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ILLINOIS STATE POLICE 
Division of Forensic Services 
Lincolnville Forensic Science Laboratory 
200 South Wyman, Suite 4 | Lincolnville, Illinois 61101-1230 
(217) 785-7542 Voice | (800) 255-3323 TDD 

 
FINAL REPORT 

 

LABORATORY REPORT 
FORENSIC BIOLOGY / DNA, LATENT PRINTS, AND TRACE EVIDENCE 

SUBMITTING 
AGENCY Lincoln County Sheriff's Office LABORATORY 

CASE LFS26-004781 

SUBMITTING 
OFFICER Investigator Dakota Vance REPORT 

NUMBER LFS26-004781-R1 

AGENCY CASE LCSO26-0813-RV REPORT DATE September 3, 2026 

INCIDENT DATE August 13, 2026 CATEGORY Homicide / Death Investigation 

OFFENSE First Degree Murder LOCATION Whispering Pines Stables 

VICTIM Rowan Vale SUSPECT Lane Mercer 

ITEMS SUBMITTED 
LAB 
ITEM 

AGENCY 
ITEM DESCRIPTION 

1 1 One stable shovel, approximately 43.5 inches in overall length, recovered at Whispering Pines 
Stables. 

2 2 Swabs and trace-evidence collection from the hair and injury area of Rowan Vale. 

3 3 Known biological reference sample identified as Rowan Vale. 

4 4 Known fingerprint standards identified as Lane Mercer. 

EXAMINATIONS REQUESTED 
Examination of the submitted items for blood and DNA; development and comparison of latent fingerprints; and 
examination of submitted trace material for foreign debris potentially associated with a blunt-force mechanism. 
RESULTS 

1 Human blood was detected on the handle of the submitted shovel. The DNA profile obtained from the blood 
matched the known reference sample of Rowan Vale (Item 3). 

1 Latent fingerprints of comparison value developed from the shovel handle were identified to Lane Mercer through 
comparison with the known standards (Item 4). 

2 No wood fibers, splinters, paint, metal fragments, horsehair, manure, soil, hoof debris, or other distinctive foreign 
material was identified in the submitted trace-evidence collection. 

 

Report scope: These findings identify material detected on the submitted evidence. They do not, standing alone, 
determine when or how that material was deposited or identify the object or mechanism that caused Rowan Vale's 
fatal injury. 

 



 

 

ILLINOIS STATE POLICE 
Division of Forensic Services 
Lincolnville Forensic Science Laboratory 
200 South Wyman, Suite 4 | Lincolnville, Illinois 61101-1230 
(217) 785-7542 Voice | (800) 255-3323 TDD 

 
FINAL REPORT 

 

LABORATORY REPORT 
INTERPRETATION, LIMITATIONS, AND AUTHORIZATION 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

BIOLOGICAL 
EVIDENCE Rowan Vale's blood was identified on the handle of the submitted shovel. 

LATENT PRINTS Latent fingerprints on the submitted shovel were identified to Lane Mercer. 

TRACE EVIDENCE No distinctive trace material was identified that independently associates the submitted 
shovel, a horse, or another specific source with the injury. 

INTERPRETIVE LIMITATIONS 
•​ The biological testing cannot establish when or how Vale's blood was deposited on the shovel handle. 

The result cannot distinguish among deposition during the fatal event, later contact or transfer, 
movement of the body, or an attempted rescue. 

•​ Fingerprint examination cannot establish when or under what circumstances Mercer's fingerprints were 
deposited. The reported comparison is consistent with Mercer's routine handling of the shovel as well as 
handling near the time of the incident. 

•​ The absence of distinctive trace material does not exclude contact with the shovel, a horse, a fixed stall 
structure, or another blunt object. Trace material may not transfer, may not persist, or may not be 
recovered. 

•​ This laboratory report does not determine the manner of death and does not identify the submitted 
shovel, a horse, or any other object as the source of the fatal injury. 

METHODS AND QUALITY ASSURANCE 
The reported examinations included visual and chemical screening for blood, STR DNA analysis and comparison, 
latent-print development and comparison, and stereomicroscopic examination of submitted trace material. 
Appropriate controls produced acceptable results. Comparison conclusions are limited to the items and reference 
standards identified in this report. 
Any accredited analysis described in this report was conducted under the laboratory's ISO/IEC 17025 accreditation 
issued by the ANSI National Accreditation Board (ANAB), certificate XH-0824, and its associated Scope of 
Accreditation. This report contains the conclusions, opinions, and interpretations of the analyst whose signature 
authorizes the results. Testing was performed at the location listed in the header unless otherwise noted in the 
laboratory case record. 
Detailed methods, examination dates, quality-control records, and applicable environmental conditions are 
maintained in the laboratory case record. Evidence will be returned to the submitting agency upon completion of all 
service requests unless otherwise indicated. 
 
CERTIFICATION 
I have personally completed or reviewed the examinations described in this report. Under penalties of perjury, I certify 
that I have examined the information provided for this document concerning the analyses conducted and that, to the 
best of my knowledge, the report is true, correct, and complete. 
Respectfully submitted, DATE AUTHORIZED 

Avery Dalton September 3, 2026 

Avery Dalton Lincolnville Forensic Science Laboratory 
Forensic Scientist  
 

 



 
LINCOLN COUNTY 
Emergency Communications 

Dispatch and Public Safety Answering Point ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ CERTIFIED TRANSCRIPT 
Lincolnville, Illinois 
 

 

LANE MERCER 911 CALL TRANSCRIPT 

LINCOLN COUNTY DISPATCH RECORD 

INCIDENT NO. 26-481763 ASSOCIATED CASE LCSO26-0813-RV 

DATE August 13, 2026 CALL RECEIVED 9:18 p.m. 

