, "Stop right there, Ro!"

Cut To:

Ext.

Abandoned Elementary School – Day

Jackson parked his car in the street in front of a sprawling, dirty brick complex. A large sign with illegible black graffiti scrawled across it stood next to the entrance. He pulled the small slip of paper Jaye had given him out of his jacket pocket, glanced at it, and slid it back into his pocket.

"Check out the urban decay," he mumbled before walking into the building.

Cut To:

Int.

Abandoned Elementary School – Moments Later

Upon entering, Jackson found himself face-to-face with a burly demon with dappled red and yellow skin. "Whaddaya want?" he asked gruffly.

The demon’s nostrils flared when Jackson held up his Council badge. "Jackson App, Watchers Council."

"Ain’t nothin’ here," the demon said quickly, glancing around nervously. "In fact, I was just…"

"Jaye Gradkowski sent me," Jackson interrupted. The demon stayed still long enough to hear him out. "I’m throwing a party tonight, and I was told you guys could hook me up."

The red and yellow demon relaxed. "Oh, yeah, we got the hook-up. Were you looking for something specific, or…"

"Jaye just told me where to go," Jackson said. "She wasn’t real…y’know, she didn’t say much about what happens here."

The demon put a beefy, clawed hand around Jackson’s shoulder. "Tell you what, I think I’ll take you to see the boss."

Cut To:

Int.

Former Elementary Classroom – Moments Later

Volek’s hulking figure stood over a pile of boxes in the center of what had once been a classroom. Ugly brown chalkboards still dominated two of the walls. The large demon was supervising a pair of small demons moving the boxes when the red and yellow demon entered with Jackson in tow.

"What is it?" Volek barked.

"This is Jackson App," the red and yellow demon replied, his gracious tone seeming strange coming from his sharp-toothed mouth. "He is representing the Watchers Council."

"And you bring him here?!" Volek asked, a threat in his voice.

"I was told that you were the people to see for something cool for the party I’m throwing tonight," Jackson said, unable to hide his unease. "But maybe I should just…" He found the red and yellow demon blocking his way out of the room. Slowly, Jackson turned back around to face Volek.

"A party…for the Watchers Council folks?" Volek seemed intrigued.

"Yeah," Jackson nodded. "A lot of the slayers are going to be there, some of the junior watchers…I really don’t want a repeat of last time, and Jaye said you guys could help."

"Jaye Gradkowski?" Volek asked, bringing his claws together under his chin. "And how is our mutual slayer friend?"

"Uh…not so good, actually," Jackson admitted. "She’s...feeling kinda sick right now."

"A pity," Volek said. "Still, she has not steered you wrong. I think maybe I have what you need." The demon gestured expansively to a large, round metal keg sitting in the corner of the room.

Jackson perked up at this. "A beer keg? Yeah, that’d be awesome. It’s like Markham says, sometimes, all a slayer wants is to get good and…" He stopped himself before going any further. "How much?"

"Oh, there’s no need to worry about that," Volek told him. "We always love to help out our good friends at the Watchers Council. It’s on the house." He made a clicking noise through his teeth, getting the attention of the smaller demons moving the boxes. "My friends here will help you get the merchandise to your car."[image: image22.jpg]



"Thanks!" Jackson grinned. As he and the smaller demons left the room with the keg, the red and yellow demon walked over to talk to Volek.

"Are you sure that was a good idea?" it asked.

"You want the damn Council to come in here and shut us down?" Volek growled. "We have to do something."

"Yeah, but I don’t see how…"

"That Heli girl got it wrong, you know," Volek said as he idly ran his claws down one of the chalkboards, making an awful screeching sound. "You can’t take out a couple of bigwigs and expect to make a dent in the Watchers Council." He looked up to see the red and yellow demon grimacing at the noise. "You have to do it from the bottom up."

Fade Out.

End of Act Three
Act Four
 

Fade In:

Int.

