
The Watching Eye

The cameras knew she was guilty before she ever committed a crime.

❧ ❧ ❧

By Andy Nichols

Reviews help independent authors enormously.

They are received with genuine gratitude.

© 2026 Andy Nichols

All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. 

All characters and events are entirely fictional.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

The New Orleans AI Watching Eye (The Gulf Coast Road Trip)

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

Contents

1.  Pattern Recognition

2.  The Algorithm Knows

3.  Blind Spots

4.  Data Breach

5.  Fallout

6.  Isolation

7.  Breakthrough

8.  The Face in the Mirror

9.  The Circle Closes

10.  Into the Circle

11.  Marcus

12.  Blind Eye

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


Pattern Recognition

❧ ❧ ❧

The coffee maker hissed in the corner of the Real-Time Crime Center. Sienna didn't look up from her monitor. 2:47 AM. The graveyard shift stretched ahead, quiet except for the ambient hum of servers and the occasional crackle from someone's radio two floors down.

She clicked through the morning's incident reports. Domestic disturbance on Chartres Street. Broken window at a Rampart Street pawn shop. Someone had vomited spectacularly outside Pat O'Brien's. Tuesday in the French Quarter.

Her phone buzzed.

"You're still there, aren't you?" Delphine's voice was warm, sleep-rough. "I can feel you radiating spreadsheet energy from across town."

"Where else would I be?"

"In bed like a normal person. I'm bringing you coffee. The good kind, not that motor oil you people drink."

"You don't have to—"

"Hush. Twenty minutes." Delphine hung up before Sienna could protest.

Sienna rubbed her eyes and returned to the algorithm audit she'd been assigned. Six months into working at the Crime Center, and she still felt like an imposter among the detectives and analysts who'd never done anything else. They didn't know she'd spent eight years as a therapist before—before she'd stopped. Before Nathan Corso.

Don't think about Nathan.

She opened the surveillance feed manager. The city had installed the new AI-enabled cameras throughout the Quarter last year, part of the predictive policing initiative everyone pretended would save New Orleans from itself. The system was supposed to identify patterns, flag suspicious behaviour, track known offenders. Mostly it filmed drunk tourists and stray cats.

Camera 0847, Dauphine and Dumaine. Time-stamped 11:34 PM Monday. The feed showed the usual empty intersection, streetlamps pooling yellow light on ancient cobblestones. Then the camera moved.

A smooth pan left. Zoom in on the alley mouth. The timestamp ticked forward—11:35, 11:36. The camera held position, focused on nothing but shadows and a dumpster. At 11:42, it returned to its default wide angle.

Sienna frowned. The AI wasn't supposed to track empty space. She pulled up the incident log.

Nothing flagged for that location Monday night.

She scrolled forward. Tuesday morning, 4:17 AM, three and a half hours after the camera movement: officers responded to a body in that same alley. Male, mid-thirties, stabbed. No witnesses. Case still open.

Coincidence. The algorithm must have detected something her eyes couldn't pick up in the grainy footage.

She should close the file.

Instead, she opened the previous week's surveillance archive.

Camera 0823, Royal and St. Philip. Wednesday night, the camera had swivelled to focus on a recessed doorway for seven minutes. Nothing visible. Thursday morning, a body in that doorway. Female, twenties, strangled.

Sienna's pulse kicked up. She created a new spreadsheet.

The office was silent except for typing. She worked methodically, pulling archived footage from every camera in the Quarter, cross-referencing with homicide reports. Seventeen weeks of data. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Her coffee went cold.

By 4 AM, she had eleven entries.

Eleven times a camera had moved to frame a location where nothing was happening. Eleven times a body had turned up in that exact spot between two and six hours later. The cameras always moved first.

"Jesus Christ," she whispered.

The door behind her opened. Sienna jumped, minimised the spreadsheet.

Marcus Thibodeaux stood in the doorway, takeout bag in hand. Her ex-boyfriend looked tired, his supervisor's badge catching the light. "Burning the midnight oil?"

"Just catching up on the audit."

"Right." He moved closer, set the bag on her desk. She hadn't asked for food. "You eaten?"

"Not hungry."

His eyes flicked to her screen. "What're you working on?"

"The algorithm performance review. Like you assigned."

"That should've taken two hours. It's been seven."

"I'm thorough."

"You're obsessive." Not unkind, but not quite concerned either. He'd used that voice before, when they were together, when he thought she was spiralling.

She bristled. "I found some anomalies in the camera logs. Movement patterns that don't match the AI parameters."

Something crossed his face. "What kind of anomalies?"

"Cameras tracking empty locations. Hours before incidents occur at those same spots."

Marcus was quiet for three seconds too long. "Probably a timing issue. The metadata gets corrupted sometimes when files transfer between servers."

"Eleven times?"

"Show me."

She hesitated. Then maximised the spreadsheet.

He leaned over her shoulder, scanning the data. His jaw tightened. "Where'd you pull this from?"

"The archive server. Why?"

"You can't just dig around in closed homicide investigations, Sienna. There are protocols."

"I'm authorised to access surveillance footage for the audit."

"Not like this." He straightened. "Send me what you've got. I'll review it and pass it up the chain if it's relevant."