CALLER Lane Mercer CALL ENDED 9:25 p.m. 

LOCATION Whispering Pines Stables - Main Barn CALL TYPE Unresponsive Person / 
Traumatic Injury 

 
TRANSCRIPTION NOTE: Prepared from the recorded emergency call. Bracketed text describes audible nonverbal sounds; 
ellipses indicate pauses or unclear speech. 

CALL TRANSCRIPT 
SPEAKER TRANSCRIPT 

DISPATCH 911. What is the address of your emergency? 

MERCER Whispering Pines Stables, outside Lincolnville - the main barn. Send an ambulance. Rowan Vale is 
on the floor and she is not responding. 

DISPATCH What is your name? 
MERCER Lane Mercer. I work here. 

DISPATCH Is Rowan breathing? 
MERCER I cannot tell. There is blood by the back of her head. Rowan? Rowan, can you hear me? 
MERCER [No response is audible. Caller is breathing heavily.] 

DISPATCH Tell me exactly what happened. 

MERCER I do not know. I heard a hard impact and Baylee moving violently in the stall. I came in and found 
Rowan down. I think Baylee kicked her. I didn’t hit her. I just found her like this.  

DISPATCH Did you see the horse kick Rowan? 
MERCER No. I heard the impact and the horse, and then I found Rowan. 

DISPATCH Is it safe to approach? Where is the horse now? 

MERCER Baylee is still in the stall. The inside stall door was partly open. He was panicked and equipment 
by the wall was knocked around. I pulled the door closed before I went to Rowan. 

DISPATCH Do not enter the stall or put yourself in danger. Are you beside Rowan now? 

MERCER Yes. I checked her. There was a shovel lying close to her and other things in the way. I moved the 
shovel a few feet so I could get beside her. My hands and shirt have blood on them. 

DISPATCH Do not move Rowan or touch anything else unless it is necessary to give care. Put the phone on 
speaker. 

MERCER It is on speaker. 
DISPATCH Check for normal breathing. Put your hand on the center of her chest and watch for movement. 
MERCER I do not feel anything. I do not think she is breathing. 

DISPATCH I will tell you how to begin chest compressions. Kneel beside Rowan and place the heel of one 
hand in the center of her chest. 

CALL CONTINUES ON NEXT PAGE 

 



 
LINCOLN COUNTY 
Emergency Communications 

Dispatch and Public Safety Answering Point ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ CERTIFIED TRANSCRIPT 
Lincolnville, Illinois 
 

LANE MERCER 911 CALL TRANSCRIPT 

CONTINUED 

SPEAKER TRANSCRIPT 

RADIO 
Medic 3 and LCSO Unit 12, respond to Whispering Pines Stables, main barn, for an adult female 
who is unresponsive and not breathing. Caller reports a head injury and a possible horse-related 
incident. 

MEDIC 3 Copy. Medic 3 en route. 
LCSO 12 Copy. Unit 12 en route. 

DISPATCH Lane, help is on the way. Keep pressing hard and fast in the center of Rowan's chest. I will count 
with you. 

MERCER [Counting and sounds of movement are audible.] 
DISPATCH When did you last see Rowan awake? 
MERCER I do not know. I did not talk to her tonight. I just heard the noise and found her. 

DISPATCH Is anyone else in the barn? 
MERCER No one else that I can see. Just Rowan, me, and Baylee. 

DISPATCH Is there a weapon or anything else dangerous near you? 

MERCER No weapon. Just the shovel I moved. It is an ordinary stable shovel. We all use it, and it normally 
hangs on the rack. 

DISPATCH About how much time passed between the noise and this call? 

MERCER I do not know. A few minutes, maybe. I checked Rowan, moved things, and tried to wake her. I 
was not looking at the clock. Please hurry. 

DISPATCH They are close. Continue the compressions and do not approach the horse. 
MERCER Baylee is getting quieter now. I can hear sirens. 

DISPATCH Stay with Rowan. The responders will take over when they reach you. 
MERCER I see the lights. They are coming into the barn. 
MERCER [Voices and approaching footsteps are audible.] 

DISPATCH Continue until a responder tells you to stop. 
MERCER Okay. 
MEDIC 3 We have the patient. Caller can disconnect. 

 

CALL ENDS - 9:25 p.m. 

RECORDS CERTIFICATION 
This transcript was prepared from the original audio recording maintained by Lincoln County Emergency 
Communications under Incident No. 26-481763. It is a fair and accurate transcription of the audible portions of that 
recording. 

Quinn Ramirez August 14, 2026 
Quinn Ramirez, Records Custodian DATE CERTIFIED 
 

 



Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office 
INVESTIGATIONS DIVISION 

 
TRANSCRIPT 

 
 

INTERVIEW DATE:             August 14, 2026               LCSO CASE #:                LCSO26-0813-RV 
OFFENSE:                             Suspicious Death              INTERVIEWED BY:    Inv. Dakota Vance (DV) 
INTERVIEW OF:                  Lane Mercer (LM)           LOCATION:                  LCSO Interview Room 2 
STARTED:                              12:42 A.M.                      ENDED:                          1:18 A.M. 
REVIEWED BY:                    Sgt. Cameron Lee 

 
TRANSCRIPTION NOTE: Prepared from the recorded interview. Bracketed text describes nonverbal 
events or actions reflected in the recording. 
 
