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I

The rain had a way of muting the world in Allentown. It blurred the edges of buildings, washed the streets into mirrors, and gave even the ugliest corners a kind of mercy. Cal Bishop stood under a sagging awning, watching the red neon of Pete’s Pawn & Collectibles flicker against the wet pavement. The sign buzzed, one letter shorting out every few seconds like a heartbeat about to give up.

He’d passed this street a hundred times and never noticed the place. The windows were filmed over with dust and neglect, like the shop had been hiding in plain sight, waiting for the right kind of fool.

Cal pulled his jacket tighter and squinted through the glass. Among the clutter — rusted tools, rotary phones, an accordion missing half its keys — sat a lamp. Brass base, faded cord, and a shade that didn’t belong to this century. It wasn’t fabric. It wasn’t paper. It looked too... organic.

He told himself it was curiosity that made him push the door open, but it was something deeper

— an impulse he couldn’t name.

The bell above the door gave a shriek like an animal in pain.

Inside, the air was dense and stale, tinged with oil, tobacco, and something metallic beneath it all. Rows of shelves leaned like crooked teeth, stuffed with relics of lives long discarded. A phonograph hummed softly in the corner, spinning a record that had already outlived its owner.

Behind the counter sat a man who looked older than the store itself. His skin was translucent, liver-spotted, and his hair hung thin as cobwebs. He wore a tan vest over a shirt that might once have been white. The smell of mothballs and whiskey surrounded him like armor.

“You the one who called about the lamp?” the man rasped without looking up from his newspaper.

Cal hesitated. “No. Just saw it in the window.”

The man folded the paper with slow, deliberate precision. “Funny thing, that lamp. Every time I try to sell it, the buyer backs out. Can’t explain it. Maybe the thing don’t want to be sold.”

Cal smirked. “Maybe it’s cursed.”

The old man’s eyes lifted — watery gray, but sharp beneath the cloud. “You believe in curses, son?”

“Only the kind that come with rent and credit cards.”

That earned him a sound that might’ve been a laugh, or a cough. “You lookin’ for somethin’ in particular?”

“Just... old stuff. Things with stories.”

The man nodded once, slow and knowing. “Then maybe it found you.”

Cal approached the counter. Up close, the lamp’s shade was worse — or better, depending on how you saw it. The material was pale, stretched thin over uneven seams. Faint veins marbled its surface. The stitches looked... hand-done. Primitive.

“What’s it made of?” Cal asked, his voice low.

The man’s fingers twitched near the base. “They say leather. But not the kind you think.” Cal gave a short laugh. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

The old man didn’t answer right away. His gaze drifted somewhere distant, like he was remembering something he’d rather not. “Some things come from war,” he said finally. “Things that shouldn’t’ve come home.”

A chill ran through Cal’s spine. “So where’s it from?”

“Europe,” the man said. “Forty-five. Came from a house outside Buchenwald. My brother’s unit found it when they opened the gates.”

Cal blinked. “Wait, the Buchenwald? As in—”

The man cut him off with a single, weary nod. “I ain’t sayin’ it’s what folks claim it is. Just that every time someone’s taken it, bad luck follows.”

Cal swallowed hard, studying the lamp again. The rain outside streaked the window like tears. “You ever think about just throwing it out?”

“Can’t,” the man said simply. “Some things stick to you.” Silence filled the room, thick and heavy.

“How much?” Cal asked.

The man’s lips twitched into something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Hundred bucks.” Cal barked a quiet laugh. “For a lamp that might be made of Nazi war crimes?”

“Hundred,” the man repeated. “Take it or leave it.”

Cal stared at it. The rational part of his brain told him to leave. But there was a whisper underneath that logic — something older, something curious and dangerous. He didn’t know why, but he reached for his wallet.

As he handed the man the bills, their fingers brushed. The old man flinched like he’d touched fire.

“Be careful who you show it to,” he said. “Some stories don’t wanna be retold.”

Cal nodded awkwardly, tucking the lamp under his arm. He stepped out into the rain, the bell screaming behind him again.

Outside, the sky had gone darker — a dim, bruised purple settling over Allentown. Cal started walking, his reflection warped in puddles, the lamp’s cord dragging like a tail.

He didn’t see the black sedan parked half a block down, engine idling. Didn’t notice the faint click of a camera behind a fogged window.

He just kept walking, the glow from the streetlights spilling over the cracked surface of the shade, catching faint, irregular patterns in the material.

Almost like pores. Almost like skin.

II

The lamp had been in his apartment for three days, and Cal was sleeping less each night.

He kept telling himself it was just coincidence—the static on his TV, the footsteps in the hallway at 3 a.m., the way the shadows under the door didn't quite line up with the light outside. But the more he tried to ignore it, the louder everything seemed to get.