Niven’s Apartment – Afternoon

Darkness. Then the refrigerator door opened, and light flooded over the remnants within: mainly leftovers, pizza and Chinese takeout, as well as a few things not readily recognizable. Also, there was beer.[image: image23.jpg]



Niven found what he was looking for and straightened up with a bottle of Rolling Rock in his hand. He walked out of the kitchen area and over to an old, beaten-up chair in the center of the main room. He plopped himself down, picked up a remote control, and turned on his TV while he popped open the cap of his beer.

"—show an increase in demon violence across the city," a female newscaster began. "Police Chief Lee O’Malley told FOX 8 that—"

Niven flicked through the channels, soon settling on a rerun of a hockey game from the night before. He took a long swig of his beer and stared at the screen through tired, empty eyes.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Hallway Outside Computer Lab – Afternoon

Hope looked both up and down the hallway, seeing no one. She put a hand on the knob of a door marked "computer lab", pausing once again to try and make sure nobody was watching her. Still nothing. With an intake of breath, she turned the knob and entered the room.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Computer Lab – Continuous

She was halfway to the nearest computer before she heard her name.

"Hope?" It was Willow, glancing up from typing something on one of the computers. "It is Hope, isn’t it? Faith’s little sister?"

Hope froze in her tracks. She turned very slowly towards Willow and tried to force a laugh. It didn’t quite work.

"Yeah, that’s me! Working on the weekend, huh?"

Willow nodded. "It’s not like the bad guys take Saturdays off."

"Right, that makes sense." Hope looked back at the door for a moment as if she were considering turning tail and leaving the room. Then she looked back at Willow and gave a small wave. Willow waved back.

"You here for something?" Willow asked.

"Um…no, not really. I mean, I’m just checking my e-mail."

"Okay," Willow said, turning back to her work. "Well, if you need anything, just let me know."

Hope let out a breath she had been holding in and slunk over to a computer in the far corner of the room. She sat down and entered her username and password. A small, cartoon Willow appeared on the screen.

"Hello, and welcome to W.I.L.L.O.W.," the cartoon said. Hope looked from the computer Willow to the real Willow, and a small smirk appeared on her face. "Enter your search."

"Okay, then," Hope breathed, and then she slowly typed "Council Archives Index" into the prompt.

"Searching," W.I.L.L.O.W. hummed, and then a small icon marked "index" appeared on the screen. "Is this what you were looking for?" the cartoon chirped.

Willow looked up from her work for a moment and smiled at Hope. Hope noticed and attempted to smile back. She waited until Willow looked away and then reached inside her jacket, pulling out a slim, black FLASH drive. She slipped the drive into one of the computer’s ports and typed in a command.[image: image24.jpg]



"Copying…copying…" Hope bit her lip impatiently as W.I.L.L.O.W. completed the procedure. "…copying…download complete." Hope let out an almost inaudible sigh of relief, pulled the FLASH drive out of the computer, and logged out.

Hope hadn’t finished standing up to leave when she once again heard Willow’s voice, this time the real version.

"Hey, Hope!"

Hope nearly jumped out of her skin when she realized Willow was standing right next to her. "Oh…hey. Look, this isn’t—"

"I just want to ask you something…about Faith," Willow said.

Hope relaxed slightly. "What is it?"

"None of us really know what’s going on inside her head these days," Willow admitted. "I thought maybe…do you think she’s okay?"

"You’ve spent more time with her lately than I have," Hope said. "I mean, you went to Spain with her, right?"

"Yeah, but…it wasn’t really a talking trip."

"Well, we don’t really talk much," Hope told her as she tried to edge towards the door.

Willow nodded. "Is it ’cause of that one time that…" She trailed off.

Hope had gotten close to the doorway, but turned around. "What one time?"

Willow shifted uncomfortably. "You know, that one time that…you were sort of in a plot to kill her." She said the last part very fast in small voice.

Hope looked like she was thinking about it. "No," she said finally. "It was like this before that."

Then she walked out of the room, the FLASH drive securely in her pocket.

Cut To:

Int.

Niven’s Apartment – Later

At the sound of a knock on the door, Niven opened his eyes to the deep pink rays of a sunset peeking through his window. With a groan, he got to his feet, accidentally knocking a half-finished beer over onto the floor. There was more knocking, more forceful this time.