On August 14, 2026, Investigator Dakota Vance (“DV”) interviewed Lane Mercer (“LM”) at the 
Lincoln County Sheriff's Office. Mercer was advised of the Miranda rights and agreed to speak 
without an attorney present. 
 
DV:​ It is 0042 hours on August 14, 2026. Investigator Dakota Vance with Lane Mercer in 

Interview Room 2 at the Lincoln County Sheriff's Office. This is LCSO Case Number 
LCSO26-0813-RV. No other persons are present. Lane, is that accurate? 

LM:​ Yes. 
DV:​ Before we began recording, I advised you that you have the right to remain silent, that 

anything you say may be used against you, that you have the right to an attorney before 
and during questioning, and that an attorney may be appointed if you cannot afford one. 
Do you understand those rights? 

LM:​ Yes. 
DV:​ Do you agree to speak with me now without an attorney present? 
LM:​ Yes. I want to explain what happened. 
DV:​ State your full name, your work, and where you live. 
LM:​ Lane Mercer. I work at Whispering Pines Stables doing horse care, feeding, stall cleaning, 

and maintenance. I live in the employee housing on the property. 
DV:​ Tell me what happened before you called 911. 
LM:​ I was finishing evening work in the barn. I heard a hard impact and Baylee moving 

violently in his stall. I went toward the noise and found Rowan on the floor. Baylee must 
have kicked her. I did not hit Rowan. 

DV:​ Did you see Baylee kick Rowan? 
LM:​ No. I heard the impact and Baylee moving, and then I found Rowan. 
DV:​ Before you found her, when was the last time you saw Rowan awake or spoke with her? 
LM:​ I did not speak with Rowan tonight. I was doing my work, heard the noise, and found her 

down. 
DV:​ Describe the area when you reached her. 
LM:​ The inside stall door was partly open. Equipment by the wall had been knocked around. 

Baylee was panicked, and Rowan was down near the stall opening. 
DV:​ What did you do first? 

 



Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office 
INVESTIGATIONS DIVISION 

 
TRANSCRIPT - Cont 

 
 
LM:​ I pulled Baylee's door shut so he could not get farther into the aisle. Then I went to 

Rowan and tried to see if she was breathing. 
DV:​ What did you do with the shovel? 
LM:​ It was lying close to Rowan with other things in the way. I moved it a few feet so I could 

get beside her. 
DV:​ Did you touch Rowan before or after you moved the shovel? 
LM:​ I do not know the exact order. I checked her and moved what was in the way. It happened 

fast. 
DV:​ How much time passed between the impact and your 911 call? 
LM:​ I do not know - several minutes. I was checking Rowan, securing Baylee, moving things, 

and trying to figure out what happened before I called. 
DV:​ Why did you not call immediately? 
LM:​ I thought I was moving quickly. I was scared, and I was trying to help her. 
DV:​ Did you see anyone else in the barn during that time? 
LM:​ No, but I was not watching every entrance. 
DV:​ Baylee was described as relatively calm when emergency personnel arrived. How do you 

explain that? 
LM:​ Horses can panic and then settle in minutes. He was already getting quieter when I heard 

the sirens. 
DV:​ I want to return to your contact with Rowan. Are you saying you had no conversation 

with her that evening? 
LM:​ Not before I found her. No. 
DV:​ I am going to play part of the emergency recording later transcribed in the Lane Mercer 

911 Call Transcript (Exhibit 5). 
DV:​ [A recording plays: 'I did not talk to her tonight. I just heard the noise and found her.'] 
DV:​ That is what you told the dispatcher, and it is what you just told me. Correct? 
LM:​ Yes. 
DV:​ S.C. Jayne told us Rowan entered the barn while you were working and was expected to 

speak with you about Baylee. I am asking again: did you speak with Rowan? 
LM:​ She came into the barn and said some things. I did not think that was what you meant. 
DV:​ What things? 
LM:​ Fine. We argued. It was before I heard the impact. 
DV:​ Why did you deny speaking with her? 
LM:​ Because I knew how an argument would look after she died. I was scared. The argument 

had nothing to do with what happened to her. 
DV:​ What was the argument about? 
LM:​ Rowan accused me of handling Baylee too roughly and said the horses were not being 

cared for properly. That was not true. 
DV:​ What did Rowan say she would do? 

 



Lincoln County Sheriff’s Office 
INVESTIGATIONS DIVISION 

 
TRANSCRIPT - Cont 

 
LM:​ She said she would make S.C. fire me. She said she could move both horses and convince 

other boarders to leave. 
DV:​ What would losing your job mean for you? 
LM:​ I would lose my income and the place where I live. I know that. 
DV:​ How did you respond? 
LM:​ I got angry. I told her to stop threatening me and to stay away from me while I finished 

my work. We both raised our voices. 
DV:​ Did you threaten to hurt or kill her? 
LM:​ No. Never. 
 

REVIEW AND CERTIFICATION 
I reviewed the recording and this transcript under LSCO Case No. LCSO26-0813-RV. This document 
is a fair and accurate transcription of the audible portions of the recorded interview. 

Cameron Lee August 17, 2026 
Cameron Lee, Sergeant DATE REVIEWED 
 

 



Text Message/ Social Media Packet 
April 29 - August 13, 2026 

 

ROWAN VALE   left-side messages  right-side messages   LANE MERCER 
 

READING NOTE  Communications are arranged chronologically. Date dividers indicate gaps in the thread. Times are 
Central Daylight Time. Display formatting has been normalized for readability. 
 
