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Preface 

 

Grief has many faces. It whispers in empty rooms, screams in crowded streets, and sometimes, when left unanswered, it becomes something darker.

This book began with a question: what happens when sorrow refuses to stay private? In a world where tragedy can be filmed, shared, and consumed by strangers in seconds, how does a grieving heart fight back? And what if that fight doesn’t end with one life, or one city, but with the entire world?

The Cursed Connection is not just a story of loss, it is a story of what happens when mourning collides with power, culture, and technology. It is about a mother’s unbearable pain, a daughter’s fragile courage, and a global community forced to confront what connection truly costs.

As you turn the pages, you will travel from the streets of New Orleans to cities and villages across the world. You will meet soldiers and mourners, leaders and children, cynics and believers. All of them, in some way, are bound by a grief that refuses to be silenced.

This is not a tale of easy answers. It is a journey through sorrow, rage, and the fragile hope that rises from ashes.

Enter with an open heart. Carry with you the reminder that grief is universal and so, too, is the light that can follow.

 

,  -D.A. Marshall




Epigraph 

 

“Grief is not buried. 

It lingers, it spreads, 

and when the world ignores it, 

it learns to speak in curses.”

 

-D.A. Marshall 




Chapter One – Blood on Bourbon Street 

The Quarter pulsed with life that night, a carnival of sound and color that seemed to have no end. Music spilled from every doorway, the wail of saxophones mixing with the throb of bass lines that rattled old windows. Neon signs buzzed overhead, casting streets in a rainbow haze that mingled with the smell of spilled beer, fried food, and sweat. Tourists staggered past locals who moved with practiced ease, weaving through crowds as if they were currents in a river they had swum since birth. Bourbon Street was never silent, never still, and on that warm night in New Orleans it seemed to breathe like a living creature.

Seventeen, year, old Andre Baptiste walked with his hood pulled low and his earbuds jammed deep in his ears. He was taller than most of his friends, his body still wiry but beginning to carry the promise of strength that manhood would bring. His sneakers tapped the cracked pavement in rhythm with the beat pulsing from his phone. Andre liked to think he belonged to this city in a way no tourist ever could. He knew which alleys to avoid, which bars would let him sneak in with a fake ID, which corners the dealers stood on, which shopkeepers looked the other way when he and his friends pocketed candy bars. But that night he wasn’t thinking about any of it. He was thinking about gumbo.

His mother had promised it would be waiting when he got home. Celeste always cooked gumbo when she wanted to remind him of family, of tradition, of roots that reached deeper than the concrete of their neighborhood. He smiled faintly at the thought, tugging his hood tighter as a group of tourists stumbled past, laughing too loud, phones raised to capture videos they would never watch again. He hated how they treated his city like a stage set for their drunken performances. To them, Bourbon Street was spectacle. To him, it was just the way home.

Andre’s phone buzzed with a new message. He pulled it out of his pocket, thumbs moving quickly as he typed back to his best friend Tyrell. They had been joking all day about a girl in their class, the conversation stretching into endless emoji’s and slang only they understood. His laughter bubbled out despite himself, though it was swallowed instantly by the noise of the street. He stepped off the curb without looking, trusting the city’s rhythm as he always did.

The headlights came out of nowhere.

A black SUV tore down the street, its tires screeching against the asphalt. For an instant the world froze: the blinding lights, the roar of the engine, the scream caught in Andre’s throat. He froze like a deer caught in a hunter’s gaze. The impact hit with a sickening thud that drowned out the music, the laughter, the chatter of the crowd. His body flew across the street, landing hard against the pavement, his phone skittering into the gutter with its screen cracked and glowing faintly.

People screamed. A woman dropped her drink, glass shattering against the ground. Someone shouted for help, another cursed the driver, but the SUV did not stop. It roared down the street, taillights fading into the chaos, swallowed by the night. Andre’s chest rose once, twice, then stilled.

For a heartbeat there was silence. Then, like vultures circling a fresh carcass, the phones came out. Dozens of hands shot upward, screens glowing, recording the broken body of a boy who had still been laughing seconds earlier. A man livestreamed, his voice trembling with false drama as he narrated the scene. A woman snapped photos, her face twisted in fascination. Strangers crowded around, not to help, but to capture the moment. Andre’s blood pooled on the pavement, gleaming red under neon lights, reflected in the lenses of devices held inches from his face.

The paramedics arrived minutes later, pushing through the crowd with practiced urgency. They worked quickly, checking pulses, shining lights into eyes that no longer saw. They loaded Andre onto a stretcher, but the shake of the medic’s head told the truth. He was gone before the ambulance doors closed. The crowd began to disperse, some muttering about bad luck, others already uploading videos to their feeds. Within the hour Andre Baptiste’s death was trending online. His body had barely cooled before it became content.