"I’m coming!" he shouted, flustered. Leaving the beer on the floor, he made his way over to the door and opened it. There stood Volek’s hulking red and yellow assistant, along with an equally large blue counterpart with goat horns poking upwards from the top of its skull. Niven just looked at the two of them for a moment, especially the large, toothy grin the blue one was giving him.

"Sorry, guys, Niven’s not home right now. Try back later—" The red and yellow demon grabbed the door with his hand, preventing Niven from closing it in his face. He pushed it open, sending Niven stumbling backwards, and the two large demons entered the apartment.

"Very funny," the red and yellow demon said. "I heard you were a funny guy, Mr. Niven. Ain’t he a funny guy, Rick?"

Rick just grunted. While all this was going on, both of the demons were slowly walking forward, while Niven had retreated far enough that his back was now to his refrigerator.

"I think maybe you know why we’re here, Mr. Niven," the red and yellow demon continued. "It seems you are overdue with some kittens that you owe to our employer."

"I don’t have the kittens," Niven said. He had reached an arm over to the kitchen drawer nearest to the refrigerator and was fumbling with the handle. "I just need some more time."

Niven managed to get the drawer open and work his hand inside before Rick reached over and slammed the door closed on Niven’s hand with a metallic tinkle of silverware. Rick chuckled while Niven howled in pain.

"That’s too bad, Mr. Niven," said the red and yellow demon.

Niven pulled his hand out of the drawer, cradling it close to his chest for a split second before Rick grabbed him by the back of his hair and pushed his face down onto the counter. Niven groaned at the impact.

"Boss needs some kind of payment, Mr. Niven," the red and yellow demon explained. "What say we start with those ears?" Niven’s eyes widened as Rick’s chuckle turned into a high pitched, barking laugh.[image: image25.jpg]



"Hey!" A loud female voice cut through the entire scene and brought everyone to a halt. Niven tried to look up from his position squashed against the counter but couldn’t see who it was. "Get away from him!"

The red and yellow turned around to see Denise holding up her Council badge like a shield. "In the name of the Watchers Council, I order you to get away from him." An air of authority hung on her like a poncho…it didn’t quite fit right, but it was at least partially effective.

The red and yellow demon took a menacing step forward. "Helping demons now, are they?"

Denise held her ground, but the badge was shaking a little in her hand.

"I don’t think so," the demon continued. "I think you’re here on your own. Maybe for a little late afternoon roll in the sack?"

Denise shook her head, lowering the badge to her side. "No, I—"

"Oh, I’m sorry. Did I embarrass your pretty little self?" the red and yellow demon said. "You want Rick here to get away from him, you’re going to have to do it yourself. Because let me tell you something, sweetheart: I’m much more afraid of my boss than I am of you." He leaned forward, his face less than a foot from Denise’s wide eyes.

Rick held the struggling Niven against the counter with one big hand and watched the proceedings with interest. "Denise…" Niven groaned.

"You’re…not afraid of me?" she asked. The demon slowly shook his head. There was a long, silent moment in Niven’s kitchen.

Then the corners of Denise’s lips quirked upward. "Then you’re dumber than I thought." Then she rammed the empty beer bottle she had been holding upwards into the red and yellow demon’s face. The bottle shattered, leaving Denise with only the broken-off neck left in her hand. The demon screamed, reaching for his eyes. While he was defenseless, Denise kicked him hard in the knee, sending him howling to the floor.

Rick took his hand off Niven’s face and made a growling leap in Denise’s direction. She ducked and grabbed the demon by the leg, sending him flying into a pair of closet doors that broke under the impact. Niven rose to his feet, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs. He watched with a mixture of surprise and awe as Denise took two quick steps and launched herself with an incoherent yell. Her small body rammed into Rick as he tried to extricate himself from a combination of broken wood and clothes, sending them both to the ground.

Denise managed to land on top and slammed her fist into Rick’s face. He just growled in response, seemingly un-phased. So she hit him again. And again.