It started with a flicker. The bulb dimmed and flared without warning, humming in a low, uneven rhythm. Then the dreams began—a woman’s voice whispering in German, flashes of pale light and smoke, something burning, something screaming.

He’d wake with his skin slick with sweat, the lamp still glowing faintly beside the bed. Sometimes, when the room was quiet enough, he swore he could hear a faint heartbeat coming from it.

Cal tried to distract himself with research. He sat down, opened his laptop, and typed into a search bar:

"WWII human skin artifacts."

The results came fast—too fast.

"Ilse Koch,""Buchenwald lampshades," "war crimes memorabilia."

He scrolled through articles,grainy photos, declassified documents. The deeper he read, the more unreal it felt.

Ilse Koch, wife of the Buchenwald commandant. Rumored to have commissioned lampshades, book covers, even gloves made from the tattooed skin of prisoners. Some say it was propaganda. Some say it was real. Evidence had been burned before the Allies arrived, but whispers lingered—artifacts traded through black markets, locked away in private collections, or quietly forgotten in basements.

Cal leaned closer to the screen, the light from the lamp pooling across his hands. The shade's seams looked almost identical to the photographs—rough, inconsistent, and too organic for leather.

A cold nausea twisted in his stomach.

Someone knocked. Three times, heavy and deliberate.

The hallway was dim when he opened the door. Earl stood there—seventy-something, tall, shoulders stooped under a worn army jacket. His gray hair was slicked back, his hands stained with oil and nicotine. The old man lived next door and collected everything that couldn't say no: pinball machines, busted radios, typewriters with no ribbon.

"You buy somethin' new?" Earl asked, squinting past Cal into the room. His gaze landed on the kitchen table and stopped.

"Yeah. Lamp from a pawn shop on Seventh."

Earl's eyes narrowed. "That where old Pete's still breathin'?" "Guess so."

Earl scratched his jaw, his nails blackened. "Man was a pack rat before pack rats were cool. What'd he sell you?"

Cal stepped aside, motioning to the lamp. "Just this old thing. Weird, huh?"

Earl looked at it, and something changed in his face. His expression went flat—no curiosity, no humor. Just... still. The easy slouch left his shoulders.

"Turn that off," he said quietly. "It's just a lamp, Earl."

Earl stepped in, his boots squeaking against the floor. He didn't take his eyes off the shade. "You got no idea what that is."

Cal frowned, a knot tightening in his stomach. "It's from Europe. The war, supposedly. Probably fake."

Earl shook his head slowly, his voice a low rasp. "Not fake. I seen one before. Germany, '68. Black market dealer outta Munich tried to sell it to an officer from our unit. He said it was authentic." Earl finally tore his eyes from the lamp to look at Cal, his gaze sharp and deadly serious. "That officer disappeared a week later. They found his car. Not him."

Cal blinked, the old man's intensity pressing in on him. "You're serious?"

Earl's gaze drifted back to the lamp, as if drawn by a magnet. "People think that war ended in '45. Truth is, some parts of it never did. You don't want nothin' that came outta those camps. Not books. Not medals. Sure as hell not that." He pointed a greasy finger at the shade, but didn't dare touch it.

Cal forced a laugh, trying to shake off the weight in the room. "It's just history, Earl. That's all."

Earl stepped closer, the yellow light from the shade carving deep lines in his face. "History bleeds, kid. Sometimes it don't stop."

For a long moment, neither spoke. Rain tapped faintly against the window again, as if listening. Then Earl turned for the door. "You start feelin' strange, hearin' things, you come get me.

Understand?"

Cal nodded, uneasy. "Yeah. Sure." The old man left without another word.

Cal locked the door, turned back to the lamp, and noticed something new—faint symbols near the stitching. Almost letters, almost runes. They weren't part of the material; they'd been carved into it.

He leaned closer, running his finger near the edge of one, tracing it like a scar. His skin prickled. When he switched the lamp off again, the smell of burnt hair lingered in the air.

In the apartment across the street, a camera lens clicked shut. Somebody had been watching. And now,the signal was sent.
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III

The sound of rain against the boarded windows was relentless—soft at first, then building into a rhythm that matched the anxious pulse beneath Cal's ribs. The lamp still sat in the corner of the living room, its grotesque glow muted but ever-present, like a thing that breathed when no one was watching. He'd covered it with a sheet two nights ago, but somehow, he could still feel it looking at him.

That morning, he woke to the smell of wet wood and stale whiskey. His father's old photo—one of the few remnants of family before everything had rotted—was face down on the floor. Cal didn't remember knocking it over, but lately, there were plenty of things he didn't remember doing.

When he reached for his coat, his hand brushed against the folded letter tucked into the pocket. The paper was aged and soft from the moisture of his sweat. It was the one piece he hadn't turned over to the LaCosaNostra yet—a letter he'd found hidden in the lamp's base. It wasn't written in English. The script was slanted, sharp, and foreign, but the signature was unmistakable: Ilse Koch.

