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​A Locked Ward, A Protected Witness, and a Setup

​

By the time the orderlies finally dragged Ethan Vale off her, the hallway outside Cedar Wing looked as if somebody had emptied a butcher’s sink across the linoleum.

Blood had run under the molded plastic chairs and into the seams of the floor. It had sprayed the wall in a fine dark fan. It had dried tacky on the side of a medication cart where a nurse with shaking hands kept bracing herself so she would not fold at the knees. The overhead lights made all of it uglier. Bright light always did. It removed mercy from the scene.

Denise Mercer lay on her side in the middle of that wreckage, sixty-three years old, skull opened in ways the human face was never meant to open, one slipper gone, her thin hospital robe twisted up at the hip. The first punch had dropped her. The next blows had changed the geometry of her head. By the time staff reached them, Ethan had clasped both hands together and was driving them down into her face and temple like he was trying to cave in a locked hatch.

He had not looked enraged.

That was the part several of them would remember later.

He had looked purposeful.

The young tech named Brianna was the first to understand that distinction, and from then on she would see the attack differently from everyone else. She had heard the sound before she saw the bodies. Not a scream. Not exactly. A wet, blunt rhythm. Impact after impact after impact, the sound of flesh and bone taking punishment in a confined institutional space where every noise carried too far. When she rounded the corner, Ethan had already knocked the woman flat. He was kneeling over her, shoulders rising and dropping with horrible economy, and he looked less like a man in a frenzy than a man trying to finish a job.

Harbor Point Behavioral Health in Tacoma was supposed to be a locked place. Safe by the standards of places that held unstable people against their will or for their own survival. Doors opened with badges. Patients moved under escort. Medications were counted. Sharp objects lived in locked drawers. The illusion of control had cost money, paperwork, and policy language.

By eight twelve that night, the whole idea of control had gone soft in the blood.

By eight fifty, Gavin Marks was in the hallway looking at the blood.

Tacoma PD had already taken statements. The floor had not yet been mopped. The smell sat heavy in the air, hot metal and bleach and fear. Blood always came with hierarchy. Fresh blood smelled different from old blood. Panic smelled different from guilt. Mental Hospitals layered all of it under sanitizer and called that order.

Owen Pike stood beside a dented supply cabinet with a coffee he was not drinking and the look he wore when the job took over. His humor, almost ever present, was for now holstered. He and Gavin had come down from the Seattle FBI field office less than an hour earlier, after Tacoma PD learned the woman left bleeding in the hallway was not just another psychiatric patient but a buried federal witness.

‘Tell me how exposed she is,’ Gavin said.

Owen jerked his chin toward the locked ward doors. ‘More than she should’ve been. Denise Mercer is an alias. Her real name is Rebecca Sloane.’

Gavin looked at him.

‘She testified six years ago in a federal bombing case that ran through Oregon and Washington,’ Owen said. ‘Militia money, shell companies, stolen ammonium nitrate, the usual patriotic brain damage. She helped put people away and disappeared afterward.’

‘Witness Security?’

‘Not the full package. Protected placement, sealed history, periodic contact. Enough to bury her if nobody got sloppy.’

‘Somebody got sloppy.’

‘Looks that way. Three months ago her daughter overdosed in Spokane. Sloane came apart after that. Panic attacks, delusions, suicidal ideation. She landed here under the Mercer name while her status got sorted out.’

Gavin looked through the glass toward the locked ward. ‘So a psych facility full of civilians and one buried federal witness.’

Owen nodded once. ‘Welcome to American systems design.’

A Tacoma detective came toward them through the corridor. Mid-forties, dark hair pinned back too tight, suit damp at the shoulders from the weather outside. Detective Lena Park had the look of someone running on caffeine, contempt, and a refusal to sit down.

‘Marks?’ she said.

‘Yeah.’

‘Park. Tacoma PD. Patient’s in ICU. Still alive. Maybe. Attacker’s in seclusion under four-point restraints and a spit hood because he tried to bite one of my uniforms.’”

“Name.”

“Ethan Vale. Twenty-five. History of schizoaffective disorder, assaultive behavior, stimulant abuse, involuntary commitment out of Pierce County Superior. Staff says there was no known relationship between him and Mercer.”

Gavin let that hang.

Park knew what he was hearing because she heard it too. No known relationship. The phrase existed to cover the gap between what people knew and what they should have known.

“What do your cameras show?” Gavin asked.

“Hallway feed has him pacing for about six minutes. She comes out of her room with an aide ten feet behind. The aide stops to answer a shouted question from another patient. Mercer keeps walking. Ethan turns, closes distance, punches her once in the side of the head, then keeps going after she hits the floor.” Park’s mouth tightened. “Staff pulls him off. He breaks free and comes back twice.”

“Why her.”

“If I knew that, we wouldn’t be standing in a blood tunnel.”

Whitaker called as Gavin stepped away to the nurses’ station.

Her voice was clipped, surgical, tired in a way she would never admit to. “Tell me I did not just inherit a witness-protection catastrophe on a Thursday night.”

“You inherited an attack inside a locked psych hospital, and the woman on the floor is a federal witness. Security cameras, bad staffing, and maybe more.”

“Maybe is a weak word.”

“It’s still early.”

“It stopped being early when she hit the floor. Find out whether this was random psych violence or a penetration. If somebody reached inside a secure medical facility to get to a buried witness, I want that answer before Seattle wakes up and pretends to be surprised.”

“Glad to hear your people skills are intact,” he said.

“You’re welcome.”

She hung up.

Gavin stood for a second with the phone in his hand and looked through the glass into Cedar Wing. Even after all the years, there were places he hated more than others. Locked psychiatric units were high on the list. Too much raw human ruin pressed into fluorescent geometry. Too much pain reduced to protocols. Too many people deciding, with varying degrees of grace, who was sane and who wasn’t.





Inside dayroom three, a middle-aged man in paper scrubs rocked in a chair with his hands over his ears. Across from him, an elderly woman with nicotine-yellow hair kept muttering the Lord’s Prayer and skipping whole lines. A young nurse with blood on one shoe was trying to document medications on a computer terminal while her fingers shook too badly to type cleanly.

Gavin knew better than to look at a room like that and assume the danger had passed.

He and Owen watched the hallway footage in a cramped security office that smelled like dust, old heat, and vending-machine chocolate.

The video was worse on replay.

Because replay killed the mercy of confusion.

Ethan appeared on screen in hospital socks and gray scrub pants, pacing a short line in the corridor. He moved with restless precision, turning at the same points each time, head angled slightly down, lips moving. Not dramatic. Just tight, wound, and deeply elsewhere.

Denise Mercer emerged from room twelve with a blanket folded over one arm. Thin woman, narrow shoulders, careful steps. The tech behind her, Brianna, slowed when another patient called for help.

Ethan turned.

No hesitation.

No startled recognition.

No explosion.

He simply crossed the space and hit her hard enough to send her backward like somebody had cut her strings. Then he folded his hands together and brought them down on her face. Again. Again. And again. On the fourth strike, blood spattered the wall.

Brianna ran in. Another tech, then two nurses. They dragged him off. He twisted free. Came back. They pulled him again. He came back a third time.

On the final return, his mouth formed words.

Park froze the frame.

The image pixelated around the violence, but the shape of the words was still there.

“He’s saying something to her,” Owen said. “Looks like ‘You know’ or ‘She knows.’”

“You sure?”

“No. But I’m sure he’s not chanting.”

They played it again.

This time Gavin watched the edges. The room beyond the action. The gap before it. Denise coming out of twelve. Ethan pacing. The staff tech pausing because a man in room nine had stepped halfway into
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