
BURNED INTO YOU

A Dark Romance Thriller

© 2025 Sandeep Rao.

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews and critical articles.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

For those who fought love like a war — and lost beautifully.


CHAPTER ONE

The mountain didn't care that Sera Voss was falling apart.

It stood there — massive, indifferent, wrapped in November fog — while she white-knuckled the steering wheel of her rental car up a road that barely qualified as one. The gravel was loose. The trees pressed in from both sides like walls closing. Every turn was blind, every stretch of road narrower than the last, and somewhere behind her — two hundred miles behind her, in a city that wanted her blood — a man she'd helped walk free was sleeping in his own bed tonight.

A man everyone believed was a murderer.

She pulled the car to the shoulder and killed the engine. Her hands were shaking. They'd been shaking since Charlotte, since she'd turned off her phone and seen the seventeenth death threat flash across the screen before the display went dark.

You helped a killer walk free.

You're next.

How do you sleep at night, you heartless bitch?

She pressed her forehead to the steering wheel and breathed.

The irony was that she didn't sleep. Hadn't slept — not properly, not fully — in the three weeks since the verdict. Since she'd stood in that courtroom and watched Marcus Hale's face when the foreperson said not guilty and seen something in his eyes that she'd spent every night since trying to un-see.

Relief. Not the relief of an innocent man. The other kind.

The kind that had a body count.

She'd done her job. That's what she told herself. That's what the senior partners at Kessler & Whitman told her when they shook her hand and poured champagne and talked about what this acquittal would do for the firm's reputation. She'd done her job brilliantly, forensically, with the surgical precision that had made her the youngest senior litigator in the firm's history.

She'd dismantled the prosecution's case piece by piece. Discredited the lead detective's methods. Found the chain-of-custody errors in the blood evidence. Turned the victim's sister into a hostile witness who broke down on the stand and damaged her own credibility.

She'd been perfect.

And a woman named Catherine Hale was still dead, and the man who killed her was free, and Sera couldn't close her eyes without seeing Catherine's photograph — the one from the case file, the one taken before, the one where she was smiling at a garden party with a glass of wine in her hand and no idea that her husband would strangle her in their bedroom four months later and call 911 twenty minutes after to report her suicide.

Sera opened her eyes. Looked at the road ahead.

Her grandmother's estate was another two miles up the mountain. She hadn't been there in six years — not since Gran died, not since the reading of the will that left the property to Sera and the silence to everyone else. She'd paid a local company to maintain it. Electricity. Water. Basic upkeep. She'd told herself she'd visit. She'd told herself a lot of things.

She pulled back onto the road and drove.

The house materialized from the fog like a memory surfacing.

It was larger than she remembered. Or maybe she'd been smaller the last time she saw it — smaller inside, still capable of being impressed by things like wraparound porches and stone chimneys and the way the mountain light fell through the kitchen windows in the morning and turned the hardwood floors to gold.

She parked in the gravel circle and stepped out into air so cold it felt personal. Like the mountain was testing her. Like it wanted to know if she was serious about being here or if she'd turn around the way she turned around from everything — relationships, friendships, every human connection that threatened to get close enough to see what she actually was beneath the courtroom armor and the perfect closing arguments and the reputation that preceded her like a blade.

The front door was unlocked. The caretaker had been notified.

Inside, the house smelled like cedar and dust and the faintest trace of Gran's perfume — Shalimar, always Shalimar — preserved in the curtains and the upholstery like a ghost's fingerprint. Sera stood in the foyer and breathed it in and felt something crack in the center of her chest.

Not break. Not yet. Crack. The hairline fracture that precedes collapse.

She dropped her bags in the hallway. She didn't unpack. She walked through the house room by room, touching surfaces — the mantel, the dining table, the kitchen counter worn smooth by decades of Gran's hands — and let the house remind her that she'd once been someone other than this.

Someone who believed in things. Someone who sat on this porch at seventeen and told her grandmother she was going to law school because she wanted to help people. Someone who thought justice was a real thing and not a performance staged for twelve strangers in a jury box.

Gran had looked at her over her reading glasses and said: Justice is what happens when good people pay attention, Sera. It's not a system. It's a choice.

Sera had made her choice. And a murderer was free tonight.

She poured herself a glass of whiskey from the bottle she'd brought — Maker's Mark, the only thing in her suitcase she actually needed — and sat on the back porch in the dark and stared at the black wall of the mountain and drank until her hands stopped shaking.

They stopped at the third glass.

She went to bed.

She did not sleep.

At 6 a.m., someone knocked on her door.

Not a polite knock. Not the careful rap of a neighbor bringing a casserole. This was a fist. Heavy. Deliberate. The knock of someone who had driven a long way for this and was not going to be ignored.