Cal hadn't believed it at first. The name was the stuff of nightmares, the so-called "Beast of Buchenwald," a name whispered in war documentaries and history books. A Nazi commandant's wife accused of commissioning lampshades made from the skin of murdered prisoners.

He'd read enough to know it was supposed to be myth. That the stories were exaggerated. But now the myth was sitting in his living room.

That evening, Sal and Dominic from the North Philly crew stopped by without calling. They didn't knock—they just entered, tracking in the rain, both wearing long coats that smelled like gasoline and gunpowder.

"You been quiet, Cal," Sal said, flicking a toothpick from his mouth. "Boss don't like quiet. Quiet means thinkin'. Thinkin' leads to secrets."

Cal poured three glasses of bourbon, his hand trembling only slightly. "I'm not hiding nothin'. Been—researching."

"Researching what?" Dominic asked.

Cal hesitated. The silence stretched. He could feel the lamp's hum, that low buzz that seemed to vibrate in his bones. "History," he finally said. "About the lamp."

Sal laughed, but it wasn't friendly. "You got a lotta history around here, huh? Nazi relics, mob ties, Philly ghosts. Maybe too much."

They sat for a long time, the three of them, the smell of smoke and bourbon thickening in the air. Rain trickled down the boarded windows, streaking the walls with damp. Cal's mind wandered as Sal talked about "business" — new routes, shipments, protection deals. But all Cal could think of was the way the lamp's shade looked up close: stretched, yellowed flesh, faint traces of ink in looping patterns, like a tattoo half-erased by time.

After the two men left, Cal locked the door and turned off every light except the lamp. He pulled the sheet away, trembling. The surface shimmered faintly. The inked lines—he hadn't noticed before—were numbers. Prisoner numbers.

He took the letter from his pocket and unfolded it again. He didn't understand the words, but one phrase repeated, underlined in a darker ink: "Das Licht bleibt leben."

He ran it through a translation app. The words came back on his cracked phone screen: "The light stays alive."

A sharp knock startled him. Not the front door—this one came from beneath the floorboards. Three knocks. A pause. Then three more.

He froze.

Outside, the rain stopped. Inside, the lamp's glow grew brighter, flickering across the room like a pulse—slow, steady, alive.

Cal backed away, staring at the floor as the knocking came again, louder this time, accompanied by the faint whisper of something breathing just beneath the surface of the wood.

In that moment, he realized two things. The lamp wasn't just made of skin. And whatever lived inside it... wanted out.
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V

North Philly never slept — it just simmered under the orange streetlights. Rusted cars, wet asphalt, corner boys playing sentries for an empire that pretended to be invisible. Inside a converted warehouse off Germantown Avenue, LaCosaNostra ran its quiet empire. No neon signs, no fanfare — just whispers, money, and the scent of cigars thick enough to choke a man’s conscience.

Salvatore “Sal” Mazzini sat at the long oak table, tapping a cigar against a chipped ashtray. Around him were six men, each representing a corner of the organization. None smiled. None trusted the other.

Dominic leaned forward, voice low and deliberate. “He’s slipping, Sal. Cal’s not one of us, not really. Blood or no blood, he’s different. Obsessed. You seen that house? He’s got things in there that... ain’t right.”

Sal exhaled smoke through his nose, slow and thoughtful. “You talkin’ about that lamp again?”

Dominic nodded. “It’s not just the lamp. He’s talkin’ to himself, researching Nazi freaks, writing notes in German for Christ’s sake. Said it’s ‘history.’ I say it’s poison.”

Across the table, old man Ricci shifted in his chair, his hand still steady on his cane. His voice came out rough as gravel. “Back in the day, we didn’t let madness into the circle. A man starts hearing ghosts, you put him down quiet. That’s how rot spreads. You don’t debate with it.”

Sal didn’t answer immediately. The rain outside made a soft percussion against the tin roof. His mind was on Cal — the kid they’d protected since his father disappeared. The kid they’d called “nephew,” though everyone knew the bloodlines were messier than the books said.

“He’s got potential,” Sal finally said. “Smart. Knows how to read people. Knows how to disappear. But yeah... he’s changing. You can feel it.”

Dominic grinned without humor. “Changing? The man’s talkin’ to lamps, Sal.”

Laughter echoed, low and cruel, but Sal didn’t join. He looked out through the window slats at the hazy glow of the city. “You know what I think?” he said finally. “I think that thing he found — whatever it is — it’s got somethin’ attached to it. Somethin’ that wants him. Like it knows he’s got a hole inside.”

Ricci crossed himself quietly. “I heard of things like that. Back in Sicily. Curses, relics, the kind that carry memory. Blood remembers, even when the body don’t.”