 APRIL 29, 2026  |  6:12 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  Baylee looked thin today.  

 LANE  He's been eating every feeding. 

ROWAN  Then explain his ribs showing more than they were two weeks ago.  

 LANE  Horses change condition. It happens. 

ROWAN  Not that fast.  

 LANE  You think I'm starving him? 

ROWAN  I think something isn't being done right.  

 
 MAY 2, 2026  |  7:43 A.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  Was Baylee turned out yesterday?  

 LANE  Yes. 

ROWAN  For how long?  

 LANE  A couple of hours. 

ROWAN  That isn't what the turnout log shows.  

 LANE  The board wasn't updated right away. 

ROWAN  Convenient.  

 LANE  Sounds like you've already decided I'm lying. 

 
 MAY 7, 2026  |  8:17 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  Baylee has a fresh rub mark under his halter.  

 LANE  It's minor. 

ROWAN  It wouldn't be there if someone was paying attention.  

 LANE  That's unfair. 

ROWAN  Is it?  

 LANE  Yes. I care for over twenty horses every day. 

ROWAN  Maybe that's the problem.  

 

 



Text Message/ Social Media Packet 
April 29 - August 13, 2026 

 MAY 12, 2026  |  5:55 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
 LANE  The vet said Baylee looks fine. 

ROWAN  The vet saw him for ten minutes.  

 LANE  The vet has more horse experience than either of us. 

ROWAN  The vet isn't here every day.  

 LANE  Neither are you. 
 
 MAY 18, 2026  |  9:06 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  Why was Baylee standing in a dirty stall this afternoon?  

 LANE  Because he'd been in it for an hour. 

ROWAN  It looked like longer.  

 LANE  You walked through and made assumptions. 

ROWAN  I made observations.  

 LANE  Same thing, apparently. 
 
 MAY 23, 2026  |  7:31 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  K.D. said she hadn't noticed any of the issues I've been bringing up.  

 LANE  Because there aren't issues. 

ROWAN  Or because nobody's looking closely enough.  

 LANE  There it is again. 

ROWAN  There what is?  

 LANE  The implication that I'm neglecting him. 

ROWAN  If the shoe fits.  

 
 MAY 31, 2026  |  3:47 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
 LANE  Baylee's farrier appointment is confirmed for next week. 

ROWAN  Good. Maybe Tatum will have an explanation for why Baylee keeps coming 
up sore. 

 

 LANE  You're blaming me for everything lately. 

ROWAN  Someone should be accountable.  

 LANE  You want a scapegoat. 

ROWAN  I want competent care.  

 

 



Text Message/ Social Media Packet 
April 29 - August 13, 2026 

 JUNE 6, 2026  |  6:19 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  I found a welt on Baylee's shoulder.  

 LANE  Probably from turnout. 

ROWAN  Or from someone getting rough with him.  

 LANE  Are you accusing me of hitting your horse? 

ROWAN  I'm asking questions.  

 LANE  No, you're making accusations without saying them outright. 
 
 JUNE 10, 2026  |  8:38 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
 LANE  S.C. asked why you've been questioning everyone about Baylee. 

ROWAN  Because I'm concerned.  

 LANE  You could've talked to me. 

ROWAN  I did. Repeatedly.  

 LANE  Then stop going around me. 

ROWAN  Maybe I will if things improve.  

 
 JUNE 15, 2026  |  7:52 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  I heard you lost your temper with one of the lesson horses.  

 LANE  Heard from who? 

ROWAN  Doesn't matter.  

 LANE  It does if you're repeating rumors. 

ROWAN  People notice things, Lane.  

 LANE  Convenient answer. 
 
 JUNE 21, 2026  |  4:44 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  If Baylee gets injured because corners are being cut, I'm not staying quiet 
about it. 

 

 LANE  Nobody is cutting corners. 

ROWAN  That's not what I'm hearing.  

 LANE  From who? 

ROWAN  People who are worried.  

 LANE  Or people who want gossip. 
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April 29 - August 13, 2026 

 JUNE 24, 2026  |  9:15 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
 LANE  You know what your real problem is? 

ROWAN  Enlighten me.  

 LANE  You decided months ago I'm the villain, and now every little thing proves it. 

ROWAN  Funny. I think my real problem is trusting the wrong person with my horse.  

 
 JUNE 30, 2026  |  7:03 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  S.C. asked whether I planned to move both horses.  

 LANE  And? 

ROWAN  I told them I'd rather solve the actual problem.  

 LANE  Meaning me. 

ROWAN  If that's how you interpret it.  

 LANE  That's exactly how you meant it. 
 
 JULY 5, 2026  |  6:27 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  You should know I'm documenting everything related to Baylee's care.  

 LANE  Why? 

ROWAN  Because if something happens, I want a record.  

 LANE  A record for what? 

ROWAN  For whoever needs to see it.  

 LANE  Is that supposed to be a threat? 

ROWAN  Take it however you want.  

 
 JULY 11, 2026  |  8:01 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  S.C. deserves to know if the people working for them aren't doing their jobs.  

 LANE  There it is. 

ROWAN  There what is?  

 LANE  You trying to get me fired. 

ROWAN  If I wanted that, I'd just show them everything I've collected.  

 LANE  You've been building a case against me? 