Sera sat up in Gran's bed. The sheets smelled like lavender and old cotton. The room was grey with early mountain light — flat, cold, the light of a sun that hadn't decided whether to show up.

The knock came again.

She grabbed her robe. A silk thing — black, expensive, absurd in this context but it was what she'd packed because she'd packed in a panic and her hands had reached for the familiar. She tied it at the waist and walked barefoot through the house to the front door.

She opened it without checking who was on the other side.

Later, she would think about that. About the recklessness of it. A woman alone on a mountain, receiving death threats, opening her door to a stranger at dawn. Her therapist — if she still had one, if she hadn't stopped going six months ago because the therapist kept asking questions Sera didn't want answered — would have called it self-destructive.

Sera would have called it exhaustion.

The man on her porch was not what she expected.

He was tall. Not performatively tall — not the kind of tall that announced itself — but the kind you felt. The kind that rearranged the geometry of a doorway simply by standing in it. His shoulders were broad, his build dense with the particular kind of muscle that came not from a gym but from use. From labor. From carrying things — objects, burdens, the weight of his own body through spaces that didn't want him.

His face was — she searched for the word and couldn't find one that was honest without being dangerous. His face was constructed. Strong jaw, slightly crooked nose — broken at least once, maybe twice. Dark brows over eyes that were somewhere between brown and black, the color of coffee before you add anything to it. Deep-set. Watchful. The eyes of a man who had learned to observe before he reacted because reacting without information could get you killed.

His hair was dark and too long, pushed back from his forehead like he'd run his hands through it recently. Repeatedly. The gesture of a man who was frustrated or angry or both.

He wore a leather jacket over a grey henley. Jeans. Boots that had seen weather. Everything about him was worn — not shabby, not neglected, but used. Tested. The way a tool that has done real work looks different from one that's been sitting on a shelf.

He looked at her.

She looked at him.

The mountain air moved between them — cold, thin, carrying the smell of pine and wet stone and something else. Something warm. Coming from him. Leather. Engine oil. The faint, woody trace of a cologne applied hours ago, mostly faded, clinging to the collar of his jacket like a secret.

"Sera Voss," he said.

Not a question. A confirmation. He already knew.

"Who are you?"

His jaw tightened. That hinge-point at the back — she saw it flex, the masseter contracting, the tell of a man clenching against words that wanted to come out harder than he was allowing.

"Rhett Gallagher," he said. "Former detective, Charlotte PD. I worked the Hale case."

The air changed temperature.

Not literally. But something in Sera's body responded to those words — the Hale case — with a physiological shift so immediate and so total that she felt it in her teeth. A flood of adrenaline. A tightening of the throat. The fight-or-flight response of an animal that has been hunted finding the hunter on its doorstep.

"The case is closed," she said. Her voice was her courtroom voice — level, controlled, stripped of everything that might be mistaken for feeling. "The verdict has been rendered. If you have concerns about the outcome, I suggest you contact the district attorney's office."

"I'm not here in an official capacity."

"Then why are you here?"

He looked at her with those dark, unreasonable eyes, and she watched something move behind them. Not the cold professionalism she expected from a cop. Something hotter. Something that lived in the gut rather than the head.

"Because you helped a murderer walk free," he said. "And I want to know if you can live with that."

She gripped the doorframe. Felt the wood grain under her fingers. Held on.

"I don't owe you an answer to that question, Detective."

"Former detective. I resigned. The day after the verdict."

That landed. She didn't show it — she was too good, too practiced, too armored — but it landed. She felt it in her sternum. The weight of a man who had walked away from his career because of something she'd done.

"I'm sorry to hear that," she said.

"No, you're not."

He was right. She wasn't. Or she was. Or she didn't know what she was because everything inside her was so tangled and compressed and contradictory that the truth had become impossible to locate, like a signal jammed by too many competing frequencies.

"Leave," she said.

"No."

"This is private property. I can call the police."

"The nearest station is forty-five minutes away. And trust me, Ms. Voss — I know exactly how long it takes law enforcement to respond to calls from this mountain. I checked before I drove up here."

She stared at him. He stared back.

The mountain watched them both with its ancient, implacable indifference, and the fog curled around the porch pillars, and somewhere in the trees a bird sang a single, clear note that hung in the cold air like a question neither of them was ready to answer.

"What do you want?" she said.

"The truth."

"About what?"

"About whether you know what you did. About whether you looked at the evidence — the real evidence, not the version you performed for the jury — and saw what I saw. About whether you lie awake at night and see Catherine Hale's face the way I do."

His voice cracked on the dead woman's name. A hairline fracture. Barely audible. But Sera heard it because she was trained to hear the things people tried to hide — the micro-breaks, the almost-tremors, the places where composure thinned to transparency.

