  IT WAS ALMOST SUNRISE BY THE TIME THE OLD BLACK IMPALA   

blazed across the asphalt rise and began its’ descent into the sleepy town.

  Dean Winchester took his first look that morning at Erie – a tiny residential town, nestled deep into the back-wash of Pennsylvania – and nearly frowned at the sight of it. He’d come across some creepy towns before in his lifetime, but nothing quite as fitting as this; with its looming gothic architecture churches, crumbling households (with spider webs infested inside, no doubt) and foreboding dark forest that wrapped around the periphery of the town like a finger, it was no surprise, really. It was text-book stuff, straight out of the pages of a horror story. Even the name seemed to be something of a B rated movie. 

  Erie, more like ‘eerie’, Dean thought sardonically. And then he nearly laughed out loud at himself. His lips twitched inadvertently upwards as he sat back and savoured his momentary achievement of comedy gold, but then his face quickly fell. 

  Just like him to think of a good joke with no one around to enjoy it with. Dean glanced over at his brother, sleeping beside him in the passenger seat, his mouth slightly open in blissful slumber. Sam Winchester, the floppy haired, sensitive and taller one, was the youngest of the two; Dean surpassing him by more than three years. To say they were brothers was about the only similarity that combined the two. That and their love for their father and their willingness to uphold the family business. 

  They were complete opposites to tell the truth; while Sam was the sensitive one, Dean was brash, more blunt in his emotions. Sam was serious, while Dean was a joker, a lover for all things comical. While Sam was tall, Dean...was well, shorter.   
  Even now, Dean struggled to comprehend how his little brother could possibly be able to sleep through the thrum of his prized 1969 Chevrolet Impala engine. Something he would find near to impossible. But, Sam was a deep sleeper after all. Yet, maybe...
  “Ahh!” 

  Sam sat bolt upright in his seat, the loud sounds of AC/DC blaring from the speaker, inches from where his head had been. 

  “Morning, Sammy!” Dean called, a wide grin spilling across his face. “Sorry, about that.  Didn’t mean to wake you.”

  Sam slumped back, rubbing his eyes with a groan. “It’s Sam...” he corrected reflexively. 

  “What?”

  Sam reached a hand out and flicked the dial of the radio down until it was nothing more than quiet background music. 
  Dean stared over questioningly before turning his gaze back to the winding road ahead, and clenched his jaw. “Uh.” 

  “Where are we anyway?” Sam cast a glance out of the windows, noting the forest that branched on either side of them, the buildings, and their crumbling structures.
  “Erie, Pennsylvania,” Dean said in an ominous tone. He wondered briefly if now would be a good time to mention his ‘eerie’ joke – but no. The moment was lost, and besides, Sam didn’t look like he was in much of laughing mood. “Dad left us a message.” He concluded quietly, after a pause.

  “Oh.” 

  “Yeah...”

  Sam frowned. “And you didn’t tell me? You know I want to talk to him!”

  “Geez, Sammy – you were asleep! What was I supposed to do?” Dean shot a glare at his little brother, frustration tainting his tone. He had been expecting this. 
  “Uh, maybe wake me up?!” Sam countered, clearly a rhetorical question.
  “Really? Is that all I had to do – wake you up? Please explain to me how that works!” Dean was letting his anger flow freely now, his teeth biting off each word in derisive chunks.
  Sam just stared at his brother for a moment, shaking his head, his mouth a tight line.   

  “You are so annoying...” he stated with a grim laugh. 

  “No; you’re annoying,” Dean retorted. 

  “Oh really, Dean? Really? I’m the annoying one?”

  Dean flashed a quick grin, his eyes enigmatic. “That’s what I said.” 
   Sam exhaled loudly, turning his gaze away from his brother and out the window. They both simmered in seething silence for a while, shooting narrowed-eyed glances to the trees outside. Eventually their anger began to wane and they could see past the childish remarks.  

  Sam turned his head infinitesimally to Dean, a guarded expression on his face. 

  “What did he say?” 

  Dean paused for a moment, noting his brother’s tired eyes – though not from lack of sleep – and the slight clench of his jaw line. Sam was tired of their arguments, of the wild goose chases their father often sent them on. Though he himself would never admit, Dean was becoming quite tired of it as well. 

  “Wasn’t much,” he murmured, his eyes straight ahead. “Wouldn’t even say hello to me...” Dean gave a sad smile to the memory, than cast an apologetic glance to his brother. He sighed before continuing; “Only mentioned the destination – which is where we are now – and the evidence for the case.”
  “Evidence?” Sam asked. 
  “Missing children, that sort of thing and the circumstances,” Dean shook his head, slight disbelief, “with how it occurs on the same day each week at the same time.” He shot a serious glance to his brother; “Definite supernatural involved in this.”

  Sam nodded in agreement. “But what?” he thought aloud. Already he was compiling a list of the research required, the undercover work they would need to do, the identities they would pilfer...
  Dean cast a quick lopsided grin, his eyes instantly brightening. “It’s what we’re here to find out, Sammy.” 
  “Was there a number?”

  Dean glanced questioningly at his younger brother, before realisation finally kicked in. His face fell. “The usual; pay phone. Can’t easily be traced that way.”

  Sam frowned. “Right, the usual,” he repeated, slightly forlorn. 
  Dean’s mouth twitched as he struggled for words. What was he supposed to say? It’s alright. You know Dad, he’s fine. Just because we don’t hear of him for months and then he suddenly leaves a phone call is nothing to worry about. I bet in another couple of months he might call us again with another one of his ‘missions’. That’s something to look forward too, right? But Dean had never been one for sentimental justification – or lying, for that matter.
  Instead, he simply shrugged, casting it away with a casual rise and droop of his shoulders. That’s when he saw a sign, an old weather-beaten slab of metal poking through a gap in the sidewalk about ten metres ahead. A place to stay. He turned in, pulling the Impala to a stop right out front the building’s door.  

  Both Sam and Dean took a look out the windshield at the place, taking notice of the peeling white paint on the walls and yellowed curtains that hung in the windows. Another sign, similar to the one out front, sat at the top of the porch steps: Orwell’s Pub and Inn. Guests Welcome.  
  Sam looked at Dean, and said sarcastically; “Nice place.”

  “Hey, it’s got beer hasn’t it?”  
  Sam rolled his eyes and pushed open the door, swinging it back on its hinges and stepped out. The sky had lightened since before; its musky hue changed to one of warmer oranges and purples. But the sky was too overcast for him to enjoy it. He heard Dean at the back of the car and followed him. 
  Sam watched as Dean routinely unlocked the boot, revealing a normal compartment with nothing but two duffel bags, but, to the trained eye, it could be something more. If someone were to take a closer inspection for example, they may notice an inconspicuous sliding tray at the back of the boot – a place where something could be easily hidden. Or some things... but, Dean and Sam had made sure that no-one came close enough to even begin to question. It was part of the job of maintaining the secret. 

  They walked up the front of the steps then and entered. Dean cast a customary glance around the place – mildly aware of the white washed walls and wooden floorboards and of the tables that lined the room. His eyes lingered a little longer at the bar and he couldn’t help but feel a little smug. From the looks of things they had about seven different versions of his favourite drink. 
  “What did I say, Sam? It’s like Mardi Gras in here.” 

  Sam frowned, clearly not amused. He didn’t have the same appeal to alcohol as much as he older brother. “Can you just book us a room?” 

  Dean’s smile fell, his brow furrowed. But he turned reluctantly to the counter at the left-hand side of the room, muttering; “Gee, someone forgot to put their pantyhose on right this morning...” 