ROWAN  I've been paying attention.  
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 JULY 17, 2026  |  5:34 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
 LANE  K.D. told me Baylee looked healthy today. 

ROWAN  K.D. isn't the one paying the board bill.  

 LANE  She's also not looking for reasons to blame me. 

ROWAN  Maybe she's not seeing what I see.  

 LANE  Or maybe you're seeing what you want to see. 
 
 JULY 24, 2026  |  10:13 P.M.  |  SOCIAL-MEDIA DIRECT 

MESSAGE 
 

 LANE  Why are you asking K.D. about me? 

ROWAN  I asked K.D. about Baylee.  

 LANE  You always find a reason to involve her. 

ROWAN  That sounds personal.  

 LANE  Leave K.D. out of it. 

ROWAN  Gladly, once Baylee's care stops being a problem.  

 
 JULY 30, 2026  |  7:56 P.M.  |  PUBLIC SOCIAL-MEDIA POST  

ROWAN VALE  PUBLIC 
POST 
Premium boarding 
should mean premium 
care. Owners should not 
need to inspect every 
feed bucket and turnout 
log. 
LANE  Posting half a story 
does not make it true. 
ROWAN  Then the full 
story should not worry 
you. 
LANE  You enjoy making 
problems public. 

 
 AUGUST 6, 2026  |  6:58 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  I told S.C. that if Baylee's care does not improve, both of my horses are 
leaving. 

 

 LANE  You want me fired, and you don't care what happens to me. 

ROWAN  I want my horses safe.  

 LANE  Then stop treating every disagreement like proof. 

ROWAN  S.C. can decide after seeing the record.  
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 AUGUST 12, 2026  |  8:46 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  I will be at the barn tomorrow evening.  

 LANE  For what? 

ROWAN  To talk about Baylee and whether you should still be caring for him.  

 LANE  We have already gone over this. 

ROWAN  Tomorrow. I want this settled.  

 LANE  Fine. 
 
 AUGUST 13, 2026  |  8:47 P.M.  |  TEXT MESSAGE  
ROWAN  I'm at the barn. We need to settle this tonight.  

 LANE  I'm working. 

ROWAN  Meet me by Baylee's stall.  

 LANE  Fine. Say what you came to say. 

ROWAN  I intend to. S.C. will hear about it tomorrow.  

 LANE  AHHH I told you to leave K.D. out of this. 

ROWAN  This has nothing to do with K.D.  

 

PACKET CERTIFICATION 
The communications reproduced in this packet are authentic and appear in chronological order. Names, dates, times, 
message text, and sequence are accurately reflected; only the display formatting has been normalized. 

Jamie Collins September 5, 2026 
Jamie Collins, Digital Evidence Specialist DATE PREPARED 

 

 

 



 

 

WPS 
LINCOLN CO. 

WHISPERING PINES STABLES 
BAYLEE  |  HORSE CARE & TEMPERAMENT RECORDS 

 
 

 

HORSE  Baylee OWNER  Rowan Vale SEX  Male SHOEING ON AUG. 13, 2026  Unshod 
 

CARE NOTES APRIL–AUGUST 2026 

DATE CARE / CONDITION NOTE SOURCE 

APR. 29 RV noted that Baylee looked thinner. LM reported that he had been eating every feeding. RV / LM 

MAY 2 LM reported approximately two hours of turnout; the turnout board had not yet been updated 
when RV checked. RV / LM 

MAY 7 RV observed a fresh rub mark under Baylee's halter. LM described it as minor. RV / LM 

MAY 18 RV reported a dirty stall. LM stated Baylee had occupied it for about one hour. RV / LM 

MAY 31 LM confirmed a farrier appointment for the following week. RV reported that Baylee had been 
coming up sore. RV / LM 

JUNE 6 RV observed a welt on Baylee's shoulder. LM identified turnout as a possible cause. RV / LM 

AUG. 13 Baylee was unshod on the date of Rowan Vale's death. TC 
 

TEMPERAMENT & 
HANDLING 

TATUM CROWE OBSERVATIONS 

BASELINE 
Generally manageable. 

KNOWN TRIGGER 
Crowding or a sudden approach 
inside a stall. 

OBSERVED RESPONSE 
Has kicked out or struck a stall 
wall when agitated. 

RECOVERY 
Can settle within minutes. 

 

SAFETY HISTORY BEFORE AUGUST 13, 2026  No known serious injury to Rowan Vale or another person  |  No dangerous-horse 
designation  |  No removal or special-handling recommendation 
SOURCE INITIALS  RV - Rowan Vale   |   LM - Lane Mercer   |   TC - Tatum Crowe 

 



 

 

RME 
FORENSIC 

AUTOPSY REPORT 
DR. REMY CALDER  |  ROWAN VALE 

 

DECEASED Rowan Vale SEX Female 

ME CASE NO. ME-26-0813-RV AGENCY CASE LCSO26-0813-RV 

DATE OF DEATH August 13, 2026 AUTOPSY August 14, 2026 

PLACE Whispering Pines Stables, Lincoln 
County, Illinois PATHOLOGIST Remy Calder, M.D. 

REPORT STATUS Final - August 28, 2026 EXAMINATION Complete forensic autopsy 
 

FINAL ANATOMIC DIAGNOSES 

Principal fatal injury: One concentrated blunt-force injury involving the side and rear portion of the head, 
with a depressed skull fracture and severe underlying injury to the brain. 
Associated injuries: Comparatively minor abrasions and bruises consistent with collapse and contact 
with the floor, wall, or nearby barn structures after the principal injury. 
Negative findings: No significant defensive injuries and no broader pattern of extensive trauma ordinarily 
expected from trampling, repeated kicks, or violent movement throughout a stall. 