This man was not composed. He was containing. There was a difference. Composure was the absence of turbulence. Containment was turbulence held inside a vessel that could shatter at any moment.

She looked at him — at his clenched jaw and his dark eyes and the way his hands hung at his sides, not relaxed but restrained, the fingers slightly curled, the tendons visible beneath the skin — and she made a decision that she would spend the next several weeks trying to understand.

She stepped aside.

"Come in," she said.


CHAPTER TWO

He moved through her grandmother's house like a man cataloguing exits.

Sera watched him from the kitchen doorway — watched his eyes sweep the rooms, the windows, the back door visible through the dining room. Not admiring the architecture. Not noticing the antiques or the family photographs on the mantel or the hand-stitched quilt draped over the couch that Gran had made during the winter of 1987 and never once considered selling despite three separate offers from collectors.

He was assessing. Calculating sight lines. Measuring distances. The residual habits of a man who had spent his career entering spaces where bad things had happened and needed to understand the geometry of each room before he could think about anything else.

"Coffee?" she asked.

He turned. Looked at her as if the offer were suspicious.

"Black," he said.

She made two cups. Her hands were steady now — the adrenaline had metabolized into something colder, something more functional. The hyperawareness of a lawyer facing a hostile witness. Every sense sharpened. Every detail filed.

She handed him a mug — Gran's mug, the blue ceramic one with the chip on the handle — and sat at the kitchen table. The table was oak. Scarred. Gran had refused to refinish it because she said the scars were history and history shouldn't be sanded smooth.

Rhett didn't sit. He stood by the window with his back to the mountain view and held the mug without drinking.

"How did you find me?" Sera asked.

"You're not as invisible as you think. Your firm filed a change of address for your mail forwarding. It took me forty minutes and one phone call to a clerk who doesn't get paid enough to care about confidentiality."

"That's a violation of —"

"I don't care."

The words were flat. Final. The words of a man who had already crossed every line that mattered and had stopped counting the ones that didn't.

Sera took a sip of her coffee. Let the heat fill her mouth. Let it ground her.

"You said you want the truth," she said. "Be specific."

"You know Marcus Hale killed his wife."

"The jury determined —"

"I'm not talking about the jury. I'm talking about you. Sera Voss. The person, not the lawyer. The woman who sat across from that man for six months and prepared his defense and looked into his eyes and — what? What did you see?"

She set down her mug.

"What I saw is protected by attorney-client privilege."

"Privilege." He said the word the way you'd say the name of a disease. "That's what you're hiding behind."

"I'm not hiding."

"You drove two hundred miles into the mountains the day after the verdict. You turned off your phone. You're sitting in a dead woman's house in a silk robe at six in the morning looking like you haven't slept in a month. That's not a vacation, Ms. Voss. That's a retreat. That's a person running from something they can't outrun."

She felt the blood rise in her cheeks. Not embarrassment — fury. The white-hot, compressed fury of a woman who had been dissected by a stranger who had no right to be this accurate.

"You don't know anything about me."

"I know everything about you. I've spent three weeks studying you the way you studied my case — methodically, obsessively, without mercy. I know you graduated top of your class at Duke Law. I know you turned down a clerkship with the Fourth Circuit to join Kessler & Whitman because the money was better and because you'd already decided that idealism was a luxury you couldn't afford. I know you haven't had a serious relationship in four years. I know your grandmother raised you because your mother — "

"Stop."

The word came out sharp enough to cut. She stood up. The chair scraped against the hardwood — a harsh, percussive sound that broke the room's careful quiet.

"You came to my door. You followed me across two states. You invaded my privacy and my space and now you're standing in my grandmother's kitchen profiling me like I'm a suspect." She stepped toward him. One step. The distance between them shrank from ten feet to seven. "I am not a suspect, Detective. I am a defense attorney who did her job. If you have a problem with the outcome, take it up with the prosecution. Take it up with the system. Take it up with God if you want. But do not stand in my house and tell me who I am."

He didn't step back.

Most men stepped back when Sera Voss moved toward them with that look on her face — the look that had made witnesses recant, that had made opposing counsel fumble, that had made a judge once pause mid-sentence and lose his train of thought entirely.

Rhett Gallagher didn't step back. He stood his ground with the immovable certainty of a man who had been pushed before — pushed harder, pushed by worse — and had decided at some point in his life that he was done giving ground.

They stood seven feet apart in the morning light of a mountain kitchen, and the air between them was so charged it had a taste. Metal. Ozone. The taste of the air before lightning.

"I'm not trying to tell you who you are," he said. His voice had dropped. Lower. Rougher. The sharp edges filed down to something that almost — almost — sounded like honesty. "I'm trying to understand how someone who is clearly not okay with what happened can stand there and defend it."