Meanwhile, the red and yellow demon was trying to get to his feet, though he stumbled when he tried to put weight on his knee. Niven tried to hold him back, but with a twist of his torso the red and yellow demon sent Niven backwards against his refrigerator. Niven watched as the other demon limped toward Denise. She didn’t notice since she was still busy punching Rick in the face.

"Denise," Niven yelled, "behind you!" He reached into the silverware drawer he had gotten his hand caught in earlier and pulled out a steak knife. "Catch!"

Denise caught the knife out of the air and plunged it deep into the red and yellow demon’s chest with both hands.

The demon looked down at the knife. "Oh…ow." Then he collapsed to the floor and didn’t move again.

Moments later, Niven helped Denise to her feet. "Is he…?" He gestured toward Rick.

"He won’t be bothering you again, either," Denise said.

Niven cocked his head as he examined Rick’s body. "Was that his face?"

Denise looked embarrassed. "I saw him hurting you and…I might have gotten a little carried away."

"Well, thank you," Niven told her sincerely. "You saved my life. Or at least saved me from dismemberment. Anyway, life would have sucked after that, so…" He trailed off, looking more closely at the nice dress Denise was wearing. "What are you doing here again? And why are you dressed so nice?"

Denise nervously brushed her hair behind her ear with a blood-covered hand. "Actually, um…the thing is, there’s this party tonight at Jackson’s."

"Yeah, I heard about it," Niven nodded.

"Right, well, um, I was hoping maybe we could go," Denise looked up at Niven hopefully. "Y’know, like, together."

Niven blinked a few times. "You just saved my life, and now you want to go on a date?"

"Uh-huh," Denise nodded. "There’ll be lots of slayers there. Volek won’t try anything."

Niven just looked at her for a few seconds and then said, "Right, just let me get my coat."

Cut To:

Int.

Jackson’s Apartment – Evening

Hip-hop beats throbbed through Jackson’s packed apartment, the bass turned up so high that many of those in attendance might have felt their kidneys vibrating. Teenage slayers gyrated to the beat, putting on their best sexy dances. Each girl held a red plastic cup in her hand. Meanwhile, a couple of young watchers were filling up their own red plastic cups from the big metal keg. The lights were low, replaced by blue and green illumination under black lights.[image: image26.jpg]



Jackson himself looked slightly rumpled, but in a happy way. He walked over to two slayers who were dancing particularly close to one another. "Hey, you girls having a good time?"

They managed to turn and look at him without stopping their bump-n-grind. "Mmm-hmm," one of them purred. She gave him a small, doll-some smile.

"That’s…that’s good." Jackson couldn’t stop watching as one of the girls cupped the other girl’s rear end.

"You like what you see?" the cuppee asked.

Jackson just nodded. The girl leaned forward, reaching out with a single slender finger and resting it lightly on the end of Jackson’s nose. "Then why don’t you…go get me another beer?" Jackson set his jaw as both girls giggled at him.

"Sure," he sighed. He grabbed the girl’s red plastic cup and moved away through the throng.

Nearby, Jocelyn O’Hara was talking to a watcher in his twenties with strawberry blonde hair. She handed him a couple of green bills, and he handed her a small plastic bag.

"That’s good stuff now, so don’t go using it all at once," he told her. Jocelyn nodded and skipped off to join a group of girls sitting in the corner of the room.

The blonde watcher felt a firm hand on his shoulder and turned around to see Marie looking down disapprovingly at him. "Can you please not do that?" He looked surprised. Marie sighed. "Look, wait until after they promote me and then maybe I can help you out. You know, if you help me out."

Jackson was trying to balance three beer cups despite Markham’s arm around his shoulder. "Mark my words, good man," Markham proclaimed. "Tonight, I am going to hook up with a slayer!"

"What?!" Jackson yelled, unable to hear over Jay-Z.

Markham didn’t notice, instead pointing his red plastic cup in Marie’s general direction. "Hey! LeBouchard! Would you do me the honor of a dance?"

Marie didn’t look up from putting a small plastic bag into her purse. "No." She walked off into another room.