CAUSE OF DEATH 
Blunt-force injury of the head 

MANNER OF DEATH 
Homicide 

INITIAL STATUS 
Pending; later finalized 

CIRCUMSTANCES AND SCOPE 

According to the investigative information provided, Rowan Vale was found unresponsive on the barn 
floor near Baylee's stall at Whispering Pines Stables on August 13, 2026. Lane Mercer reported hearing a 
hard impact and the horse moving violently but did not report witnessing the injury. A stable shovel was 
later collected during the investigation. 
I personally performed the autopsy and examined Vale's body before burial. Between the examination 
and my later review of photographs, medical records, laboratory findings, investigative materials, and 
shovel measurements, I spent approximately 11 hours evaluating this death. No new or experimental 
scientific technique was used. 

MATERIALS REVIEWED 

The examination and final opinion included review of the Crime-Scene Photograph Packet (Exhibit 2), the 
Shovel Photograph and Measurement Sheet (Exhibit 3), the Forensic Laboratory Report (Exhibit 4), 
available medical records, and information supplied by Investigator Dakota Vance. 

 

 



 

AUTOPSY FINDINGS 
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EXTERNAL EXAMINATION 

The body is that of an adult female identified as Rowan Vale. Findings of attempted emergency 
resuscitation are present and do not account for the fatal head injury. 
The principal injury is a localized area of scalp trauma involving the posterolateral - side and rear - portion 
of the head. The injury is concentrated rather than broadly distributed. No unique patterned imprint 
permits identification of a particular object. 

INTERNAL EXAMINATION - HEAD AND BRAIN 

Reflection of the scalp confirms substantial hemorrhage beneath the principal injury. The underlying skull 
shows a depressed fracture, with a portion of the bone driven inward. There is significant corresponding 
traumatic injury to the brain with intracranial hemorrhage. This injury is catastrophic and fatal. 
The medical findings support one principal impact. They do not establish multiple blows or a prolonged 
physical struggle. No separate natural disease process or independent injury was identified that would 
account for death. 

ASSOCIATED INJURIES 

Other abrasions and contusions are comparatively minor. Their distribution is consistent with Vale 
collapsing and contacting the floor, wall, gate, or nearby fixtures after the fatal head injury. They do not 
identify the mechanism of the initial impact. 

POSTMORTEM IMAGING 

Postmortem imaging demonstrates a focal depressed skull fracture at the posterolateral head with 
localized inward displacement and underlying intracranial trauma. No second acute skull fracture or 
broader pattern of major skeletal injury is identified. 
No radiopaque foreign material is visible in association with the principal wound. The imaging findings are 
consistent with the subsequent autopsy examination. 

PATTERN AND TRACE FINDINGS 

The wound does not contain a distinctive patterned imprint that can be matched specifically to the 
recovered shovel. No wood fibers, splinters, paint, metal fragments, or other material from the shovel 
were identified in the injury. 
No recognizable horseshoe pattern, clear hoof-shaped bruising, horsehair, manure, soil, hoof debris, or 
similar material was identified in or immediately associated with the fatal wound. Because Baylee was 
unshod, the absence of a horseshoe pattern does not exclude a hoof strike. 

 

 



 

OPINION AND CERTIFICATION 
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OPINION REGARDING INJURY MECHANISM 

The concentrated nature of the fatal injury is more consistent with a forceful strike by a rounded or 
cylindrical object than with an ordinary fall onto a flat barn floor. A typical flat-surface fall ordinarily 
distributes force differently. 
The recovered shovel handle is rounded and cylindrical. Its general diameter and curvature, as 
documented in the Shovel Photograph and Measurement Sheet (Exhibit 3), are compatible with the 
configuration of the fatal injury. The shovel handle is therefore a medically plausible weapon. 

MEANING OF MEDICALLY PLAUSIBLE 
This conclusion does not scientifically identify the recovered shovel as the weapon. I cannot state to a 
reasonable degree of medical certainty that this shovel - or any other particular object - produced the injury. 

 

ALTERNATIVE MECHANISMS 

A horse kick, collision with a stall fixture, or fall onto a rounded object cannot be completely excluded. An 
unshod hoof can produce broad or irregular blunt-force trauma without leaving a recognizable horseshoe 
mark. A horse kick causing this injury would, however, require significant and comparatively concentrated 
contact with the side and rear of Vale's head. 
The absence of significant defensive injuries is consistent with a surprise assault, but it is also consistent 
with an unexpected horse-related accident. That finding does not distinguish conclusively between the 
competing explanations. I am not a veterinarian and have no specialized training in equine anatomy, 
horse behavior, or the biomechanics of horse kicks. 
The Forensic Laboratory Report (Exhibit 4) identifies Vale's blood on the shovel handle. That establishes 
contact with her blood. It does not, standing alone, establish whether the blood resulted from direct impact 
or later transfer, including movement of the shovel or an attempted rescue. 