In a small house in the Ninth Ward, Celeste Baptiste was sewing when her phone rang. The hospital’s voice was flat, professional, careful. She dropped the needle, her hands trembling as she pressed the phone harder to her ear. Words like accident, critical, fatal, and time of death spilled through the line, each one striking her like a blow. She sat very still, her face blank, until the voice asked if she wanted to come. Only then did her body move, slowly, mechanically, as she put on her shoes, grabbed her keys, and walked out into the night.

The hospital smelled of bleach and sorrow. Nurses avoided her eyes as they led her down a hallway where every step felt heavier than the last. They opened a door to a cold room, and there he was. Andre lay on a metal table, his face too peaceful, too quiet. She pressed her hands to her mouth to hold back the scream that tore through her chest. For a long time, she stood over him, tears streaming down her face, fingers brushing his cheek as though her touch could pull him back. She whispered prayers half Catholic, half ancestral, the words tumbling together in a desperate plea.

When the doctor spoke of condolences, of paperwork, of process, she turned and left without a word. She walked home in silence, her hands clenched so tight her nails cut her palms. Inside her house she sat before the altar that had gathered dust for years, the small table crowded with jars of herbs, old photographs, bones passed down from her grandmother. She lit every candle she had, flames casting shadows across the walls. She painted symbols in ash, burned incense until the air grew thick, whispered chants in a language older than memory.

Her grief hardened into fury. She had seen the videos already, neighbors had sent them without thinking. Her son’s body on the street, strangers filming, laughing, sharing. He had not been a boy to them. He had been content. She rocked back and forth before the altar, tears streaming as her voice rose. She asked not for comfort but for vengeance. Not for peace but for punishment. The spirits answered. They always did when the grief was deep enough.

Celeste pressed Andre’s laptop onto the altar, its screen glowing faintly with his last messages. She cut her palm and let the blood drip across the keys, whispering words her grandmother had warned her never to use. She bound her grief to the machine, to the wires, to the invisible current that carried images of her son’s body to the world. When the final candle flickered out, she felt it: a new pulse in the air, a presence that stretched beyond her house, beyond her street. She picked up her phone and saw it there, glowing at the top of the WiFi list.

Le Mor WiFi.

She smiled through her tears, her voice a whisper in the darkness. “Let them feel it.”

Detective Marcus LeBlanc hated Bourbon Street on Friday nights. He had grown up in the city, worked its streets for nearly two decades, but the Quarter always found ways to make him feel like a stranger. Too many lights, too much noise, too many people who treated his home like a playground. The call had come just as he sat down at his desk to finish paperwork that had piled up all week. A hit and run, teenager dead, chaos in the Quarter. He closed the file on his desk, grabbed his coat, and drove toward the sirens.

The crowd was still thick when he arrived. Tourists pressed against the barricades, cell phones still raised as if the scene were a show staged for them. Officers pushed them back, but the glow of recording screens lingered. Marcus stepped through the cordon, nodding at the paramedics who were cleaning blood from the pavement. The body had already been taken away. All that remained was a cracked phone in an evidence bag, a scuffed sneaker lying against the curb, and the dark stain of blood drying under neon lights.

“Seventeen,” one of the officers muttered. “Name’s Andre Baptiste. Local kid.”

Marcus exhaled slowly, rubbing the bridge of his nose. Another kid, another set of parents who would never be the same. He looked at the sneaker, the cracked phone, the blood, and felt the weight in his chest grow heavier. He had seen too many of these scenes, but what struck him tonight was the crowd. Even now people were posting, their thumbs moving across screens as they described the death of a boy they had never known. He watched a young woman laugh as she showed her friend the footage she had captured. His hands itched to grab the phone from her, to smash it against the pavement, but he kept his temper.

He asked questions, got few answers. The SUV had vanished into the night, swallowed by streets too narrow and too crowded to chase. Witnesses argued over the color, the make, the license plate. Every story contradicted the next. Marcus wrote it all down though he knew most of it would lead nowhere. By the time he left the scene, the boy’s death had already become rumor and spectacle.

At the morgue he stood beside the body. Andre looked younger in death, his face slack, his features softened as if sleep had reclaimed him. Marcus stared at the boy’s hands, the knuckles scraped raw from impact, the nails bitten down. He thought of his own daughter, the same age, her phone always in her hand, her laughter ringing through their small apartment. He closed his eyes and muttered a prayer for the Baptiste family, though he had not spoken to God in years.

Celeste arrived an hour later. Marcus watched from the hallway as she entered the cold room. She did not scream. She did not wail. She simply pressed her hands to her son’s face and whispered words Marcus could not hear. He expected her to collapse. Instead she stood tall, her shoulders squared, her eyes blazing with something fiercer than grief. When she turned and walked out, Marcus felt a chill settle in his bones. He knew that look. He had seen it in men who had lost everything and decided the world owed them blood.