"That’s cool, maybe next time," Markham called after her. Then to himself: "Bitch!"

"Dude, don’t talk that way," Jackson admonished while trying to subtly shirk off the other man’s arm. "She will kick your ass. Seriously."

"Maybe you’re right," Markham agreed. "It’s the booze talking." He held up his official red plastic cup and looked around. "Man, this is an awesome party!"

Cut To:

Int.

Jeff’s Apartment – Bathroom – Same Time

Hope was in Jeff’s bathroom, wearing a nice blouse and trying to put on a small earring, when the sound of Jeff calling her name made her jump. She cringed in pain as she poked herself with the earring.

"Hope?" Jeff called again. "Are you still in there?"

"I’m coming!" Hope replied. She finally snapped her earring into place and took a long look at herself in the mirror. "Okay," she whispered under her breath. "Okay, okay, okay."

Cut To:

Int.

Jeff’s Apartment – Living Room – Moments Later

Jeff stood very close to the other side of the door, waiting impatiently. "We’re gonna be late."

Hope opened the door with a flourish, a smile pasted on her face. "Fashionably late," she corrected as Jeff helpfully held out her purse. "I take it you’re ready to go?"

"Just one more thing," Jeff said, and then he leaned in to give Hope a quick peck on the lips. "Okay, now I’m good," he grinned. Then he noticed that Hope’s own smile had faded. "Everything okay?"

"Huh?" Hope asked as if she hadn’t quite been paying attention. "Oh, yeah, I’m great. Let’s get this party started."

"You know it hasn’t been cool to say that for at least two years, right?" Jeff chided as the pair headed for the door.

"You’re going to tell me about what’s cool now?" Hope rejoined.

"I resent that." The two voices faded as they closed the apartment door behind them and walked off down the hall.

Cut To:

Int.

Jackson’s Apartment – Later

"BODY SHOTS! WOOOOOO!"

Frannie stood on top of Jackson’s kitchen table. Her slinky halter-top was threatening to shrug off her shoulders and her red plastic cup was held up high.

Chamique looked up at the girl on the table, one eyebrow raised. "I don’t think that means what you think it means."

"What?" Frannie asked, in the way people say that word when they’re trying to hear over the music, with several ‘A’s’.

"Body shots," Chamique explained, raising her voice a little over Gorillaz.

"My body is totally hot, and I am totally drinking shots!" Frannie proclaimed, more to the room at large than to Chamique in particular. She took a long swig from her cup.

"Technically, shots aren’t usually beer," Chamique noted. "Also, it usually takes more than what you have there to drink a slayer under the table. Or onto the table."

"Go to hell!" Frannie yelled, a little more venomously than the situation called for.

"Fine…valley girl," Chamique shot back.

Frannie scoffed and put a hand on her chest. "I am so not a valley girl! I’m, like, from Oregon."

Chamique shook her head and walked into the other room, where Jackson was standing in the middle of a group of slayers.

"Okay!" he said, his voice stern. "Who knocked out Kat?"

The small, blonde, Australian slayer lay still on the floor in the center of the group, a large red welt forming over one eye.

"She fell," said one of the girls, stone-faced.

"She was drunk," said another.

"Drunk?" Jackson sounded incredulous. "She’s getting a black eye! I am a trained watcher, you can’t…" His attention was distracted by the sight of Niven and Denise arriving at the party. Jackson sighed. "Just take care of her." A couple of the girls nodded.[image: image27.jpg]



Denise waved as Jackson walked over towards her and her date, picking up a couple of red plastic cups on the way. "Hey!"

"Glad you guys could make it," Jackson said. "Um, keg’s over there, there’s soda in the kitchen, um…chips and stuff too. There was pizza but…y’know, then slayers were here."

Niven looked distracted. "There’s a girl on the table."

"Niven and I are here on a date," Denise blurted out of nowhere. Niven looked down at her in surprise, while she grabbed his arm with both hands and grinned back up at him.

"That’s…good," Jackson eventually replied. "Isn’t she a little young for you, Niven?"

"Denise is…very mature," Niven replied.

Jackson shrugged and proffered his plastic cups. "You guys want a drink?"