MANNER-OF-DEATH DETERMINATION 

At the completion of the autopsy, the cause of death was clear, but the manner was listed as pending 
while additional scene and investigative information was obtained. A pending classification is routine 
when those circumstances are necessary to determine manner. 
After reviewing the autopsy findings together with the Crime-Scene Photograph Packet (Exhibit 2), 
available medical records, investigative information, the Forensic Laboratory Report (Exhibit 4), and the 
Shovel Photograph and Measurement Sheet (Exhibit 3), I classified the manner of death as homicide. 
Investigator Vance supplied information but did not instruct me how to classify the death. 
The total evidence is, in my professional judgment, more consistent with another person deliberately 
inflicting the fatal blow than with an accidental horse-related injury or ordinary fall. The autopsy findings 
alone establish the fatal blunt-force head injury but do not conclusively determine whether Vale was 
intentionally struck or injured in an unusual horse-related accident. 

CERTIFICATION 

I certify that I personally performed this examination and that this report accurately states my findings and 
opinions to a reasonable degree of medical certainty, subject to the limitations stated above. 

Dr. Calder 

Board-Certified Forensic Pathologist 

August 28, 2026 
Final Report Date 

 



 

REMY CALDER, M.D. 
Board-Certified Forensic Pathologist  |  Regional Medical Examiner's Office 

 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE 

Forensic pathologist serving Lincoln County and surrounding Illinois counties. Experience includes hundreds of 
medicolegal autopsies involving suspected homicide, accident, suicide, and deaths whose manner was initially 
unclear. Practice emphasizes clear separation between findings established by medical examination, opinions 
informed by those findings, and mechanisms that remain medically possible. 

EDUCATION AND POSTGRADUATE TRAINING 

B.S., Biology  University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, Urbana-Champaign, Illinois 
M.D.  University of Illinois College of Medicine, Illinois 
Residency  Anatomic and Clinical Pathology, Northwestern Memorial Hospital, Chicago, Illinois 
Fellowship  Forensic Pathology, Office of the Cook County Medical Examiner, Chicago, Illinois 

CERTIFICATION AND LICENSURE 

Board Certification  Forensic Pathology, American Board of Pathology - current 
Medical Licensure  State of Illinois - active and unrestricted 

CURRENT APPOINTMENT AND PRACTICE 

Forensic Pathologist  Regional Medical Examiner's Office serving Lincoln County and neighboring jurisdictions. 
Performs complete and limited forensic examinations; reviews postmortem imaging, histology, toxicology, scene 
materials, and investigative records; certifies cause and manner of death; and consults with medicolegal 
investigators. 

Case Experience  Hundreds of autopsies involving blunt-force trauma, suspected criminal violence, accidental injury, 
unexplained death, and cases in which competing mechanisms required correlation of medical and investigative 
evidence. 

TEACHING AND PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION 

Continuing Education  Occasional instructor for law-enforcement officers, medical professionals, and investigators 
on cause and manner of death, blunt-force injury, scene correlation, report writing, and the limits of injury-pattern 
comparison. 

METHODS AND SCOPE OF EXPERTISE 

Methods  Uses conventional and generally accepted forensic-pathology methods, including external and internal 
examination, postmortem imaging review, evidence collection, ancillary testing, and comparison of findings with 
medically recognized injury mechanisms. 

Scope Limitation  No specialized certification or training in veterinary medicine, equine anatomy, horse behavior, or 
the biomechanics of horse kicks. 

 

 



 

FINLEY SLOANE, M.D. 

EXPERT REPORT WITH ATTACHED CURRICULUM VITAE 

DATE: September 4, 2026 
TO: Counsel for Lane Mercer 
RE: People of the State of Illinois v. Lane Mercer 
SUBJECT: Independent review of the death of Rowan Vale 

ASSIGNMENT AND SCOPE 
At your request, I independently reviewed Rowan Vale's death to determine whether the medical 
evidence reliably identifies the mechanism of her fatal head injury and supports a homicide 
classification. I did not undertake to decide witness credibility or whether Lane Mercer committed a 
crime; those are not medical opinions. 

MATERIALS REVIEWED 
My opinions are based primarily on Dr. Remy Calder's Autopsy Report with Attached Curriculum 
Vitae (Exhibit 9), including the medical imaging findings contained in that report; the Crime-Scene 
Photograph Packet (Exhibit 2); the Shovel Photograph and Measurement Sheet (Exhibit 3); and the 
Forensic Laboratory Report (Exhibit 4). I am also familiar with this expert report and attached 
curriculum vitae (Exhibit 10). 

METHODOLOGY 
I reviewed the documented autopsy and imaging findings, injury location and characteristics, 
laboratory and scene information, and medically recognized blunt-force mechanisms and 
alternatives. This independent-review method is routine and generally accepted in forensic 
pathology; I used no novel technique. 

SUMMARY OF OPINIONS 
CAUSE OF DEATH.  Rowan Vale died from a single significant blunt-force injury to the head. 

MECHANISM.  The injury does not identify a unique object or mechanism. A forceful strike from the 
rounded shovel handle, a hoof strike, and a collision with a fixed stall structure remain medically 
possible. 

MANNER OF DEATH.  The medical evidence does not permit me to select among those mechanisms to a 
reasonable degree of medical certainty. The appropriate classification is undetermined, not homicide; I 
do not affirmatively classify the death as accidental. 

 



 

MEDICAL ANALYSIS 

POINTS OF AGREEMENT 
Dr. Calder and I agree that Vale sustained one concentrated blunt-force injury to the side and rear of 
her head, with a depressed skull fracture and severe brain injury. We also agree that the rounded 
shovel handle is a medically possible weapon. Dr. Calder is qualified, and the work documented in 
Dr. Remy Calder’s Autopsy Report with Attached Curriculum Vitae (Exhibit 9) used generally 
accepted forensic-pathology methods. 