Back at her house Celeste moved like a woman possessed. She barely noticed Lionel at the door, his face drawn with worry. He asked if she needed company, food, someone to talk to. She waved him away with sharp words, telling him she had work to do. Lionel lingered, eyes flicking to the glowing candles and the table cluttered with bones and photographs. He wanted to say more but the air around her felt too heavy, too charged with something he could not name. He left in silence, his footsteps quick against the pavement. Celeste did not watch him go. She was already bent over the altar, whispering to shadows.

The city moved on as it always did. The Quarter pulsed again the next night with music and laughter. Tourists filled bars, beads flew from balconies, drinks spilled on sidewalks. Andre’s death had already been swallowed by the rhythm of a city that thrived on excess. But for those who knew him, life had changed forever. Tyrell lit a candle on the corner where his friend had died, his hands shaking as he placed Andre’s photo against the wall. A few classmates gathered, some crying, others numb. They prayed quietly, though their words were drowned by music from the clubs nearby. The crowd walked past without stopping, stepping around them as though grief were an inconvenience.

Celeste watched from across the street. Her hood was pulled low, her eyes fixed on the candle flickering against brick. She saw the children who had laughed with Andre, saw their bowed heads, their tears. For a moment her anger softened. Then she saw a man raise his phone and take a photo of the memorial, smiling as though it were art. Her fury surged again, hot and sharp. She turned and walked home, her heart pounding, her mind spinning with chants her grandmother had taught her.

That night she worked until her hands bled. She poured salt in circles, burned hair she had kept from Andre’s childhood, mixed her tears with rum and ash. She pressed her blood into wires, into circuits, into screens. She whispered Andre’s name until her throat was raw. She bound her grief to the current itself, feeding it with every breath, every heartbeat, every ounce of pain she carried. When the final candle went out she felt the air shift, heavy and electric. She picked up her phone and there it was again, glowing brighter, stronger. Le Mor WiFi. She touched the name and felt a surge in her chest, as though the world itself had drawn in a breath. She smiled through her tears and whispered, “Now let them feel it.”

The first to notice the new network were the teenagers. In bedrooms across New Orleans screens lit with curiosity as names like Home WiFi and CafeNet were replaced by something strange. Le Mor. No password. Strongest signal in range. Some laughed at the name, assuming it was a joke. Others connected without hesitation. Within minutes games were loading faster, videos streaming smoother, messages flying across screens with a speed none of them had known before. They congratulated one another in group chats, marveling at the discovery of what felt like free, limitless internet. None of them noticed the faint heaviness that settled behind their eyes, the subtle drag in their chests, the way time seemed to pass in a blur.

By morning the first death went unnoticed. A boy named Jerome fell asleep in front of his computer and never woke. His mother found him slumped forward, his face peaceful, his phone still glowing beside him. The coroner called it heart failure. He was seventeen. His classmates posted tributes online, their grief mixed with hashtags, emoji’s, and photos of him laughing at parties. His death trended for a few hours before it was replaced by new jokes, new scandals, new distractions.

Detective Marcus LeBlanc got the call two days later when three more teenagers collapsed in different parts of the city. None had histories of illness. None had drugs in their systems. Their bodies looked as though decades had been carved out of them in hours, their organs shriveled, their veins brittle. The coroner’s report listed natural causes, but Marcus stared at the photos and felt his stomach churn. Natural causes did not take children in clusters. He pulled their phones from the evidence bags and saw the same thing on each: last connected network, Le Mor WiFi. He wrote it down though he knew no one in his department would take it seriously. A detective’s duty was evidence, not superstition. But Marcus had lived in New Orleans his whole life. He knew how thin the line was between the natural and the supernatural here.

At the Baptiste house the candles never went out. Celeste moved from room to room in a haze, her chants spilling through the windows into the night air. Neighbors crossed the street to avoid her house. Mothers whispered warnings to children not to look too long at her door. She felt the power thrumming through her veins, the faint glow in her skin that had not been there before. Each time another child connected to the network, she felt stronger, younger, more alive. It terrified her even as it thrilled her. She told herself it was Andre’s spirit feeding her, that every death was his vengeance given form. She told herself she deserved to feel strong again after being broken by grief. She ignored the whispers that grew in the neighborhood, ignored the symbols that appeared on her steps, ignored even Lionel’s pleas that she stop before it was too late.

Lionel had begun visiting more often, knocking on her door with food or excuses to check in. Celeste refused him entry most nights, but once she let him sit at her table. He stared at the candles, the altar, the strange markings carved into the wood. He begged her to let go, to grieve in peace, to leave the past alone. She laughed in his face, her voice sharp. “Peace? Did they give Andre peace when they filmed his broken body like a carnival show? Did they give me peace when they posted my child online for strangers to laugh at? No, cousin. They don’t deserve peace. They deserve to feel what I feel.” Lionel shook his head, tears in his eyes, but said nothing more. When he left he made the sign of the cross without thinking.