"Sure, thanks," Denise said, reaching out and taking one of the cups. "Ah yes, red plastic cups. The universal symbol for wild drunken party."

"Aren’t you a little young?" Niven echoed.

"What the heck, y’know?" Nothing was able to dampen Denise’s ebullient tone. Finally, after a moment, her smile began to spread to Niven’s face.

"That’s it!" Jackson yelled suddenly. He raised his hand, holding a small, furry, beaked animal by its beaver-like tail. "What’s with the platypus?"

Jocelyn raised her hand tentatively from somewhere deep within a giant nearby beanbag chair. "Oh…my bad." She followed that with a high-pitched giggle.

"Oh man, is she high?" Niven asked. "Maybe we need to get her out of here, somebody might get hurt."

Denise shrugged. "I just hope the platypus isn’t someone I know." She raised her cup to take a sip, but stopped short with it just under her nose. She scrunched up her cheeks.

"What is it?" Niven asked.

Denise hesitated. "Does the beer…smell funny to you?"

Niven lifted his cup and took a long sniff. A confused look appeared on his face. "Yeah…yeah, it does."

Behind them, Hope and Jeff walked through the door. "Jackson’s parties are awesome," Jeff said, his voice raised over the music. "Well, except for last time."

Hope gave only a perfunctory nod as she glanced around at the craziness.

"You sure you’re okay?" Jeff asked. "You look…nervous."

"I just…don’t know these people," Hope said.

"Sure you do," Jeff reassured her, tenderly brushing a strand of hair out of Hope’s face. "Look, there’s Denise and Niven right over there. You guys are friends, right?"

Hope nodded. "Yeah, I guess…is Kat unconscious?"

The wheels were still turning in Denise’s head. "I can’t figure out where I remember that smell from. Uhh! It’s so frustrating."

"Don’t worry about it," Niven told her, and he was about to finally drink from his beer when…

"You!" Marie came striding angrily across the room, pointing a finger straight at Niven. "I know you."

Niven played it cool. "Yeah, I know me too. We have many things in common."

"You’re the demon who’s trying to sabotage my chances of being the new Number Three," Marie accused, loud enough to grab the attention of many of the surrounding partygoers.

"Marie!" Denise exclaimed.

"I don’t know what you’re talking about," Niven maintained. "I’m just on the cleanup crew."

"I’ve worked for this for years," Marie continued, poking a long finger at Niven’s chest. "This is my life. I’m not going to let you screw it up."

"I’m not trying to—"

Niven was cut off when Marie hit him with a hard right-handed uppercut, sending him flying into the wall. The wall cracked under the blow as Niven fell to the floor, dazed.

"Marie!" Denise shouted again, grabbing the angry girl in an attempt to hold her back.

"Get off me!" Marie shoved the younger girl hard, and Denise stumbled backwards. "I’m not gonna let you screw it up!"

Denise lost her hold on her beer and dropped her cup on the carpet. Nobody else noticed.

Casey appeared out of the crowd. "No, you’re doing a perfectly good job of that yourself, aren’t cha, LeBouchard?"[image: image28.jpg]



"I thought I was screwing it up," Niven groaned from the floor.

Marie turned towards Casey. "Listen, bitch. You’re not gonna be in charge. You know why? Because I can’t let that happen."

Denise was still looking at her beer on the floor. She looked from her red plastic cup to the red plastic cups in the hands of Marie and Casey.

Casey took a step forward. "You don’t get to call me bitch, you bloody slut. I helped build that branch in London. What have you done?"

"You know who else showed up here from London?" Marie yelled.

Denise’s eyes suddenly widened. "Oh God! Everybody, don’t drink the beer!"

No one paid her any attention. Most of the room was holding its breath to see if Marie would finish her sentence. "Heli."

Casey slammed her fist into Marie’s jaw. Marie’s head snapped back and then jerked forward again. She wiggled her jaw, as if trying to fit it back into place. There was an audible pop. Then Casey punched Marie in the face, someone else kneed Marie in the side, Chamique took a swing at them to defend Marie, and then things began to spiral rather impressively out of control.