"Because that's what defense attorneys do."

"That's what the job description says. I'm asking about you. The human being inside the job description."

"Maybe there isn't one."

He looked at her. A long, searching look that moved across her face the way light moves across water — touching everything, illuminating nothing, revealing only the surface while the depths remained dark.

"There is," he said. "I can see her. She's standing right behind your eyes, and she's screaming."

Sera's breath caught.

Not visibly. Not audibly. But somewhere deep in her chest, in the place where she stored everything she couldn't afford to feel in public, something seized. A contraction. A flinch. The involuntary response of a woman who had been seen — truly, precisely, devastatingly seen — by a man she'd known for seven minutes.

She turned away. Walked to the counter. Gripped the edge of the granite and stared at the backsplash — white subway tile, Gran's choice, classic and clean — and breathed.

"Catherine Hale was thirty-one," Rhett said behind her. His voice was quieter now. Not soft — this man's voice would never be soft — but quieter. The volume of a confession. "She was a kindergarten teacher. She taught at Meadowbrook Elementary. Her students called her Miss Cathy. She made cookies for every birthday. She organized the school's garden club. She had a laugh that — "

He stopped.

She heard him swallow.

"She had a laugh that you could hear from the parking lot," he continued. "And she married a man who put his hands around her throat on a Tuesday night in April while their daughter was sleeping in the next room and he squeezed until she stopped laughing forever."

The kitchen was silent.

The coffee maker clicked off — an automatic timer, a mundane sound, a small mechanical event that had no business occurring in a moment this large.

"And you got him off," Rhett said. "You found the technicalities and the procedural errors and the reasonable doubts, and you wrapped them in a closing argument so beautiful that twelve people decided a dead woman's life was less important than a living man's rights."

"That's not what happened."

"That's exactly what happened."

She turned. Her eyes were burning. Not with tears — Sera Voss did not cry in front of strangers, did not cry in front of anyone, had not cried since she was fourteen years old and had made a decision in a moment of clarity that she would never give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her bleed — but with the particular heat that precedes tears. The pressure behind the dam.

"You think I don't know?" she whispered. "You think I don't lie awake and see her? You think I took this case because I wanted to? I was assigned, Detective. I was assigned by partners who saw a career-making acquittal and picked their best closer and told me to perform. And I performed. Because that's what I do. That's all I know how to do."

Her voice broke on the last sentence. A crack. Wider than the one she'd felt last night. Structural.

Rhett set down his mug. He set it down with a precision that suggested his hands were no longer steady enough to hold it.

"Then why didn't you refuse?"

"Because I was afraid."

The words came out before she could stop them. Unpracticed. Unscripted. The most honest thing she'd said in months, and she'd said it to a man who had come to her door to destroy her.

"Afraid of what?" he asked.

She looked at him. At his dark eyes and his broken nose and his worn jacket and his hands — large, scarred across the knuckles, the hands of a man who had fought things and been fought by things and bore the evidence on his skin.

"Of what it would mean if I said no," she said. "Of who I'd be without the job. Without the performance. Without the — " She gestured at herself. At the silk robe and the bare feet and the woman underneath who was falling apart so quietly that even she could barely hear the sound. "Without all of this."

The space between them changed.

She felt it — a shift in pressure, in temperature, in the invisible architecture of the air. The hostility didn't disappear. It was still there, still present, still humming between them like a live wire. But something else entered the room alongside it. Something that had no business being there.

Recognition.

He saw her. Not the lawyer. Not the media villain. Not the woman the internet had turned into a symbol of everything wrong with the justice system. He saw the human being behind all of it — exhausted, afraid, cracked down the center — and his expression changed.

Not softened. Changed. The anger didn't leave his face. But it made room. It shifted, like furniture pushed aside, creating a space in which something else could exist without being crushed.

He looked at her for a long time.

"I shouldn't have come here," he said.

"But you did."

"But I did."

Neither of them moved.


CHAPTER THREE

He didn't leave.

That was the part Sera couldn't explain to herself later — lying in Gran's bed at midnight, staring at the ceiling, replaying the day with the merciless precision of a woman who cross-examined her own life the way she cross-examined witnesses. He should have left. She should have made him leave. Every reasonable, rational, self-preserving instinct she possessed had been screaming at her since dawn to close the door and lock it and let this man take his grief and his anger and his devastating, unbearable seeing back down the mountain to wherever he'd come from.

Instead, she'd made more coffee. And he'd sat down at the kitchen table — finally sat, his body surrendering to the chair with the reluctant heaviness of a man who'd been standing guard against something for so long that sitting felt like failure — and they'd talked.
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