Dominic scoffed. “Don’t start with your old-country voodoo, Ricci.”

But Ricci didn’t flinch. “You think this country’s clean, boy? You think evil stayed in Europe? No. It just learned to speak English.”

The room went still. Sal let the words linger. Then he spoke again, voice cold and businesslike. “We watch him. We protect him, like always. But we keep our distance. If he’s losin’ it, we pull him in. Quiet. No bodies. Not yet.”

Dominic frowned. “And if he’s already gone?”

Sal took a slow drag from his cigar, staring at the curling smoke. “Then we make sure nobody finds what he found.”

Later that night, Dominic drove alone through the rain to Cal’s neighborhood — narrow rowhomes, streetlights flickering, puddles reflecting broken halos of light. He parked two blocks away and sat with the engine idling, watching Cal’s house.

The blinds were drawn. Only one light glowed inside — that same strange amber hue.

Dominic muttered to himself, “You’re diggin’ your own grave, kid.” He got out of the car, checking the pistol beneath his jacket.

As he neared the porch, the streetlight above him flickered out. Silence swallowed the block. Then, faintly, he heard it — a low hum, like static through bone. The lamp’s glow seemed to leak through the cracks of the boarded windows, pulsing faintly.

Dominic reached for the door, but before his hand touched the knob, he froze. There was someone — or something — standing behind the curtain. A silhouette. Still as death.

The hum grew louder. His heart raced.

And then, just as suddenly, the curtain fluttered. The figure was gone.

Dominic stepped back, breathing hard, eyes darting up and down the street. He didn’t know what scared him more — the thought that Cal was in there... or that he wasn’t alone.

––––––––
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By morning, Sal got the call. Dominic’s car was still running, driver’s door open, radio hissing with static. No sign of Dominic. No blood. Just the faint smell of something burnt inside the cabin.

Sal hung up the phone, his face pale in the dim light of the warehouse office. “Ricci,” he said quietly, “get the priest.”

VI

By the time the morning haze burned off North Philly, Sal Mazzini already had three calls from men he didn’t like and two from men he trusted even less. Word about Dominic’s disappearance had spread. Fast. Faster than it should have.

The warehouse was quiet except for the ticking of an old wall clock and the smell of stale coffee. Sal sat in his office, sleeves rolled, eyes bloodshot, listening to Ricci ramble through another story that sounded like myth until the details started matching up too clean.

“...they called it Die Hautlampe,” Ricci said, his voice lowering. “Translated, that means ‘the skin lamp.’ The Nazis made them in Buchenwald. Not many survived, but some say pieces — souvenirs — were smuggled out. Skin, tanned like leather. They said they used the tattoos from the prisoners. Jewish, Romani, anyone the monsters found... interesting.”

Sal leaned back, rubbing his temple. “You’re tellin’ me my nephew bought one of those goddamn things from a pawn shop?”

Ricci nodded slowly. “He didn’t just buy it, Sal. He woke it up.”

Sal stared. The words hung there, absurd and cold. “You mean, like a curse?”

“Call it memory,” Ricci said. “Call it what happens when too much death gets trapped in a thing. Some of those artifacts... they don’t stay quiet.”

Sal’s intercom buzzed. He pressed the button. “Yeah?” “Vito’s here. Says it’s about Cal,” came the muffled reply. “Send him in.”

Vito was younger, sharp suit, slick hair — the kind of man who believed loyalty was a temporary investment. He dropped a manila envelope on the desk. “You’re not gonna like this.”

Inside were photos — grainy surveillance shots. Cal talking to a woman outside a rowhome. Olive skin, dark hair, European features. Layla. Another photo — Cal in a church confessional booth, head bowed. The priest leaning close. Then a third — a long-lens shot of two unmarked cars parked across the street.

“Homeland Security,” Vito said. “Picked up chatter from a flagged group on social media. Something about ‘a lamp made of human skin’ posted to a collector forum under Cal’s name. Couple hours later, this priest reports a ‘troubled man’ confessing he’s got something cursed. Feds sniffed it out. Mossad got tipped from someone in D.C.”

Sal’s jaw clenched. “And our people?”

“They’re spooked. One of the dock crews says he saw a black SUV near the warehouse last night. No plates. I checked the footage — wiped clean. Whoever’s circling him... they’re professionals.”

Ricci made the sign of the cross again. “If the Feds, the Israelis, and whatever’s left of the Nazis are all after this thing, you need to make a choice, Sal. Blood or business. You can’t have both.”

Sal stood up, heavy and deliberate. “No,” he said. “You don’t understand. We keep both. We control the board.”

He looked out the cracked window toward the city skyline. “We find Cal first. Then we find the lamp. And if anyone gets in the way — priest, agent, whoever — we clean house. Nobody touches family.”
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