Marcus began to see the pattern spread beyond New Orleans. Calls came from Baton Rouge, Houston, Atlanta. Teenagers collapsing mid game, mid scroll, mid call. Always the same signs, the same inexplicable decay. Always the same network glowing on their devices. He took the reports to his captain, who dismissed them as coincidence. He spoke to the coroner, who shook her head and told him she could not put curses on death certificates. Marcus lit a cigarette outside the station and stared at the night sky, wondering if he was losing his mind. But each puff of smoke carried the memory of the bodies, and he knew he was not wrong. Something unnatural was moving through the wires, and he was the only one willing to name it.

Celeste knew it too. She felt the reach of her curse growing each night, stretching beyond streets and neighborhoods, leaping from phone to phone like a spider weaving its web. She began sleeping less, eating less, her body sustained by something she did not understand. She no longer needed rum or herbs to fuel her chants. Her grief was enough. Sometimes she swore she heard Andre’s voice whispering from the shadows, telling her he was proud, telling her to continue. Sometimes she wondered if it was truly him or only her own mind, but she did not care. The voices gave her purpose, and purpose was all she had left.

The city began to whisper too. Mothers gathered in kitchens late at night, telling stories of children who had died with phones in their hands. Fathers cursed at radios, demanding answers from officials who had none. Preachers warned of judgment, of sin, of devils moving through the airwaves. Some families ripped routers from walls, smashed devices with hammers, prayed louder than ever before. Others dismissed the rumors, laughing at the idea that WiFi could kill. But as more funerals filled the streets, laughter turned to silence.

Marcus drove through neighborhoods thick with fear, his daughter asleep in the passenger seat, her phone locked in the glove compartment. He watched the city slip deeper into shadows and wondered how long before panic became violence. He knew the people of New Orleans. He knew how grief could turn to rage, how whispers could turn to mobs. He knew one day soon they would demand someone to blame.

In her house, Celeste sat before her altar, her knife gleaming in the candlelight. She whispered Andre’s name and felt the world tremble in response. She smiled through her tears, her voice steady. “They wanted to watch you die, my son. Now let them watch themselves.”

The curse had begun. The city had only just started to feel its weight. And though Celeste believed she held the reins, the truth was that the thing she had unleashed was already slipping beyond her grasp, growing larger than her grief, larger than her rage, larger than her. It had no intention of stopping.




Chapter Two – Mother of Shadows 

The days after Andre’s funeral passed like a fever dream. Celeste Baptiste moved through her home as though carried on a tide she could not resist, her body exhausted but her mind burning with visions she could not silence. The funeral itself had been chaos, mourners spilling into the church until the pews overflowed, voices rising in grief and gossip. Celeste had stood at the casket like stone, her black dress clinging to her shoulders, her face dry of tears. Women whispered that she was too proud to cry, too cold, too hardened. They did not know that her tears had been given to the altar, her grief already carved into chants that no priest could erase. When the preacher spoke of peace and forgiveness she had turned her eyes to the stained glass above the pulpit and whispered words of her own, words that twisted against his sermons like shadows against sunlight.

When the crowd returned to their homes and the candles outside the church flickered to ash, Celeste returned alone to her house. She stripped off the black dress and draped it over a chair, then lit every candle in the room until shadows danced across the ceiling. The altar had grown since the night of Andre’s death. More bones, more photographs, more jars of herbs she had taken from her grandmother’s chest. Andre’s sneakers sat in the center, laces still stained with blood, beside the hoodie that had been cut away at the hospital. She touched them with trembling hands, pressing her forehead against the fabric, inhaling the faint scent of her son that still clung to the fibers. Then she rose and began to chant.

The words came unbidden, rolling off her tongue with a fluency that frightened even her. Her grandmother had warned her of certain phrases, told her some invocations should never be spoken because they demanded more than any mortal should give. Celeste spoke them anyway, her voice rising above the hiss of candles, her arms lifted high as if pulling the world down to meet her. The air thickened, the temperature dropping until frost kissed the edges of the glass jars. She felt Andre close again, not in body but in presence, a warmth that pulsed behind her ribs. She whispered to him that the world would pay, that every camera, every phone, every pair of eyes that had mocked his death would know pain.

Outside the neighborhood stirred uneasily. People spoke of strange noises from Celeste’s house, of lights that flickered when they passed, of whispers that followed them even when the street was empty. Children dared one another to run to her porch and knock, but none stayed long enough to hear her footsteps behind the door. Parents warned their children to stay away, muttering of curses, of spirits, of things better left untouched. Celeste heard the rumors and welcomed them. Fear was a shield, and she needed no company but her son’s memory.

