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Introduction
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Every road trip has that one stop you never forget.

For some, it’s a diner. For others, a motel.

For the Mills family, it was South of the Border.

They only wanted gas, maybe a quick night’s rest at the Motor Inn. But the air there was too cold, the lights too bright, the smiles too wide. Their car vanished, the exits disappeared, and the “vacation town” became a trap no one ever leaves.

Inside the restaurants and attractions, the truth waits — a truth that laughs with you, feeds you, and swallows you whole.

Once you’ve checked in, you’re already part of it.

Welcome to South of the Border.

Stay as long as you like.

Forever.
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Chapter One: The Road South
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The highway stretched before them like a gray ribbon, shimmering in the July heat. Michael adjusted his sunglasses, leaned forward over the wheel of the Honda, and squinted at the horizon. Beside him, Sarah unwrapped a stick of gum, popping it between her teeth, while their daughter Emily pressed her face against the glass in the back seat, tracing imaginary shapes in the window fog she’d made with her breath.

They had been driving for six hours, the air conditioner fighting against the Southern sun. Their destination was Myrtle Beach, but every few miles the road became littered with billboards screaming another message: “South of the Border — 20 Miles Ahead!” then “Pedro Says: You Never SAUSAGE a Place!” and “Free Fireworks! Exit Now!”

The signs multiplied like weeds. Emily giggled each time she saw Pedro’s cartoonish sombrero plastered across the sky, pointing the way south.

“Can we stop, Daddy? Please? It looks fun!” she begged.

Michael grinned. “We’ll see. Might be just another tourist trap.”

Sarah shot him a playful glance. “Come on, road trips are made for tourist traps.”

But as the sun began dipping lower, fatigue crept into Michael’s bones. The car needed gas, his eyes needed rest, and the signs were relentless. They rose on neon poles, stood beside gas stations, even hung from sagging barns: Pedro Wants You! Exit Now or Regret It!

When they finally saw the skyline of South of the Border itself, it was impossible to resist. A towering neon sombrero stabbed at the clouds, flanked by rainbow-colored buildings. Giant statues of Pedro smiled with plaster teeth, their painted eyes following every car that pulled in. The smell of fried food and fireworks hung in the humid air.

“This place is huge!” Sarah exclaimed. “It’s like its own town.”

“It’s... something,” Michael muttered.

They pulled into the gas station beneath blinking red-and-green bulbs. The pumps looked old but polished, too clean, as if never truly used. Michael slid his card, started fueling, and tried not to notice how every passerby seemed to stare a little too long at them. Families with sunburned faces shuffled past. Kids licked melting ice cream. A man in a Hawaiian shirt waved without smiling.

When the tank was full, Michael replaced the nozzle and turned to wave Emily back into her seat. She’d stepped out, tugging on her mother’s hand to look at a row of painted ceramic animals by the door of the souvenir shop.

It took less than five minutes—five minutes that changed everything.

Because when Michael turned back, their car was gone.

Not stolen. Not driven off. Gone. The pump stood alone, no oil stains where tires had been, no sound of an engine pulling away. The asphalt was bare, the space hollow.

“Michael,” Sarah whispered, her voice trembling. “Where’s the car?”

He swallowed. His throat burned like the air had turned to sand. “It was right here.”

Emily clutched her mother’s hand tighter, her eyes darting around. “Daddy... it’s gone.”

They searched the lot, circling the gas station, peering down rows of parked vehicles. But each car belonged to someone else. Their Honda was nowhere. It had evaporated, as though swallowed whole by the pavement.

Michael tried to stay calm. “Maybe it was towed. Maybe it rolled—”

“It didn’t roll,” Sarah snapped. Her voice cracked. “We were right here.”

A cheerful voice cut through the rising panic. “Need a room for the night?”

They turned to see a man in a bellhop’s uniform, smiling too wide. He held out a pamphlet for the South of the Border Motor Inn, the words embossed in bright red.

“Pedro always has space,” he added, as if that solved everything.

Michael hesitated, the weight of the missing car pressing on his chest.

But what else could they do? The sun was sinking. Their phones had no signal. And behind them, neon lights flickered like the blink of a watchful eye.

The Motor Inn awaited.
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Chapter Two: Pedro Beckons
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The bellhop led them across the lot toward the South of the Border Motor Inn, the neon sombrero blinking over the breezeway like a metronome for the night. As the glass doors sighed open, a breath of air-conditioning rolled over them—so crisp and cold that Michael felt it like a rescue, a clean slap to the face. He drew in a long, startled breath, and for a heartbeat the chill was a kind of hope, the way a hand on your shoulder can stop the quake in your chest. Behind the lobby’s glass, the highway kept whispering—tires hissing on wetlike asphalt, a big rig sighing its brakes—steady, distant, almost comforting. The world was still out there. People were still going somewhere.

Inside, the lobby glowed a soft, tired yellow. Plastic ferns sat in red clay pots. A giant fiberglass chili pepper leaned against a display of tri-fold brochures: Pedro’s Sombrero Tower, Reptile Lagoon, Rocket City Fireworks, Mexico Shop West, and a paper placemat map with a cartoon Pedro pointing and grinning. A humming window unit pushed cold air so hard the thin pennant flags along the counter quivered, tapping against the laminate with a nervous, insect-like chatter.

