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    To anyone who has ever been told they are "too sensitive." You were just hearing the truth.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There is no such thing as an empty space or an empty time. There is always something to see, something to hear. In fact, try as we may to make a silence, we cannot." 
— John Cage (Composer)
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​THE MISSING SECOND

​CHAPTER ONE
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00:00:00

The overhead fluorescent strip in Corridor B is dying.

It isn’t just flickering. It is screaming. It buzzes at a sharp, aggressive 50 hertz, but every seven seconds, the pitch drags flat, like a violinist slipping on a string. To anyone else, it’s a minor annoyance. To Kit Gable, it is a knitting needle being slowly pushed into her left ear.

Kit adjusts her noise-canceling headphones. The world softens. The jagged edge of the basement archives smooths out into a dull, grey silence.

Safe.

She exhales, a short, sharp puff of air, and taps her fingers against the desk. One-two-three-four. One-two-three-four. The rhythm grounds her.

This is her kingdom. The Digitization Unit of the London Metropolitan Police. It sounds grand, but in reality, it is a windowless, concrete box three floors beneath the pavement, smelling of dust, ozone, and decaying acetate. Most people hate it down here. They complain about the lack of sunlight, the recycled air, the claustrophobia.

Kit loves it. The basement has rules. The basement has temperature controls set to a precise eighteen degrees Celsius. The basement does not have small talk, sudden loud noises, or people who ask you how your weekend was when they don't actually care.

In the basement, there is only the work. And the work is logical.

Kit swivels her chair to face the stack of evidence bags. Today is the Millennium Case. The big one. The cold case that freezes conversations whenever it’s brought up in the canteen. Five people taken on New Year's Eve, 1999. Five bodies never found. One confession.

She picks up Evidence Bag #04-B. Inside sits a standard TDK D-90 cassette tape.

It looks innocuous. Just a plastic rectangle with two spools of magnetic ribbon. But Kit knows better. This plastic rectangle holds the voice of Marcus Thorne, the so-called "Millennium Killer."

She snaps her latex gloves on. Snap. Snap.

"Okay," she whispers. She speaks to the machines. It’s polite. "Let’s see what you have to say."

She inserts the cassette into her Nakamichi Dragon deck. It’s a beautiful piece of hardware, vintage 1982, rebuilt by Kit’s own hands. It doesn't just play tapes; it caresses them. It aligns the azimuth automatically to find the perfect audio clarity. It is honest.

She checks her levels on the computer screen. The digital audio workstation (DAW) is open, a blank slate waiting for sound.

She hits PLAY.

The tape hisses.

It’s not just white noise. It’s the specific, warm texture of ferric oxide passing over a magnetic head. It sounds like rain on a tin roof, distant and steady. Kit closes her eyes and lets the hiss wash over her. This is the noise floor. The baseline of reality for 1999.

Then, the voice cuts through.

“Is it on? The red light... right. Okay.”

Marcus Thorne. His voice is deep, grainy. There’s a tremor in it. Fear? Exhaustion? Or the performance of a psychopath? Kit doesn't care about the emotion. She cares about the frequencies. She watches the waveform bloom on her monitors—jagged green mountains rising from a flat sea.

“I didn’t mean for it to happen like that,” Thorne’s voice says from twenty-five years ago. “The party... the noise. It was too much noise. I just wanted them to be quiet.”

Kit watches the green spikes. The audio quality is terrible. It was recorded in an interrogation room on a cheap dictaphone. There’s the hum of the building’s HVAC system in the background (120Hz, likely a loose fan belt), the squeak of a chair, the heavy breathing of the Detective Inspector sitting across from him.

She lets the digitization run. This is the easy part. The tape flows into the computer, turning from analog magnetic waves into zeroes and ones. It is being immortalized.

Kit picks up her tea. It’s lukewarm. Perfect.

“Where are the bodies, Marcus?” The detective’s voice. Rough. Impatient.

“I told you. The river. By the... the old docks.”

“Which docks?”

“The... I don’t...”

Kit frowns.

She puts her mug down. She leans in, staring at the monitor.

The waveform on the screen just... skipped.