Yet not everyone kept away. Lionel returned one evening, knocking softly on her door. She considered ignoring him, but something in his persistence made her open it. He stepped inside, carrying a bag of food and a look of unease that made his shoulders slump. He told her he was worried, that people were talking, that whispers of witchcraft were spreading. Celeste laughed bitterly, her eyes shining in the candlelight. “Let them talk,” she said. “They mocked my child. Let them choke on their words.” Lionel placed the bag on the table and sat heavily in a chair, running his hands through his hair. “This isn’t justice, Celeste. It’s madness. Andre is gone. Nothing will bring him back.”

Her hand shot out, striking the table so hard the candles flickered. “He is not gone,” she hissed. “He is here. Every time another body falls, I feel him stronger. Every time they weep as I have wept, he lives again. Don’t tell me he’s gone. You don’t know what a mother feels when her child’s soul lingers at her side.” Lionel stared at her, his eyes wide, his mouth half open as though to argue. But he said nothing. He only shook his head, rose, and left, closing the door quietly behind him. Celeste turned back to the altar, her chest heaving, and whispered that no one would take Andre from her again.

Across the city the deaths multiplied. Children collapsed in schools, their teachers screaming for help. Teenagers died mid conversation, their laughter silenced in an instant. Doctors filled hospitals with bodies they could not explain, organs shriveled, faces aged. Parents wailed in hallways, nurses whispered prayers under their breath, officials released statements that said nothing. The rumors spread faster than the truth: a sickness, a plague, a poison in the air. Few spoke aloud of the network, though everyone saw it on their phones, glowing at the top of their lists, free and open, tempting in its strength. Some avoided it with trembling hands, others connected with reckless curiosity, convinced the stories were lies. The bodies proved otherwise.

Detective Marcus LeBlanc drove through the Quarter again, the neon lights reflecting off his windshield. He stopped at yet another home where a young boy lay dead in his bed, his mother rocking beside him, her screams filling the house until the walls shook. Marcus knelt by the bed, his eyes scanning the phone still clutched in the boy’s hand. Le Mor. Always the same. He bagged the phone, whispered a promise to the mother that he would find answers, and left before his own grief cracked his face. His daughter was the same age. Each body he saw was another vision of what he might lose. He kept her phone locked in his desk at home, though he knew she would find a way to replace it if she wanted. He prayed each night that she would not.

Back at the station his captain dismissed his theories again. “WiFi doesn’t kill, Marcus,” the man said with a tired laugh. “Find me a chemical, a weapon, a suspect, anything that makes sense. Otherwise you sound like every drunk fool in the Quarter blaming spirits for their bad luck.” Marcus clenched his jaw, said nothing, and walked out. He lit a cigarette on the steps of the precinct and stared into the night. He knew the truth, even if no one else would name it. But naming it would not stop it.

Celeste knew that too. She had not created something she could control. Each night she felt the curse grow, stretching beyond her, feeding on connections she had never touched. It thrilled her and terrified her in equal measure. She dreamed of Andre standing in her doorway, his smile soft, his voice saying, “Mama, I’m here.” She woke with tears streaming down her face, her arms reaching into emptiness. Each time she told herself the curse was worth it, that his spirit walked because others fell. Each time she felt the edge of doubt cut deeper into her chest.

Still she pressed forward, whispering, chanting, binding her soul tighter to the current that pulsed through the city. She was becoming something else, no longer just a mother, no longer just a woman. She was grief given form, rage turned to shadow, power clothed in sorrow. She was becoming the mother of shadows, and the world had only begun to learn her name.

Detective Marcus LeBlanc parked his car outside the narrow shotgun house on Dauphine Street and took a deep breath before knocking. He already knew what he would find inside. The call had been the same as the last three, teenager collapsed at home, no signs of trauma, no drugs, parents hysterical. The coroner would arrive and confirm what Marcus already suspected: another life drained away, another victim of the network. He rapped on the door and waited until a sobbing woman opened it, her face streaked with tears, her hands trembling as she pointed toward the back room.

Inside, a boy no older than fifteen lay sprawled across his bed. His phone glowed on the sheets beside him, the cursed network still displayed at the top of the list. Marcus bagged the device carefully, his stomach tightening. He turned to the parents, who clung to each other in the doorway. “Did he say anything? Complain of feeling sick?” Marcus asked gently. The father shook his head, his voice hoarse. “He was laughing at something on his phone. Then he just…stopped.” The mother wailed again, burying her face in her husband’s chest. Marcus bowed his head, scribbled notes he had written too many times already, and stepped back into the hallway.

Outside the neighbors had gathered, whispering behind their hands. Some glared at Marcus as though he carried blame, others asked if it was the same sickness they had heard about. He gave no answer, only lit a cigarette and walked back to his car. He sat in silence for a long time, smoke curling against the roof, before starting the engine. Every case tightened the knot in his chest. He had once believed his work was about catching killers, solving crimes, protecting the living. Now he was chasing something he could not handcuff, could not charge, could not even fully describe without sounding insane.

