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Chapter 1 — The Brick and the Tape
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I didn’t want the house.

Didn’t want the block, didn’t want the memories. Didn’t want Reese’s name on my mail like a damn ghost signature, didn’t want to feel the way the floor creaked like it remembered him better than I did. But it was mine now. Brownstone on 26th and Cumberland. Tall, faded, paint peeling like sunburnt skin. And silent.

City been loud my whole life, but this part of North Philly felt like a throat held shut. No kids playing, no music blaring. Just a steady buzz in the air like something trying to speak through the silence.

Place came to me on paper, clean—no mortgage, no liens, no back taxes, which made no sense. Reese was an OG, not a wizard. He had no kids, no wife, no savings far as I knew. Just the streets and his stories. The ones that turned darker when he stopped hustling and started talking about shadows that “learned to wear skin.”

He disappeared five years back. Not dead—just gone. Now here I was, twenty-five and broke, taking a cab to a cursed house with two garbage bags and a worn-out duffel.

The key slid smooth. That felt wrong.

Inside was colder than it should’ve been. Sun still up, but the house held onto night like it was scared of letting go.

The front hallway stretched too far. I counted the steps to the living room: one... two... seven. That didn’t feel right either. I stopped in the middle of the floor and dropped my bags.

The air smelled like dust and peppermint. Old people. And underneath that... wet pennies?

No furniture except for one wooden chair in the corner facing the front door. One of those old church chairs, solid oak, carved with little crosses. The floorboards underneath it had a dark stain, circular, like something heavy sat there for years. Or bled out.

I ignored it. I had to.

I started unpacking upstairs. Bedroom on the second floor had a single mattress with plastic still on it. A busted window covered in duct-taped garbage bags. A closet full of Reese’s old shirts, still hanging like he’d be back.

That’s where I found the box.

Tucked in the top corner, behind a loose ceiling tile, wrapped in a faded Sixers hoodie. Inside: a Sony Walkman, black and beat-up, still heavy with batteries. Next to it, one cassette tape. Gray label. Faded handwriting across the top.

DON’T PLAY

Not do not open, not private, not even burn me.

Just DON’T PLAY in all caps.

So of course, I played it.

Not right away. I ain’t stupid. But you leave a label like that, and it eats at you.

I cleaned up first. Made the bed. Tried to make peace with the way the corners of the room seemed to curl inward when I wasn’t looking directly at them. Tried to not think about the way the light from the window didn’t hit the floor right.

Then I sat on the bed. Held the Walkman like it might bite.

Clicked it open. The tape clicked back—like it liked being touched. I slid the cassette in. Headphones crackled even before I hit play.

I hesitated. Then I hit it.

Nothing at first.

Static. Soft. Almost a hiss. Like someone breathing slow into the mic. Then a click. A voice.

Male. Deep. Warped by age or tape damage. Could’ve been Reese. Or not.

“If you hear this, it’s already started.”

Click.

“Eclipse ain’t a drug. It’s a door.”

Click.

“You remember the way dogs bark before a shooting? That’s them seeing through the skin. That’s instinct, screaming.”

Click.

“Blood knows. That’s why they want yours.”

Silence.

Then, whispering. Not just one voice—hundreds. Layered. Piling on each other like a crowd fighting to speak through a straw.

Names. Places. I heard my own name in there. I swear I did.

Then—

“DON’T LET THEM INSIDE YOU.”

The tape kept playing, but I ripped the headphones off.

My heart felt like it dropped out my back.

That night, I couldn’t sleep.

Every floorboard groaned like someone was pacing above me, but I was on the top floor. My phone died even though it was at 60%. The clock on the microwave reset itself at 3:16AM. I watched it.

The whispers from the tape hadn’t stopped. I could hear them faintly—even without the headphones.

I stuffed the Walkman in a drawer, wrapped it in a towel, and shoved it under the bed.

It whispered anyway.

Next morning, I walked to the corner store just to get outside. Air was hot, sharp with piss and oil. A woman across the street watched me too long, then crossed herself.

“Reese’s nephew,” she mumbled, like that explained something.

On the way back, I ran into Riq.

“Damn,” he said, hugging me. “Ain’t seen you since they pulled that thing outta Polo’s neck.”

We dap’d up, fell in like no time passed. Riq still had the same busted-tooth smile, same fake Rolex, same grimy warmth.

He looked at the house over my shoulder. “You really stayin’ in there?”

“Not like I got options.”

He made a face. “You ain’t scared?”

I laughed. “Of what?”

He didn’t answer.

We smoked on the front steps that afternoon. Riq told me about a new thing moving through the city—something called Eclipse.

“Hit the scene like a ghost,” he said, exhaling slow. “Not coke. Not dope. Not even synthetic. It’s like... I dunno. Some third-eye shit. Take it, and you see. What you wasn’t supposed to.”

“You try it?”

“Nah. But Polo did.”

Polo. The same dude who bled out in an alley two months back. Police report said he tore his own face open.

“He said I was a demon right before it happened,” Riq whispered. “Like, deadass looked me in the eyes and said ‘You not real.’ Then ran into traffic.”

I didn’t say anything. But I remembered something from the tape:

“They see through the skin.”

That night, I heard the tape playing.

It wasn’t under the bed anymore. It was on the chair downstairs, headphones on the seat like someone had been listening.

I hadn’t touched it.

I didn’t go down to get it.

Next morning, the front door was open.

I stood there staring at it, watching the slow breath of wind carry in heat and the smell of rotten flowers. I checked the locks. No signs of break-in. No footprints. Just the chair facing the door, and the tape still sitting there, whispering.

I took it and locked it in the trunk of my car.

Didn’t matter.

That night, I dreamed of my uncle.

He stood at the foot of my bed, mouth sewn shut with black thread, holding a cassette that bled from the reels.

On the third night, I found the map.

Taped to the bottom of the kitchen sink. Layers of duct tape over yellowing paper. It was hand-drawn—North Philly, but wrong. Street names curved in ways they shouldn’t. Crosses marked intersections. X’s over abandoned houses. Lines connecting blocks like veins.

In the corner, a name:

ECLIPSE VECTOR ZONES

At the bottom:

IF IT WHISPERS, DON’T LISTEN. IF IT OFFERS, RUN.

I stared at the map for a long time. Then I traced a finger down one of the lines, from an X two blocks west...

Right to my house.

The fourth night, Riq knocked just before midnight.

He looked like he hadn’t slept. Eyes glassy. Hands twitching. He held a small black vial.

“I took it,” he said.

Took what?

“Eclipse.”

My stomach dropped.

“I saw something, bro,” he whispered. “It said your name.”

I grabbed his arm. “What did?”

“I dunno. But it knew you. Said you opened the gate. Said it’s coming for all of us now.”

He started shaking.

Then laughing.

Then crying.

I called an ambulance, but when they got there, Riq was gone. Just gone. No trace. No footprints outside. No camera footage from the corner.

Just the sound of my name whispered in the tape deck the moment I walked back in.

That night, I didn’t sleep. I sat in the chair Reese left. Put on the headphones.

And hit play.

Again.

This time, the voice was different.
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