It was visual first. A tiny, vertical razor-line in the green mountains. A discontinuity. To the untrained eye, it looks like a speck of dust on the monitor.

Kit rewinds the digital file. Three seconds.

“Which docks?”

“The... I don’t...”

There.

It’s a click. A transient pop.

Most archivists would ignore it. Old tapes degrade. The magnetic oxide sheds. Dropouts happen. It’s called "sticky-shed syndrome," where the binder breaks down and the tape gets gummy.

But this doesn’t sound like a sticky-shed. Sticky-shed sounds like a mumble, a loss of high frequencies. It sounds like the tape is drowning.

This sound is sharp. It is violent.

It sounds like a scar.

Kit’s heart rate ticks up. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. She hates anomalies. Anomalies break the pattern. Anomalies are messy.

"Show me," she mutters.

She zooms in on the waveform. She magnifies the timeline until she is looking at milliseconds.

The visual representation of the sound stretches out. What looked like a solid green block is now a series of distinct waves.

And there it is.

At timestamp 00:14:22, the sine wave doesn't flow. It shears off. The wave is going up, and then, instantly, it teleports to the bottom of the graph. It’s a vertical cliff face.

Physics doesn't do that. Sound requires vibration. It requires a slope, however steep. You cannot go from full volume to zero in zero time. Not in nature.

"You’re not a dropout," Kit says, her voice tight. "You’re a cut."

She stops the digital recording. She turns back to the physical machine, the Nakamichi. She hits EJECT.

She takes the cassette out and holds it under her desk lamp. She puts on her magnifying visor, the heavy lenses sliding down over her eyes. She looks like a jeweler, or a bomb disposal technician.

She uses a pencil to manually wind the tape, advancing the ribbon millimeter by millimeter.

Glossy brown. Glossy brown. Glossy brown.

She stops.

There.

It is microscopic. If she hadn't been looking for it, she would have missed it.

A piece of splicing tape. A tiny, translucent rectangle of adhesive joining two ends of the magnetic ribbon together.

Kit sits back, the breath rushing out of her lungs. The air in the room suddenly feels thin.

This is an interrogation tape. It is evidence. It is sacrosanct. The chain of custody logs say this tape has been in a sealed bag since January 2000. Police procedure dictates you never, ever cut an original master tape. If you want to make a compilation, you copy it first. You do not take a razor blade to the original evidence.

Unless you want to remove something. And make sure it can never be heard again.

Kit looks at the splice. It’s old. The adhesive has yellowed. This wasn't done recently. This was done back then. Before the trial.

She looks at the clock on the wall. 17:45.

Shift is over. The logical thing to do is to log the anomaly in the database, pack up, go home, eat her pre-prepared pasta, and watch two episodes of Star Trek: TNG. That is the routine. The routine keeps her functional.

But the pattern is broken. The waveform is wrong.

If she leaves now, the sound of that cut will echo in her head all night. It will be a mosquito in the darkness. She won't sleep. She will lie in bed and wonder what was excised.

"Okay," she says. "Okay, okay."

She reaches into her bottom drawer. This is the "Non-Standard Recovery" drawer. It contains tools that the London Met technically didn't buy for her: specialized fluids, head cleaners, and a set of precise magnetic developing tools.

She pulls out a bottle of Magna-See. It’s a fluid containing fine iron powder.

She lays the tape flat on her clean block. She carefully applies a drop of the fluid to the splice. The fluid evaporates, leaving the iron powder behind. The powder clings to the magnetic tracks recorded on the tape, making the invisible sound visible.

She peers through her magnifier.

She can see the track lines. They look like plowed furrows in a field.

On the left side of the splice (the Before), the furrows are wide and chaotic—Thorne’s voice. On the right side of the splice (the After), the furrows continue.

But the angle is wrong.

Whoever spliced this was good, but they were human. The cut is slightly diagonal.

Kit grabs a ruler and measures the gap. Based on the standard tape speed of 4.76 cm/s, she calculates the missing length.

"Seven centimeters," she whispers. "One point five seconds."

One and a half seconds of time, physically removed from the universe.

Why?

What can you say in 1.5 seconds?

Yes. No. Help me. A name.

Kit feels a shiver crawl up her spine
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She hears the truth in the silence.
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