At home his daughter Simone sat at the kitchen table, sketching in her notebook. She looked up when he walked in, her eyes searching his face. “Another one?” she asked quietly. He nodded, setting his badge and gun on the counter. She stared at him a moment longer, then closed her notebook. “Dad,” she said, her voice unsteady, “I’ve been hearing kids at school talk about that WiFi. They say it’s faster than anything else. They don’t believe the stories. They say the deaths are just coincidences.” Marcus froze, his pulse spiking. “You stay away from it,” he snapped, harsher than he intended. She flinched. He softened his voice. “Promise me, Simone. Don’t touch it.” She nodded reluctantly, but he saw the hesitation in her eyes. Teenagers did not live on promises. They lived on curiosity. He prayed hers would not kill her.

Across town Celeste Baptiste sat before her altar, the candles burning low. She had grown thinner, her skin stretched tight across her cheekbones, but her eyes blazed with unnatural light. She rocked slowly, whispering chants that made the air in the room shimmer. She could feel the deaths even without the news. Each one struck her like a pulse, a heartbeat that did not belong to her but fed her all the same. She inhaled deeply, savoring the strength that flooded her body, the energy that made her veins hum. Yet in the quiet hours doubt crept in. She saw Andre’s face in dreams, smiling sometimes, frowning others. She woke unsure if she was honoring him or betraying him. But when she remembered the videos, the laughter of strangers, the endless streams of comments mocking his body, her doubt hardened into fury again.

Lionel returned once more, this time carrying a worn Bible. He placed it on her table, his voice urgent. “Cousin, this has to stop. People are dying. Children. Not the ones who laughed at Andre, not the ones who filmed him. Innocent kids. Do you think he would want this?” Celeste’s laugh was sharp, cold. “Innocent? Were the ones filming my baby’s broken body innocent? Were the ones who watched and shared and joked innocent? There are no innocents in a world that feasts on suffering.” Lionel slammed his hand on the table, his face twisted with anger and grief. “You’ve become blind. This isn’t Andre anymore. This is you. Your rage. Your pride. You think you’re avenging him, but you’re burying him deeper.”

For a moment Celeste’s face cracked, sorrow flickering across her features. But then the flames in her eyes returned. She rose to her feet, towering over Lionel, her voice low and dangerous. “Leave my house. And don’t come back unless you are ready to honor him the way I do.” Lionel stared at her, his lips trembling with words he could not say. At last he turned and walked out, slamming the door behind him. Celeste collapsed back to her knees before the altar, tears streaming down her face. “They don’t understand, Andre,” she whispered. “But I do. I’ll never stop. Not until the world remembers you.”

The city groaned under the weight of fear. Funerals filled the streets, black draped processions winding past shuttered shops. Preachers roared about sin and punishment, their voices echoing against brick walls. Parents yanked phones from their children’s hands, some smashing them in anger. Stores sold out of candles as families prayed for protection. Yet even as fear spread, so did temptation. The cursed network was everywhere, stronger than ever, its signal pulsing through homes and schools, irresistible in its reach. For every parent who warned against it, another child connected in secret, convinced they were too strong, too smart, too lucky to be taken. The graveyards told the truth.

Marcus drove past one such funeral, the crowd spilling into the street, wails rising above the preacher’s voice. He parked a block away, lighting another cigarette, staring at the mourners. He recognized the faces, neighbors, classmates of his daughter, people he had grown up with. He wondered how long before Simone’s face would be among them. His hands shook as he flicked ash onto the pavement. He had spent his life chasing criminals, but this was something else entirely. He was chasing a shadow born of grief, a shadow that strangled the city like smoke.

Celeste heard the wails from her porch and smiled faintly. She whispered Andre’s name into the night air, feeling the curse hum in response. She no longer feared the whispers of neighbors, no longer cared for the glares of those who crossed the street to avoid her house. She was beyond their fear, beyond their hatred. She was becoming something greater, something untouchable. The candles on her altar flared as if in agreement, their flames bending toward her like supplicants. She closed her eyes and whispered again, “Let them feel it all.”

The storm rolled in from the Gulf that night, heavy clouds pressing down on the city, lightning carving jagged scars across the sky. Rain pounded rooftops and turned streets into rivers, but even the thunder could not silence the voices of grief echoing through New Orleans. Celeste sat before her altar, her windows open wide to let the storm winds carry her chants into the night. The candles sputtered but never died, their flames bending sideways in the gale as though bound to her will. She rocked forward and back, her eyes half closed, her voice rising above the roar of the rain. “Let them taste what they gave, Andre. Let them drown in it.” Each flash of lightning illuminated the photos on the wall, Andre’s face repeated again and again, watching her with silent eyes.