“Welcome, welcome,” said the clerk. Her name tag read CARMEN, though the letters looked rubbed nearly smooth. She smiled without showing teeth. “You folks got lucky—good rate tonight. Suites open by the courtyard, close to the mini-golf.” She gestured at a sign that said CHECK-IN: 3PM. CHECK-OUT: 11AM. The colon blinked on a red digital clock behind her, a tiny pulse in the cold.

Michael planted his palms on the counter. “Our car vanished. We just fueled and—”

Carmen nodded too quickly. “Mmm, yeah, the pumps can be... temperamental.” She slid a registration card across, the paper cool and damp as if it had been kept in a refrigerator. “Write your names nice and clear. We’ll get you set. Pedro takes care of travelers.”

Sarah’s handwriting looked strange, like something she’d learned in a different life: Sarah Mills. Michael’s hand shook; his M doubled itself. Emily traced the sombrero watermark on the paper with one fingertip, whispering, “It’s cold.”

“It’s a good cold,” Michael said, but his voice sounded like he was practicing lines.

Carmen’s nails clicked on a metal key fob. “Suite 114. Ice machine’s at the end of the hall. Vending over by the arcade. The pool is closed after ten. Breakfast at the Sombrero Restaurant opens at six.” She slid the key over, then tapped the ledger where their names had just landed. “You sign here, you’re safe inside.”

Safe inside. The words hit him like the AC had suddenly become a freezer. He glanced at the ledger, and for a moment the column of names swam. A few were smudged, like the paper had remembered someone but couldn’t keep their shape. Thelma & Dave, blurred to Th m & Da. Leroy Petry melted into L— Pet—. Beneath the dates, the check-out line suffered a rash of cross-outs. Some had no marks at all.

Sarah squeezed Emily’s hand. “We’ll get the car in the morning. We’ll call roadside then. For tonight, we just—rest.”

The bellhop whisked a hand toward the hallway. “Follow me,” he said, bright as a parade marshal.

They stepped into a corridor washed in polar air, the fluorescents a touch too blue. Every vent sang its own little song, a faint metallic whistle that made Michael think of old soda bottles. The carpet was a tight, patterned braid of reds and greens—fiesta colors with an undertone of hospital. The cold found the back of his neck and nested there. And underneath it all, tucked into the AC’s steady rush, he could hear the highway’s long hush, as if the whole interstate were breathing on the other side of the walls.

Room 114 opened to a suite split by a low partition: two queen beds dressed in stiff comforters printed with chili peppers and sombreros; a sofa with upholstery that squeaked under a hand; a tiny table with a laminated menu offering El Toro Lunch Specials and Hot Tamale Platters. A painted Pedro winked from the TV channel guide. The whole room smelled faintly of chlorine and lemon polish, and something emptier—like an attic where sun-bleached boxes once had weight and now do not.

Emily ran to the window, pushed aside the heavy curtain. “Mini-golf,” she said. A tiny windmill turned very slowly, even though there was no wind. Beyond it, an enormous fiberglass jackalope kept watch over a green felt mountain. Across the way, a fireworks store’s sign—FORT PEDRO FIREWORKS—blinked open-closed-open in a skipping rhythm. People drifted between bright storefronts, heads tilted up toward the neon. They moved like dreamers.

“Let’s just settle for a minute,” Sarah said, dropping onto the bed. The mattress exhaled a cold breath. “Then we’ll go talk to someone about the car.”

Michael cracked the door to fetch ice and found himself pausing in the threshold. The corridor was empty, but the AC made the hall feel crowded—full of the echo of people who’d just passed through. He could hear, in an uncanny aftertaste, the clack of somebody’s roller suitcase, the half-laugh of a teenager, a “honey, do you have the card?” trailing off, two rooms down. It made a pit open under his ribs, a hollowed-out place where names used to live. Someone once stood exactly where he stood now; he could feel the warmth the cold had chased away.

At the ice machine, a taped sign said PRESS SLOWLY in block letters. He pressed the lever. The machine rumbled three seconds too long before the first cube fell. The sound thudded around the metal throat as if each piece had to fight through a stuck moment. In the glaring reflection of the metal chute, his face looked like it was trying to catch up to itself. He took the bucket back, fingers numb from the handle.

They tried to leave then, for the front desk, and then the pumps, and then the spot where their car should be. The minute the suite door latched behind them, a family appeared from the elevator—a father with a Tampa Bay cap, a mother in a pink Myrtle Beach sweatshirt, a boy gnawing at a ring pop. Their eyes skipped across Michael, Sarah, and Emily the way a needle skips on a record. The father gave a short nod, blank as an icon.

“Evening,” Michael said.

“Yep,” the father replied, but his mouth didn’t quite match the sound.

They passed the arcade where ancient cabinets grinned with burn-in ghosts. A crane machine slept with its claw open, hovering over a mountain of sun-faded plush peppers. Emily pressed her palm to the glass and yanked it away. “It’s freezing,” she whispered, rubbing her hand on her shirt like she’d touched dry ice.

