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October 1997, Washington, D.C. Harlan Reeves, 62, a Superior Court judge, stepped out of his Georgetown rowhouse at 5:30 a.m., briefcase in hand, headed for the bench through fog-heavy streets. A shove from behind sent him crashing into his own steps; his neck snapped like dry wood, a sharp crack piercing the predawn quiet. No footprints marred the cobblestones, no blood but a faint smear on the iron handrail, red as rust. The killer vanished before sunrise, leaving no DNA, no witnesses, no trace in the alley’s shadows. Harlan’s rulings—small claims, custody disputes—had crossed no one big in months, no motive for murder. D.C. Metro Police combed the rowhouse, found only the smear, thin as a whisper. His wife, Marian Holt, swore he was calm that morning, humming a hymn from his clerk days, his voice steady as law. The case went cold by 2001, filed as “unsolved homicide” in D.C. records, a riddle wrapped in fog and stone. Locals whispered: random mugging, hidden grudge, a courthouse curse older than the city. Marian stayed in the rowhouse, but Harlan’s absence weighed, heavy as a gavel’s fall on a silent bench.

Marian’s grief clung to their home, Harlan’s law books lined on the shelf, his coffee mug etched with a scales-of-justice emblem, cold now, untouched. At the courthouse, clerks murmured—Harlan denied a favor to the wrong person, or the rowhouse’s bricks, built over a colonial jail’s ruins, held vendettas from forgotten trials. The handrail held no clues, smear too faint for prints, dry as bone. Marian kept his silver cufflink, warm as memory, in a tin box with his court notes and a faded photo of him in robes, smiling sternly. A janitor saw the courtroom lights flicker at 5:30 a.m., no surge, just a pulse like a held breath. Bar talk at The Dubliner buzzed with “ghost judge,” theories of betrayal or cursed gavels swirling like smoke in the dim light. Marian stayed, sorting Harlan’s rulings, tracing his tidy script, but the courthouse loomed, its silence a pulse in her sleepless dreams, sharp as an objection overruled.

The line didn’t stay dead. It rang. In 2008, a clerk—Elias Wren, 29—took Harlan’s old chair, rotated for night shifts at the courthouse switchboard. At 5:30 a.m., the anniversary of his death, the line lit up, internal, no extension. Breathing, heavy and slow, then Harlan’s voice, calm as a verdict: Object all you want, the sentence stands. Click. Line dead. Elias checked the handset; Elias Wren scratched inside, fresh as wet ink, jagged as a ruling. He quit that night, hands shaking, voice lost. The courthouse swapped phones, rerouted lines—useless. Every anniversary, Harlan’s chair rang at 5:30 a.m., his voice clear through static: The sentence stands. Clerks avoided the seat, swore it felt warm, as if someone had just stood, robes brushing the armrests. Marian visited the courthouse, heard the call once, her breath echoing, then
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