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There is an old saying, older than any camera ever bolted to a pole in this city, that the dead do not ask the living to be safe. They ask the living to be honest, and to finish the work.

This book is a work of fiction. Its city resembles New Orleans in the way a reflection resembles a face — close enough to recognize, distorted enough to remind you that what you are looking at is not quite the world you live in, only a version of it built to ask a harder question than the world usually allows itself to ask out loud. Its surveillance network, its private contractor, its politicians and detectives and engineers, are invented. Its central fear is not.

Every tradition that has ever been carried by people the powerful found inconvenient has, at some point, been asked to prove itself to institutions that never intended to believe it. What happens when the institution doing the asking is no longer a courtroom or a congregation, but a machine trained to imitate the very thing it refuses to respect? That is the question this book sits inside of, from its first page to its last.

Odalys Fontenot did not choose to become a test case for that question. Very few people ever do. What she chose, once the choice arrived at her door at forty minutes to midnight, was what she would do with the six days, and then the two years, that followed.

This is her account of those days — assembled, where memory allowed, in her own words, and elsewhere in the words of the people who stood beside her when the ground she'd always trusted proved not to be as solid as she'd believed.
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PART ONE — THE TRAP 
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[image: ]


The Watching Hour

The blue lights came on at dusk, the way they always did, humming to life along Governor Nicholls Street like a second sunset nobody had asked for. Odalys Fontenot stood in the doorway of her shotgun house and watched the nearest pole flicker awake, its camera housing turning a slow, patient quarter-circle before settling to face the street. She had stopped flinching at the sound months ago. That, she thought, was its own kind of surrender — the way a body learns to sleep through a train that never stops running past the window.

She was thirty-eight years old, and for eleven of those years she had kept a small altar in the back room of a house her grandmother had left her, and for six of them she had done it without a license, a registration, or a name on any list the city kept. Not because she was ashamed. Because she had watched, early on, what happened to the ones who registered. The city called it the Spiritual Practitioners Directory. It had started, everyone said, as a courtesy — a way for the tourism board to point pilgrims and podcasters toward "authentic" ceremony instead of the tarot booths on Bourbon Street that used the word voodoo the way other cities used the word organic. But a directory was a list, and a list was a door, and doors, in this city, only ever seemed to open one way.

Dolly — nobody but her mother had ever called her Odalys with a straight face — closed the front door against the coming dark and went to check on the pot of red beans she'd left on low heat since noon. The kitchen window looked out on the side yard, where a line of freshly ironed white cloth hung between two crepe myrtles, catching what was left of the light. Beyond the fence, beyond the yard, the camera on the corner blinked its small green diagnostic light, on and on and on, indifferent as a held breath.

She had learned to live alongside it. Everyone in Tremé had. The cameras had gone up eight years ago under a banner that read SAFER STREETS, SAFER HOMES, paid for in some complicated arrangement between the city council and a private security contractor called Bellwether Dynamics, whose name showed up on a plaque outside every control hub, small and modest, like a firm that made office furniture. The cameras had multiplied since then — first the corner poles, then the doorway sensors outside the corner stores, then the drones that came out at night to do slow, thermal-blooded loops above the rooftops, hunting for heat signatures that didn't match the city's registered occupancy data. People said crime was down. People also said, more quietly, over card games and church suppers, that you couldn't walk to your own car anymore without somebody knowing exactly which direction you'd walked in.

Dolly stirred the beans, tasted, added salt. Her phone, face-down on the counter, buzzed once — a text from Théo, three words: You up late? She didn't answer yet. She wanted five more minutes of a kitchen that smelled like bay leaf and thyme and belonged only to her.

It was in those five minutes, standing at her own stove in her own house, that the world she knew ended, though she wouldn't understand that until nearly midnight.

❖

The knock came at 11:40, three short raps, familiar in their rhythm. She opened the door to find Théo Reyes on her porch, backlit by the camera glow from the street, his laptop bag slung crosswise over his chest like he'd left the house running. Théo was twenty-nine, wiry, a head shorter than her, with the particular exhausted brightness of a man who had once worked inside the machine and now spent his nights trying to understand what he'd helped build. He'd left his job at Bellwether eighteen months ago — quietly, without a statement, the way people left when leaving loudly wasn't survivable — and had spent the time since fixing laptops for cash and, when nobody official was watching, teaching a rotating cast of Tremé teenagers how the cameras on their block actually worked, and how to tell when they were lying.

"You need to see something," he said, before she'd even opened the screen door. "And I need you to not react the way you're about to react."

"That's a strange thing to lead with."

"Dolly." He said her name carefully, the way you'd set down something you weren't sure would hold weight. "Turn on the TV."

She let him in. He didn't sit. He stood in the middle of her front room, laptop bag still crossed over his chest like armor, while she picked up the remote and pointed it at the small set in the corner, the one she mostly used for the weather and, on Sundays, the second line broadcasts.

The channel was already tuned to the local news. A anchor's face, composed into the particular gravity reserved for the worst stories, filled the screen beneath a red banner: BREAKING — COUNCILMAN ETIENNE LACROIX FOUND DEAD, POLICE CALL IT RITUAL KILLING.