In another part of the city Marcus sat in his car outside the hospital, the windshield wipers smearing rain across the glass. He had just come from another body, another teenager whose mother had collapsed screaming onto the floor beside him. Marcus had carried her away, her fists pounding his chest, her voice breaking on words he could not answer. Now he stared at the glow of his own phone resting on the seat. He turned it on and there it was: Le Mor WiFi, glowing with perfect strength even in the storm. His chest tightened. He had resisted for weeks, but part of him wondered if connecting would finally give him the proof he needed, the evidence that would make the brass believe him. His thumb hovered over the name before he snapped the phone shut and shoved it back in the glove box. Proof wasn’t worth his life.

At home Simone was restless. She sat at her desk, her father’s warnings ringing in her ears, her friends’ laughter buzzing in her mind. They had dared one another to connect earlier that day, teasing her when she refused. They had called her scared, said she was listening too much to her paranoid old man. Now she stared at her own phone, the cursed network glowing like bait. Her breath came faster as she tapped her fingers on the desk. She wanted to prove them wrong, to show she wasn’t afraid. But then she remembered the look in her father’s eyes, the way his voice had cracked when he begged her not to. She shoved the phone into her drawer and pulled the covers over her head. Sleep came slowly, filled with dreams of shadows creeping through wires.

In the Ninth Ward, Lionel lay awake staring at his ceiling. The storm rattled the windows but could not drown out the memory of Celeste’s face. He saw her eyes burning with something not entirely human, her voice twisted with grief and power. He loved her still, as a cousin, as family, but he feared her too. He had heard the whispers from neighbors who spoke of confronting her, of dragging her from her house, of ending whatever curse she had unleashed. He knew they were desperate enough to try, and he knew it would end in blood. He pressed his palms together and whispered prayers for her soul, for Andre’s soul, for the city itself. But he knew prayers would not stop what was coming.

The storm raged through the night, but the curse raged stronger. Dozens died across the city before dawn, their bodies discovered in beds, in cars, in clubs where the music still throbbed even as lives drained away. Doctors begged for answers, officials fumbled for explanations, and still the network spread. By morning news outlets outside Louisiana were reporting clusters of deaths in other states. Atlanta. Miami. Chicago. All the same. Teenagers collapsing, their faces aged, their hearts stopped. All with devices connected to Le Mor. The curse had slipped beyond New Orleans, carried on invisible threads that no wall could hold back.

Celeste felt it all. Each death was another surge of power that coursed through her veins, another pulse of strength that made her body glow faintly in the candlelight. She stood before her mirror and hardly recognized herself. The lines of grief had smoothed, her eyes burned brighter, her skin seemed years younger. She touched her face and laughed, a sound sharp and bitter. “Do you see, Andre? They gave you death and gave me life. They cannot undo what has been done.” She spun back toward the altar, arms lifted, chanting until her voice cracked.

But even as she celebrated, shadows whispered doubts. She dreamed of Andre again, but this time he was not smiling. He stood at the edge of her vision, his face stern, his eyes filled with sadness. “Mama,” he said softly, “this isn’t me.” She reached for him, tears streaking her cheeks, but he vanished into darkness. She woke gasping, clutching at the sheets, her body trembling. For the first time she wondered if she had bound herself not to her son, but to something else that wore his face. She shook the thought away, lighting new candles, whispering louder. Doubt was weakness, and she could not afford weakness now.

Marcus gathered files at his desk the next morning, his eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep. He had mapped the deaths on a city grid, red pins marking clusters that spread like fire. The pattern was too precise, too deliberate to be chance. He needed evidence, something tangible, but every expert he spoke to dismissed him. He slammed his fist on the table, his voice rising. “You think this is coincidence? Kids don’t just drop dead like this!” The room fell silent, his captain’s glare pinning him in place. “Watch yourself, LeBlanc,” the man warned. “We’re here to solve crimes, not chase ghosts.” Marcus sat down heavily, grinding his teeth. If the department wouldn’t back him, he would find answers on his own.

That evening he drove through the Ninth Ward, his eyes scanning the houses until he found the one that glowed faintly even in daylight. Celeste’s house. He parked a block away and walked slowly, the air thick with tension. Curtains shifted as neighbors watched from behind glass, their eyes wary. He stood across the street, staring at the door, listening to the faint hum of chants that drifted through the walls. He knew then that Lionel’s whispers were true. Whatever had been unleashed began here. He took a step forward, then stopped. He wasn’t ready. Not yet. He turned and walked back to his car, the image of the glowing house burned into his mind.

Celeste sat inside, her chants faltering as she felt his presence. She moved to the window and peered through the curtains just in time to see Marcus’s back retreating down the street. For a moment fear pricked her chest. He was a detective, a man with authority, a man who might convince others to come for her. But then anger swallowed the fear. Let them come, she thought. Let them try. She pressed her hand against Andre’s hoodie on the altar and whispered, “No one will take this from me.”