We disagree about the weight of the findings and whether they identify the manner of death. Medical 
possibility is not medical identification. 

THE SHOVEL HANDLE 
The Shovel Photograph and Measurement Sheet (Exhibit 3) depicts a rounded, cylindrical handle 
capable of substantial blunt force. A strike with it could have caused Vale’s injury, but the wound has 
no distinct patterned imprint that can be matched specifically to that handle. 

No wood fibers, splinters, paint, metal fragments, or other shovel material were documented in the 
wound. That does not exclude the shovel, but it supplies no trace finding that independently 
identifies it as the instrument. 

The Forensic Laboratory Report (Exhibit 4) identifies Vale’s blood on the handle. That establishes 
contact with her blood, not when or how the contact occurred. Blood may be deposited during an 
impact or through later contact or transfer. 

A HORSE-RELATED MECHANISM 
An unshod hoof can create broad or irregular blunt-force trauma without a recognizable 
horseshoe-shaped mark. A horse’s kick can generate sufficient force to cause the type of skull 
fracture and brain injury Vale suffered. 

No clear hoof-shaped bruise, hoof debris, horsehair, soil, or biological material from Baylee was 
documented in the wound. That does not prove a horse kick, but it does not medically eliminate one. 
I cannot state to a reasonable degree of medical certainty that Baylee actually kicked Vale. 

FIXED STRUCTURE AND ASSOCIATED INJURIES 
Vale’s other abrasions and bruises could be consistent with contact with the stall wall, floor, gate, or 
another fixture after an initial impact. They do not identify that initial impact. A collision with a fixed 
structure remains medically possible. 

The evidence does not establish more than one blow or clear defensive injuries suggesting a 
prolonged struggle. A surprise assault and an unexpected accident can each occur without 
defensive injuries, so their absence does not resolve the alternatives. 

 

 



 

MANNER-OF-DEATH OPINION 
Cause and manner are separate. The cause here is blunt-force trauma to the head. Manner 
addresses the circumstances in which the injury occurred. A pathologist may properly consider 
scene information, witness accounts, laboratory findings, and investigative circumstances when 
forming that opinion. 

Here, the injury does not uniquely match the shovel; no shovel material was embedded in the 
wound; an unshod hoof or fixed structure is not medically excluded; and there is no established 
pattern of repeated blows or prolonged struggle. 

Those observations do not prove an accident, and homicide cannot be excluded. My initial notes 
said as much. I reached the stronger undetermined classification after receiving additional defense 
information. An opinion may develop as information is added; the final conclusion must remain 
supported by the evidence. 

An accidental classification would select a horse-related or other accidental mechanism that the 
evidence does not establish. A homicide classification selects an intentional mechanism despite the 
same uncertainty. Undetermined is the most supportable classification. 

LIMITATIONS 
I did not perform the autopsy, examine Vale’s body before burial, or inspect the stall as it existed 
when she died. Dr. Calder had the advantage of direct examination; I cannot recreate a finding 
omitted from the report, photographs, or imaging. 

I did not examine Baylee and have no specialized training in veterinary medicine, equine anatomy, 
horse behavior, or equine biomechanics. I address whether a proposed mechanism can medically 
produce the human injury; I do not reconstruct Baylee's behavior. 

COMPENSATION AND DISCLOSURE 
Lane Mercer's attorneys retained me. I spent approximately 18 hours on this matter and charge 
$700 per hour, plus $10,000 if I testify. My compensation is not contingent on my opinion or the 
outcome. I have testified for government and prosecution entities and criminal defendants and have 
given opinions unfavorable to retaining parties. 

FINAL OPINION 
To a reasonable degree of medical certainty, Rowan Vale died from significant blunt-force head 
trauma. A forceful shovel-handle strike, a hoof strike, and a collision with a fixed stall structure 
remain medically possible. The evidence does not permit me to determine which occurred. 

For that reason, I believe the manner of Rowan Vale’s death should be classified as undetermined, 
not homicide. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Dr. S loane 

 

Board-Certified Forensic Pathologist



 

FINLEY SLOANE, M.D. 

CURRICULUM VITAE 

Board-certified forensic pathologist specializing in independent review of sudden, 
accidental, unexplained, and suspected criminal deaths. 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
Bachelor of Science, Biology, University of Illinois Chicago 
Doctor of Medicine, Loyola University Chicago Stritch School of Medicine 
Residency Training, Pathology, University of Chicago 
Fellowship Training, Forensic Pathology, Illinois 

CERTIFICATION 
Board Certified, Forensic Pathology, American Board of Pathology 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
Private Forensic Pathology Consultant, Current​

Reviews autopsies, medical imaging, scene information, and laboratory materials; provides independent cause- 
and manner-of-death opinions. 

Forensic Pathologist, Government Medical Examiner's Office, prior appointment​
Performed autopsies and investigated sudden, accidental, unexplained, and suspected criminal deaths. 

EXPERT AND PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITY 
Forensic consultation and testimony​

Has testified for government and prosecution entities and for criminal defendants; compensation is not contingent 
on opinion or outcome. 

Independent review methodology​
Evaluates documented autopsy findings, medical imaging, injury distribution, trace and laboratory information, 
scene context, and medically recognized alternative mechanisms. 

Principal areas of practice​
Blunt-force injury; cause and manner of death; injury-mechanism analysis; review of disputed or undetermined 
deaths. 
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