Denise knelt down next to Niven. "Are you okay?" He nodded groggily. A small vase shattered against the wall inches from Denise’s head. "We need to find cover."

Niven looked confused. "What? Denise! What the hell is happening?"

"I think maybe I know," Denise yelled over the sound of fighting. "C’mon!" She pulled Niven to his feet and held him close to her body. Very quickly, the two made their way through the increasing violence.

Jocelyn was hiding under the table Frannie had been dancing on, her eyes wide. "I think I’m freaking out." She jumped and almost hit her head on the underside of the table when Markham hit the floor in front of her.

"I am not interested!" a girl yelled.

Denise ducked behind Jackson’s drab gray couch, pulling Niven down with her into the cramped space between the couch and the wall. They found Hope and Jackson already there.

"Hey guys," Jackson said unhappily. For a moment, the four of them hunched pathetically next to the wall, listening to the sound of violence all around them.

"Where’s Jeff?" Denise asked Hope.

Hope looked genuinely scared. "I think he’s trying to break it up. Niven, what’s happening?"

Niven moved his hand from cradling the bump on his jaw just long enough to point at Denise. "Ask her. She seems to know something."

Everyone looked expectantly at Denise. She shrank a little under the attention. "I think maybe they’ve been…I don’t know, drugged or something? I thought the beer smelled funny, and then I realized where I’d smelled that before: it was this little bottle I found in Jaye’s dresser earlier today. I was looking to see if I could find anything that might tell me what made her…y’know, snap."

"You think she was on some…new drug?" Hope asked. Denise nodded.

"And you’re saying someone spiked the beer with the same drug?" Niven asked. Denise nodded again.

Jackson snapped his fingers. "Jaye was the one who sent me to the place where I got the keg."

"Where was that?" Denise asked.

"It was this abandoned school on the East side," Jackson told her.

"Abandoned school?" Niven exclaimed. "That’s one of Volek’s places."

"Volek?" Hope asked.

Niven tried to think through the throbbing in his head. "Volek’s been distributing this drug. He’s the one that’s been making the demons attack the slayers and get themselves killed."

"And now he’s making his move on the Council," Denise said grimly. "Everybody who drank beer tonight is on the same drug that made Jaye try to kill me."

Everyone looked very small for a moment. "Oh…hell," Niven said quietly.

"We have to go back out there," Denise said. "Try and calm everyone down."

Jackson gave her an incredulous look. "Are you nuts? There’re several dozen extremely pissed-off girls out there who just happen to have super-strength, and unless you have some sort of antidote, I don’t see how—"

"That’s it!" Hope suddenly had a huge smile on her face. Everyone looked at her. "Sunny D," she told them as if that explained everything.

"The synthetic orange juice?" Niven asked, confused. "What about it?"

"It’s the antidote," Hope told him.

Denise was unconvinced. "What? How do you know?"

Hope’s grin faded. "I, um, I’ve had a lot of time to study."

Cut To:

Int.

Jackson’s Apartment – Moments Later

When the lights in Jackson’s apartment were turned on and the music suddenly was turned off, everyone stopped fighting long enough to register what had happened. In that moment, Jackson stuck two fingers in the corners of his mouth and produced an incredible shrill blast of noise. The entire room turned to see him standing by the stereo. Marie had her hand around Casey’s throat and was holding the girl a couple of inches off the ground. Both girls’ faces were covered with bruises.

"I need everybody to just listen to me," Jackson said. "I need everyone to stop trying to kill each other for two seconds and listen. Why are we fighting? Everyone here works at the Watchers Council. We are slayers, we are watchers, we are witches, and we are…other things."

A ghost of a smile crossed Niven’s face on the far side of the room. Hope just looked down at the floor.

"The bad guys are afraid of us," Jackson continued. "You think they’re only scared because of Faith and Willow? They’re afraid of everyone in this room. But they won’t be if we destroy ourselves."

Marie looked like she was trying desperately to control her breathing. Ever so slowly, she lowered Casey to the ground.