The storm passed, but the city remained restless. The curse had rooted itself too deeply now, spreading with every connection, feeding on every spark of curiosity. Celeste had become its vessel, its mother of shadows, but even she did not fully control it anymore. In quiet moments she felt it pulsing beyond her, reaching into places she had never touched, speaking in voices she did not recognize. She told herself it was Andre guiding her, but deep down she knew the truth. She had given birth to something that no longer needed her.

And yet, even as the world began to tremble, she clung to her grief, her rage, her power. Because without them she had nothing. Without them she was only a mother with empty arms and a broken heart. And that, she knew, she could never bear again.





Chapter Three – The First Global Deaths 

The story of New Orleans spread faster than any rumor ever had. At first it was whispered in funeral parlors and hospital corridors, stories of children who had fallen asleep on their phones and never woken up. Then it crept into radio stations, carried by late night callers with trembling voices, parents warning strangers not to connect to a mysterious WiFi signal. Within days the whispers leapt onto international broadcasts. Reporters with grim expressions spoke of clusters of sudden deaths, of teenagers collapsing mid, sentence, of morgues filling with bodies that bore no wounds yet looked decades older than their years. Doctors avoided cameras, muttering only of unexplained cardiac arrests. Governments issued vague statements urging calm. But the footage told a different story, rows of coffins, crying families, streets choked with grief.

In Tokyo, Lieutenant Kenji Sato had been monitoring chatter on secure channels for weeks. He leaned over the glowing monitors in the cyber defense division’s war room, his fingers flying across the keyboard as he read the latest reports from Louisiana. His colleagues clustered around him, their faces pale as he translated the headlines. “Dozens dead. Cause unknown. All connected to the same signal.” He zoomed in on screenshots of phone screens, the name glowing in sharp letters. Le Mor WiFi. He whispered it under his breath and felt a chill crawl across his skin. Death WiFi, his mind translated. It was almost too absurd to believe, yet the deaths were real, the images undeniable.

Kenji’s commanding officer barked orders to expand monitoring, to search Japanese networks for any sign of the signal. Kenji obeyed, but his stomach churned. He remembered the first time he had seen it himself, months earlier, glowing at the top of his phone’s list as he rode the subway. He had not connected, though curiosity had burned in him like a fever. Now he was certain he had glimpsed the beginning of a plague. He tapped through systems and felt his breath catch as the name flashed on his screen again. Le Mor WiFi. It was here.

Meanwhile, in São Paulo, Father Miguel Torres stood at the altar of his church addressing a congregation that had tripled in size overnight. Fear filled the pews. Families who had not entered the church in years now clutched rosaries, their voices trembling in prayer. Miguel’s sermon was fierce, warning that the deaths were not random, that they were punishment for pride, for worship of screens. “You bow to your devices,” he thundered, “and they bow to death. Cast them away, return to God, or be buried in the graves you dig for yourselves.” His words echoed against the stone walls, and some nodded with tears streaming down their faces. But Miguel saw others slip phones from their pockets even as he spoke, their eyes drawn to the glowing names on their screens. He clenched his fists behind the pulpit, rage mixing with despair.

In Moscow, journalist Elena Volkova sat in a cramped apartment with stacks of notebooks surrounding her. She chain smoked as she read the foreign feeds, scribbling notes in sharp, fast handwriting. The Russian government was already preparing its narrative, blaming Western labs, NATO experiments, American greed. But Elena saw through it. She had spoken to doctors off the record, doctors who described organs shriveled like dried fruit, hair turned gray overnight, skin wrinkled as if by years. She had interviewed mothers who swore their children had connected to a new signal just hours before collapsing. She leaned back in her chair and muttered, “This isn’t a weapon. This is something else.” She typed furiously, determined to publish the truth even if it meant her career, her freedom, even her life.

In Cairo, Dr. Amira Hassan raced through a hospital ward as chaos erupted. Dozens of young men had been rushed in from an internet café where they had collapsed at their keyboards. Their bodies spasmed with seizures, their hair whitening as nurses screamed for help. Amira shoved her way to the front, checking pulses, shouting for oxygen, defibrillators, anything that might save them. But one by one the monitors flatlined. She gripped the edge of a bed, her knuckles white, as another boy no older than sixteen gasped once and went still. Around her parents wailed and clung to bodies that looked like they had aged fifty years in minutes. Amira felt bile rise in her throat. She had studied medicine her entire adult life, but nothing had prepared her for this. She knew diseases, poisons, genetic failures. This was none of them. This was time itself turned against flesh.

OEBPS/index-1_1.png
= e

e ——

Ny

Wizresinglll

PUBLISHING