"I can write up the report myself—"

"Send it to me first." His voice had shifted. Not a request. "These cases are active. You don't want to step on detectives' toes or compromise anything."

She studied his face. Marcus had always been by-the-book, but this felt different.

"Fine," she said.

He nodded, grabbed his takeout bag back. "Go home after this. You look exhausted."

When he left, she didn't send him the file.

Instead, she pulled up the real-time camera network. All 847 active feeds displayed on her monitor in a grid. She'd write the report herself, take it directly to the Chief of Operations in the morning. Marcus meant well, but she didn't need managing.

Delphine arrived at 4:30 with coffee and beignets, her locs tied back, silver rings on every finger. She perched on Sienna's desk, made her eat, told her about the new tarot deck she'd acquired and how her mama was driving her crazy about Thanksgiving plans. Normal. Grounding.

"You look wound up," Delphine said. "What're you chasing?"

"Just work stuff."

"The kind that'll be there tomorrow?"

Sienna smiled despite herself. "Probably."

After Delphine left, she returned to the camera grid. 5:47 AM. The sky outside would be lightening soon, though the French Quarter stayed dark under its canopy of balconies and hanging moss.

On monitor 3, row 7, Camera 0891 moved.

Sienna's breath caught.

The camera panned slowly right, zoomed in on the shadowed space between two buildings on Toulouse Street. Nothing there. Just darkness and the edge of a wrought-iron gate. The timestamp clicked forward. The camera held steady.

She grabbed her phone, pulled up the dispatch feed. No calls from that location. No alerts.

Two to six hours, the pattern suggested.

She opened the camera's command log, checked who'd initiated the movement. The system should show either manual override from an operator or an AI trigger with the specific detection parameters.

The log was empty.

No command recorded. The camera had moved itself.

That wasn't possible. Every movement generated a log entry. It was hardwired into the system architecture.

She checked the previous eleven incidents. Pulled up each camera's command log for the timestamps when they'd moved to track empty locations.

Empty. Every single one.

Someone had deleted the entries.

She looked at the time. 6:03 AM. Shift change in an hour. Marcus would be back upstairs by then, and she had no proof of anything except a spreadsheet. The old urge rose up—to pathologize herself, to wonder if she was seeing patterns that weren't there because her brain was wired to find meaning in chaos. That's what therapy training did to you.

But the data was real.

She plugged in her external drive, started copying the surveillance files. Seventeen weeks of footage. The progress bar crept forward.

A movement on her peripheral monitor made her glance up.

The real-time feed grid. Camera 0847, the one that had moved Monday night before the stabbing. It was panning again, tracking something across Dauphine Street.

Sienna leaned forward. The camera followed—what? There was nothing visible on screen. Empty sidewalk, closed shutters, a bicycle chained to a lamppost. But the camera moved with purpose, tracking as though following a person.

She switched to the AI detection overlay. No objects flagged. No motion detected.

The camera reached the end of its pan range and stopped, focused on the entrance to Jackson Square.

Her external drive beeped. Copy complete. She ejected it, shoved it in her bag.

The office suddenly felt too quiet.

She pulled up the building's internal camera feeds. The hallway outside her door: empty. The stairwell: empty. The ground floor lobby—

Marcus stood by the security desk, talking to the night guard. At 6:15 AM. He shouldn't be back yet.

While she watched, he gestured toward the elevators. The guard handed him something. Keys, maybe. Marcus looked up at the camera, and Sienna felt a chill.

He moved toward the stairwell.

She closed the feed, grabbed her bag, headed for the back stairs. Marcus was her supervisor, not a threat. But every instinct she'd learned to trust—and then learned to doubt after Nathan—was screaming at her to move.

The stairwell was concrete and fluorescent brightness. Her footsteps echoed. Three floors down to the parking garage.

Behind her, a door opened. Footsteps on the stairs above.

"Sienna?" Marcus's voice. "Wait up."

She didn't wait. She hit the ground floor door, pushed through into the parking garage. Her car was in the far corner, under a broken light that maintenance never fixed. The garage smelled like oil and piss.

Keys out. She walked fast.

"Sienna, stop." Closer now. He'd followed her into the garage.

She broke into a jog. Reached her car, fumbled with the door lock. The key fob slipped in her sweaty palm.

Marcus grabbed her shoulder. She spun, heart hammering.

"Jesus, what's wrong with you?" He looked genuinely concerned, hands up in surrender. "I just wanted to make sure you were okay. You ran out of there like—"

"I'm fine. Just tired."

"You're scared." He studied her face. "Talk to me. What did you find?"

"Nothing. I told you."

"Then why are you running?"

Because you were in those camera feeds. Because you have full system access. Because someone deleted those command logs and you told me not to investigate and you're here at 6 AM and I don't trust anything anymore.

She said none of it. "I need to go home."

He stepped back, hands still raised. Let her get in the car. She locked the doors immediately, started the engine. Marcus stood in the garage, watching her pull away, and the expression on his face was either worry or guilt. She couldn't tell which.

The external drive sat heavy in her bag on the passenger seat.

Sienna drove south, toward the house she'd inherited from her grandmother in Plaquemines Parish. Not home to her apartment. Somewhere isolated where she could think. The city peeled away into
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