"Now, we think there was something in the beer, something that’s making you…really angry," Jackson announced. "We think we can counteract it. So what I need everyone to do is to try and chill for just a moment until we’re able to get the antidote to everybody, okay?"

Marie turned to see Denise gingerly holding out a cup. She snatched it from the younger girl’s hand and began to gulp it down. Suddenly, she stopped, pulling the cup away from her mouth and looking at it quizzically.

"Is this Sunny D?"

Cut To:

Int.

Jackson’s Apartment – Later

A while later, Casey and Marie sat on Jackson’s couch, not quite able to meet each other’s eyes.

"I’m sorry I compared you to Heli," Marie said.

Casey sheepishly looked down at the floor. "That’s okay. I’m sorry I tried to gouge your eyes out with my thumbs."

Jeff walked up to them, donning his winter coat as he did so. "I don’t know what you guys were fighting about, anyway. Neither one of you’s gonna be Number Three."

Casey looked up. "Wait, what?"

Jeff shrugged. "I’m sorry, but they’re gonna announce it tomorrow, or whenever Kennedy gets back from Heli-hunting. They’re giving the job to Mia."[image: image29.jpg]



Marie’s jaw dropped, and it took her a couple of tries to speak. "A Black Ops girl?"

"She’s not even…she’s like a failed Black Ops girl," Casey protested. "What’d she do, sleep with the bloody boss…again?"

"A Black Ops girl?!" Marie repeated.

"Sorry," Jeff said again, and he walked away to join his girlfriend.

"A Black Ops girl?" Marie called after him.

By the door, Niven was helping Denise into her coat. "Some party, huh?"

"Yeah," she agreed, turning around to face him. "We make quite a team."

"And now that we have proof Volek’s screwed with the Council directly, you can sic the slayers on him, right?" Niven asked hopefully.

"Definitely," Denise agreed. "I’m sure they’ll send the teams out first thing in the morning. You should stay with me tonight." Niven gave her a look. "For safety," she explained.

Niven scratched the back of his neck. "I dunno, I mean…It’s not that I don’t like you, Denise, but it’s just that…you’re not 18 yet and I…"

Denise joshed him playfully in the stomach, and Niven looked like he’d had the wind knocked out of him. "No, silly, I didn’t mean like that. You can have Jaye’s bed."

Niven nodded and smiled.

Cut To:

Int.

Watchers Council – Hallway – Day

Hope and Jeff walked side-by-side down a dormitory hallway. "I just don’t see how something like that could happen," Hope was saying.

"It was the drugs," Jeff told her. "That demon guy laced the keg with—"

"I get that." Hope shook her head. "I think it’s more than that, though. What I saw…Everybody here is so focused on the little things, their own little personal lives, personal stuff. Cliques, promotions, prejudices, fears…" She turned to look Jeff in the eye. "What if the Council just can’t get the job done anymore?"

Jeff smiled wanly. "Well, we better figure out a way. Who else is there?"

Hope stopped, looked down at the floor. She let out a long, slow breath. When she looked up, she shrugged and gave Jeff a quick peck on the cheek. She pulled back and looked directly into his eyes, her pupils moving like she was searching for something.

"I love you," she said softly.

"I love you too," Jeff replied.

She nodded in the direction of a nearby door. "I’ll see you later, ’kay?"

Jeff nodded. Hope left him and walked through the door to find Denise, Niven, and Jackson all already sitting around a square table. Niven was shuffling a deck of cards in his nimble hands. Hope closed the door behind her, walked over to the empty seat at the table, and sat down.[image: image30.jpg]



"Nice of you to join us," Jackson said, but he didn’t sound angry.

Hope smirked and turned to Denise and Niven. "So I hear you guys are, what, dating now?" Denise gave her a coy smile. "Can I just ask, how does that work? I mean, you guys aren’t the same species, are you?"

Niven smiled, but didn’t answer. Instead, he began to deal the cards and said, "The game’s seven card stud. Nothing wild, and the sky’s the limit."

Fade to Black.

 

Featuring Mía Maestro as Isabel

End of From the Bottom Up
