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Chapter 1: The Last One Standing
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Penelope Hart sat alone on a twin bed in a hotel room that smelled of old dust and cheaper cleaning supplies. Outside her window, the silhouette of the Great Pyramid cut into a sky the color of a bruise. She hadn't closed the curtains. She couldn't remember if she'd eaten today.

On the mattress beside her, three phones lay in a row.

Ella's. Marcus's. Leila's.

All dead. Not out of battery—dead. Screens black, unresponsive, like the devices had decided to stop existing. The police had taken them for evidence two days ago. They'd returned them this morning with apologetic shrugs and words like "inconclusive" and "we're doing everything we can."

Penny picked up Ella's phone. The glass was cold. She pressed the power button. Nothing.

She pressed it again. Held it down.

The screen flickered once—a white flash, no logo, no boot-up sequence—then went dark again.

Penny dropped it like it had burned her.

She looked at her own phone on the nightstand. Still working. Still showing four bars of signal she couldn't bring herself to use. Who would she call? Her mum in Manchester? "Hi Mum, all my friends are gone and I think I saw something in my photos and I can't explain it and I'm alone in Cairo and please don't ask me to describe the shape—"

The shape.

Penny swung her legs off the bed and walked to the desk where her camera sat. A Canon EOS R5. Her pride. Her eye. The thing that had made her "Penelope Hart, up-and-coming photographer" instead of just "Penny from room 14B."

She hadn't touched it in three days. Not since she'd scrolled through the Egypt folder on her laptop and seen it.

The photos were still there. She'd looked once. Then twice. Then she'd closed the laptop and thrown up in the bathroom sink.

She lifted the camera now. Her fingers remembered the weight. Two pounds of glass and metal and the terrible ability to freeze a moment forever.

She turned it on.

The LCD screen glowed to life.

And Penny saw herself reflected in the dark window across the room—a woman holding a camera to her face, looking at something only she could see.
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Chapter 2: What the Lens Saw
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The first photo was in the hotel lobby, Day One.

Penny remembered taking it. Ella had just checked them in—four friends from university, ten years after graduation, a trip they'd talked about for so long the planning had become its own inside joke. Leila was already at the luggage cart, arguing with Marcus about who had packed a hair dryer when they'd both agreed to travel light.

Penny had raised her camera. Pointed. Shot.

The photo was fine. Composition a little tight, lighting a little flat, but fine. Four tired travelers in a Cairo hotel lobby. Nothing special.

Except for the white shape standing beside Marcus.

Penny had stared at that photo for an hour before she convinced herself it was a lens flare. Overexposure. Dust on the sensor. There were a dozen technical explanations that made more sense than the one her hindbrain kept whispering.

Someone was there.

She hadn't believed it then. She'd deleted the photo. Emptied the trash. Told herself it was gone.

But the next day, at the Pyramids of Giza, she'd taken another group shot. Ella laughing, Marcus squinting against the sun, Leila trying to photobomb. A good memory. A keeper.

Penny had uploaded it to her laptop that night and found the same white shape.

Same position. Same blurred edges. Same sense of height—taller than any of them, by at least a foot.

This time, Ella had noticed something was off. She'd been sitting cross-legged on her bed, scrolling through the photos over Penny's shoulder.

"Weird shadow," Ella had said. "Your lens okay?"

Penny had zoomed in. The shape didn't resolve. It stayed soft, undefined, like a spot of fog that refused to clear.

"Probably the heat," Penny had said.

Ella had shrugged. "Probably."

That was the last normal conversation they'd had.

Because the next morning, Ella wasn't in her bed. The sheets were still warm. Her phone was on the nightstand, screen black, unresponsive. Her suitcase sat unopened by the door.

And on the pillow, a single piece of hotel notepaper.

The symbols on it weren't writing. Not hieroglyphics, not Arabic, not any language Penny had ever seen. They looked like photographs of something—lines too straight, curves too perfect, shapes that seemed to fold into themselves.

Penny had given the paper to the police.

She'd never seen it again.
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Chapter 3: The Shape in the Frame
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It happened in this order:

Marcus disappeared on Day Four, after the trip to Luxor Temple. His room looked exactly like Ella's—warm sheets, dead phone, paper on the pillow.

Leila vanished on Day Six, after the Valley of the Kings. Same scene. Same symbols. Same nothing from the police.

By Day Seven, Penny was the only one left.

She hadn't taken a single photo since the Pyramids. Her camera sat on the desk like a loaded gun. She knew—knew—that the shape appeared only in the photos taken in Egypt. She'd scrolled back through her Europe folder, her London folder, her old student work. Nothing. Clean shots, clean metadata, clean history.

But the Egypt folder told a different story.

She opened her laptop now. Day Three. A candid shot of Marcus buying water from a street vendor. The vendor's face was clear. Marcus's hand was mid-reach for his wallet.

And behind them both, the shape.

Penny zoomed in.

This time, something was different.

The shape had moved.

In the earlier photos, it stood at the edge of the frame. Peripheral. Almost polite. But in this one—taken the day before Marcus disappeared—it was closer. Its edges were sharper. Its outline had more form.

Penny could almost see where its head would be.

She closed the laptop. Opened it again.

She zoomed in further.

The shape resolved into something that made her throat close.

It wasn't a lens flare. It wasn't dust. It wasn't heat or light or
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