"Oh, God," Dolly said, and meant it plainly, without any premonition yet of what was coming. She had met LaCroix twice — once at a community meeting about the Watch Center expansion, where he'd been the only councilman on the dais to actually listen when residents talked about the drones circling low over children's birthday parties, and once at a funeral repast, where he'd eaten two plates of her cousin's potato salad and complimented it twice. He was young for the council, forty-one, and had been running, loudly and without much subtlety, on a platform of clawing back the surveillance contract from Bellwether Dynamics before it renewed automatically at the top of next year.

The anchor's voice went on, flat and careful. Police were calling it a ritualistic homicide. The body had been found in a private courtyard off Esplanade, arranged — the word the anchor used, with visible discomfort, was arranged — in a manner consistent with ceremonial practice. Investigators had obtained high-definition footage from the city's Crescent Watch network showing, the anchor said, "a suspect performing what appears to be a ritual act at the time of death."

And then the footage played.

Dolly had time to register the courtyard — she didn't recognize it — and the candlelight, warm and orange and wrong somehow, too theatrical, like a photograph of candlelight rather than the thing itself. She had time to register the white dress, the beads, the raised arms.

She had time to register that the woman on the screen, moving with slow, precise, ritual authority over a body on the flagstones, was wearing her grandmother's necklace.

She had time to register that the woman on the screen was her.

"That's not—" she started, and her voice came out smaller than she meant it to, a child's voice, disbelieving. "Théo, I wasn't— I was here. I was here, I was cooking, I texted you back—"

"I know," Théo said. "I know you were here. That's what I need you to understand right now, before anybody else walks through that door. I know you were here, because I clocked your phone pinging the tower two blocks over at 9:52 while you were probably standing right where you're standing now. I know, because the footage they just played is timestamped 9:47, and it is the cleanest, most internally consistent piece of forensic video I have ever seen in my life, and I used to build the systems that certify that kind of footage as authentic. There is no compression artifact. There is no lighting inconsistency. There is no shadow that falls the wrong way. Dolly, look at me. That footage is going to hold up in any courtroom in this state, and it is not real, and I do not currently understand how anyone made it not real in a way that a machine built specifically to catch this kind of thing cannot catch."

Outside, faint and rhythmic, a new sound layered itself over the hum of the corner camera — the low mechanical thrum of a drone, descending toward the block, its searchlight sweeping once across the ceiling of her front room before settling somewhere close, and steady, and patient, above her street.

Dolly looked at the necklace around her own throat — her grandmother's necklace, the one she never took off, the one that had been, she would have sworn on anything sacred to her, resting against her collarbone the entire evening — and understood, with a clarity that felt almost peaceful in the way that shock sometimes is, that the ground she had been standing on her whole life had just been proven to be something other than solid.

"They're going to come for me," she said.

"Yeah," Théo said. "I think we've got maybe twenty minutes."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Twenty Minutes

Twenty minutes, it turned out, had been generous.

Dolly moved through her house the way she imagined a woman moved through a house that was on fire — grabbing things without deciding to grab them, her hands ahead of her thinking. Cash from the coffee tin above the stove. Her grandmother's prayer book, the spine cracked soft from sixty years of handling. A photograph of her mother, taken the year before the stroke, laughing at something out of frame. She did not take the necklace off. Some part of her, moving faster than reason, understood that if she was going to be accused of wearing it in a place she'd never been, she was not going to hand it over to anyone as evidence of her own guilt by taking it off in a panic.

"Back door," Théo said, already there, easing the deadbolt open with the particular quiet of a man who had spent a career thinking about how sound traveled to microphones he couldn't see. "Cameras cover the front stoop and the street. Your side yard's got a blind cone — I mapped it two years ago for a kid who needed to sneak out to work a night shift his mama didn't know about. Fence gap's still there, I checked it Tuesday."

"You checked my fence gap on Tuesday."

"I check everybody's fence gap, Dolly. It's a hobby now. Turns out it's a useful one." He looked at her, and for a second the wiry, wired energy of him softened into something scared and sorry. "I should've told you what I was working on sooner. I had pieces of this a month ago. I didn't have enough to bring you something that wasn't just going to frighten you for nothing."

"Théo—"

"Later. Move now."

The side yard was dark between the crepe myrtles, the white cloth she'd hung that afternoon glowing faintly like a held breath in the drone-light spilling over the rooftops two streets away. She went through the fence gap on her knees, the way she hadn't since she was young enough to be small for a reason instead of a necessity, and came up in Miss Odalia's yard next door — no relation, just a woman who'd shared half a name and forty years of proximity with Dolly's family, and who was, mercifully, not the kind of woman who kept her porch light burning after ten.

Behind them, out on the street, she heard the particular over-loud stillness of a block about to be entered — car doors, low voices arranging themselves into procedure, the crackle of a radio.

"Théo. Where."

"I've got a car two blocks up on St. Philip. It's not registered to me. It's not registered to anybody, actually, which is a whole different conversation we'll have later." He was already moving, low and fast along the shadow line of a chain-link fence, and she followed him the way she'd followed her cousins through these same yards thirty years ago
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