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	Regrets and Broken Memories


The monitors beeped slowly, a desperate, rhythmic metronome in the sterile silence of the ICU. The air was thick with the smell of sanitizer. Cassie lay wrapped like a fragile doll, her body battered and bruised. The anesthesia and pain medication coursed through her, dulling her pain but turning her memories and nightmares into a muddled collage of horror. Why had she gone there? A weak groan escaped her lips as a tear traced down her swollen cheek leaving a trail in the orange prep wash. Her stitches kept her left eye shut, the scar running jagged across her face. Where was he? Would he come? Once he knew why she had really gone, would he stay? Her mind flickered, flashes of memories rushing through her.

She drifted into unconsciousness again, fragments of the past swirling, her manager Jake at the bar. “Come on, Cassie. It’s a whole group. Just team-building. You love skiing, the lodge is incredible.” His hand on her arm, his smile. Why did she let him? Why betray her fiancé like that? She knew what Jake was after, for months. She knew better.

Her thoughts spun to the fight before she left. “It’s work. The  manager’s taking us all up there. If I don’t go, it’ll look bad, you know how hard I fought to get the lead on weekends. We need the money from the weekend tips. Stop being so paranoid.” She slammed the door and stormed out, leaving him standing there. Now, she wondered, should she have stayed?

Suddenly, the scene shifted. Blood. Screams. The sick, mocking laugh. How had she survived? She struggled to remember the faces.

The detectives in the hall exchanged solemn glances as a guard nodded in acknowledgment. “Is she awake?” Denton asked.

The uniform shook his head. “Still out of it. She screams and fights until they knock her out again. The doctor’s about to come and go over what he saw in surgery. Was it as bad as it sounds at that lodge?”

Chris Randles, the younger of the pair, scoffed. “It’s on every news channel. Seven victims. Whoever did this was torturing them, one by one. Sickos.” The guard shuddered. “She’s really banged up. Restraint marks, cuts. Took fifty-six stitches just on her face. Her feet were shredded, guess she ran down that logging road.”

Denton nodded. “That truck driver who found her radioed it in. Drove her straight to where they could land life flight. Have they contacted her next of kin?”

The guard confirmed. “Her fiancé’s on the way. He should be here soon.”

Randles narrowed his eyes. “Might have a suspect and motive already. Four couples attacked, almost all killed. And she’s engaged? We’ll talk to him when he arrives.”

The surgeon approached, nodding. “She’s lucky to be alive. The adrenaline probably fought the shock. The snow slowed the bleeding. She has a fractured eye socket, torn cornea, several facial lacerations. Her neck shows restraint marks, and her stomach was punctured, had to remove her spleen. Her knee’s shredded, but we repaired it. Her skull is fractured, figured she fell running but she obviously had blunt force trauma before. She’ll need a lot of rehab. She was terrified when she arrived.”

Randles rubbed his chin. “Did she say anything before they sedated her?”

The surgeon nodded. “Only one thing, she kept asking for Whiskey.”

Randles chuckled. “Don’t we all?”

The surgeon shook his head. “I think she meant her fiancé. Nurses said she kept asking for Whiskey, referring to a him. I think she is confused about what hospital she is in.”

Denton nodded. “Might’ve just shot a hole in the jealous fiancé theory.”

Randles shook his head. “She might not remember. If he knew she was cozying up to one of the others, would explain the rage. ”

Six weeks after the attack...

Cassie groaned on the floor as the door opened. He walked in, seeing her twisted in an odd position with her crutches on the floor. She tried to stand, wobbling. He moved swiftly, dropping his bag on the table and gently helping her back onto the couch. She winced, and he clenched his jaw feeling guilt for not being there, again.

“Sorry, Cass. You fell again, huh?” he asked softly.

She opened her eyes slowly and nodded. “I’m sorry, Whiskey. I lost the remote again.”

He adjusted her position and found the remote, pressing play on the old movie she was streaming. He handed it to her.

“You forgot I put the app on your phone?” he asked gently.

She sighed. “All these meds make me loopy. I can’t think. When I do, I just... drift. I can only watch this ancient stuff. It’s safer.”

He nodded, understanding the flood of nightmares and memories still overwhelming her. Gently, he rubbed the shaved side of her head, examining where the stitches had been removed last week.

She grinned watching his face. “You still think it looks hot on me?”

He chuckled. “Whole post-apocalyptic badass thing. Kinda biker babe too.”

She forced a small smile trying to fight the tears. “Of course you would say that Wyatt. I’m lucky you even look at me anymore. All I did.”

He groaned and headed to the kitchenette. “Cass, we’ve talked about this. At length. Let’s just move on.”

Cassie knew she shouldn’t push, but something compelled her, like poking at a sore with her tongue. She hesitated before speaking.

“I cheated and lied. I hurt you, do you want to just give me a pass? Act like it didn’t happen?”

He shut the cabinet door hard and settled his hands on the counter. “I just got home. Can we not? Yes, you lied. You went off to the mountains with your manager, with full intentions of throwing us away. You were almost gutted like the rest of them. Will me screaming at you make that better? Hasn’t been enough Cass”

Her eyes welled with tears and she wanted to run away. “Maybe, I don’t know! Why? Why did I do it? Why am I alive? I deserve to be dead too.” 

He moved quickly, stopping her from trying to stand. “Stop, Cass. Lay back.” He gently rubbed her cheek, tracing the faint scar.

“You survived because you’re strong,” he whispered. “You told me, all you thought on the way down was you had to get to me.”

She nodded. “I wanted to say sorry. I needed your arms. I needed you.”

He clenched his jaw, resting his forehead against hers. “I should have driven up there faster and dragged you home. Maybe none of this,”

She covered his mouth with her hand. “Stop. Don’t put this on you. It was my dumb decision. I started that fight looking for a reason to go. I was so scared. Everything with you was so good, I figured it wouldn’t last. So I left before it could go bad on its own. The therapist said that, too.”

He nodded. “I know. We went over it at the couples’ session. Your dad, leaving after that great week he manufactured, you think any good will turn bad eventually. Baby, you were four, your brain had to make something up. If I ever find that guy, I swear,”

She sighed. “How do you still love me? When I did this to us? When I look like,”

He shook his head. “Don’t do that. Cass, you’re not a monster. The scars are faint and will heal.”

She bit her lip. “Will I dance again?”

He sighed before putting his charm on. “Yep. Whiskey will help, like always, I am your grateful pole.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Such a total ass. But I love you, anyway.”

He kissed the tip of her nose. “I love you too. Now, I’m cooking dinner, getting your meds, and then we’re wrapping that leg in a garbage bag and taking a bath.”

She groaned. “I’ll only allow it because I need to shave my good leg.”

He grinned as he continued setting things out for dinner. “More than your leg. Trust is earned, huh?”

She threw a pillow at him, wincing from the pain. “You are not shaving me!”
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After their bath Wyatt patted Cassie dry while her refusal to meet his gaze only fuelled his grin. “Don’t pout. Just because I did a good job.” She turned, glaring at him. “I’m trying to figure out how. Now all I can think about is that my man’s good at grooming females.” He chuckled, sighing softly. “Is this the new Wyatt origin story? Fine, you caught me. Witness protection. I used to work at a
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