Outside, the courtyard was a shallow bowl of concrete bordered by low shrubs with tiny white flowers. The shrubs smelled sweet and distant, like something remembered from childhood and not quite recovered. The night had edged into the kind of darkness that glows—neon aflame, parking lot lights humming in cones, the Sombrero Tower pricking holes in the sky. The giant hat’s observation rim glowed a tender orange, like a sunset had been taped to it.

They cut across to the gas pumps. Michael stepped to the spot, pointed. “Here. Right here.” The number on the pump—4—throbbed in red. He crouched, palm flat on the blacktop. The pavement was colder than it should have been. It radiated up into his hand, and for an instant he thought he felt a faint vibration, like the idea of an engine idling far below the surface.

“Sir?” A voice snapped. A security guard rested a hand on his belt. The badge said RON. His uniform was so clean the creases looked printed. “Problem?”

“Our car went missing,” Sarah said. “We checked in, but we need to file a—something.”

Ron’s eyes drifted to the Motor Inn, to the Sombrero tower, to the line of fireworks shops that ran like lit vertebrae into the dark. “You from far?” he asked, as if distance mattered.

“North Carolina,” Michael said. “Just passing through.”

Ron nodded once, slow, a man counting silently. “Happens,” he said. “Road wears thin, you know.” He gestured with two fingers toward the motel. “File with the desk in the morning. Night manager can’t process forms.”

“I—forms?” Sarah said.

But Ron had already turned, walking the exact measured pace of a cartoon guard marching across a repeating background.

They tried the edge of the property, where the road curved around a little pond painted on the map as Amigo Lake. The highway was right there—close enough that the passing trucks made the water tremble in neat concentric rings. The sound of traffic braided with the cool night air in Michael’s lungs, and again he took a deep breath, cold enough to sting, as if the air itself could carry them out. When they reached the road, though, the shoulder choked with reflective posts and a plastic chain that rattled like teeth. A sign read EXIT—GUESTS ONLY—USE FRONT DRIVE, with an arrow that pointed nowhere useful.

A child’s sandal rested in the gravel—blue, with little yellow fish. It looked new. It also looked like it had been there for years. The pit inside Michael widened until he could feel the edges of it against his ribs.

“Daddy?” Emily said.

“We’ll go back,” Sarah said quickly, voice steady by force. “We’ll sleep. We’ll handle everything at breakfast. We’ll see the people. They’ll know.”

They retraced their steps. Only, the route back to the lobby passed two identical souvenir shops with identical rows of sombreros and ceramic armadillos, and Michael couldn’t remember there being two. The neon atop Mexico Shop East blinked MEX CO—ME— CO—EXI— in a cycle like a broken chant. Inside the glass doors, he saw a little girl twirl in a blanket poncho; when the doors slid open, the cold rolled out again, a gust of refrigerated lemons and something mineral.

By the time they reached the front desk, Carmen had been replaced by a man with a tie that had peppers on it. His name tag read ROD. Behind him, the ledger sat with the pen stuck upright in the wire cradle like a black toothpick.

“We need to file a report about our car,” Michael said. He felt foolish saying car, as if there were a more honest word for it. Absence, maybe. Subtraction.

Rod lifted a form from a stack, the top corners dog-eared flat by many fingers. He slid it over, along with a chewed-up pen that wrote in a faint blue as thin as veins. The form’s title said INCIDENT—VEHICULAR and, below, in a smaller font, (See also: Misplacement). “We can call folks in the morning,” Rod said. “Phones ring better after dawn.”

“Do you have cameras?” Sarah asked. “At the pumps?”

Rod considered. “We used to.” He tapped the counter twice, a little drum. “But they never showed what everyone wanted them to show.”

“What did they show?” Emily asked.

Rod finally smiled, but it wasn’t much of a smile. “People buying ice cream,” he said. “Taffy. Snow globes. Never cars.”

They filled out the form. When Michael reached the line that said INTENDED DESTINATION, he looked at Sarah. “Myrtle Beach,” he said, and the letters looked wrong on the page. Like writing summer in the dead of winter.

Rod slid the form into a drawer, then pressed the drawer closed with both palms. “Breakfast at six,” he repeated. “Sombrero Restaurant. Best grits in four counties. If you go up the tower after, you can see all the way to the edge.”

“The edge of what?” Sarah asked.

Rod blinked slow. “Of here.”

Back in 114, the AC had turned the room into a clear, sharp cube. Michael stood under the vent and let the cold pour over his face. It felt almost holy—oxygen rasping in, the sting of it—until his chest eased. He could still hear the traffic, thin but constant, threading the night. It sounded like freedom dipping past, again and again, just one lane over.

On the table lay a Photo Fun! brochure with a picture of smiling families beneath the Sombrero rim. Someone had circled a sentence in dull pencil: “Take home proof you were here!” The circle cut through the word proof until the letters were a little smudged, as if the page had fought back. Michael flipped it over. On the back, in the same pencil, someone had written: We tried the tower. It always shows the same view.
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