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Passion and Power


Chapter One






She stood there looking at him
with the instruments she’d sculpted by pure physical strength – the
steel heart in one hand, the steel noose in the other. Her muscles
were primed, but her emotions lay in disarray. To her
consternation, tears were beginning to tickle her eyes, but she
forced them back, determined to exert her power one way or the
other. But which would it be?

“Oh sod it!” With one mighty
throw, Maggie hurled the noose into the Thames, where it soared
over Oliver’s island. Launching herself at Staples, her powerful
arms clutched him around the waist, hoisting the helpless man into
the air. Staples felt Maggie’s biceps crunching into his sides, her
grip tightening all the more, squeezing the air from his body.

“I wanted to kill you,” she
breathed, emotion moistening her eyes as she released her hold,
leaving Staples struggling for breath, his hands clutching his
knees.

“Well, it looks like you nearly
did,” he panted, looking up at her.

Maggie shook her head, long
ginger hair blowing across her shoulders. “With my strength, it
would have been a breeze.” A hand resting on his shoulder, Maggie
said, “Truth is I missed you, Staples. I guess it overruled my
desire to pay you back for lying to me.”

Staples straightened, shook his
head. “I think you got back at me in that one move alone.” He
looked up and down the towpath, deserted at the moment. “You took a
big risk coming here, Maggie. You’re one wanted woman.”

Maggie shrugged. “You thinking
of turning me in?”

Staples thrust his hands on
hips. “You’re a danger to the public, Maggie. Heck, you’re a danger
to me.”

“No …” Maggie stretched out a
hand, snatched Staples’ forearm. “Not anymore. I made my decision
when I threw the noose away.”

“And that was only a few seconds
ago.” Staples raked a hand through his blond hair, expending a
heavy breath. “I’m still a serving police officer, Maggie. You’re
temperamental, unstable even, and incredibly powerful – and –
you’re wanted for attempted murder. How can I not turn you in?”

Maggie glared at him, her blue
eyes suddenly spitting fire. “The nurse, Chalmers, she had it
coming. She was lucky I didn’t finish her off.”

Staples glanced away. Took her
arm, a couple of dog walkers were approaching. “Back to my place.
We can talk there.”

Maggie took a deep breath,
through her blue jersey, Staples could see her muscles flexing.
“Very well, but don’t try to deceive me again. I’m warning you – I
will hurt you – I don’t want to. I’ve fought off that compulsion,
and I don’t want to have to do it again.”

“Look, I can’t deny it’s good to
see you again.” Staples led her up the alleyway, away from the dog
walkers. “I didn’t think you’d show up back here if I’m honest, and
it’s a shame it’s under such grim circumstances.”

Maggie shot him a look as if to
reiterate what she’d just said, and it threw Staples into a
quandary. What to do now. Maggie appeared as unpredictable as ever,
and a dangerous powerhouse in this mood. He needed to get her back
to his flat, to try talking things over, and then work out what to
do from there. By rights, he ought to turn her in, but that was
problematic in itself. Her suspicions had already been aroused, and
if she got wind, the repercussions didn’t bear thinking about.
Maggie could kill a person with her bare hands, and she seemed
locked in an internal love and hate conflict with him.

As for him, his feelings for her
still ran high. He hadn’t been able to keep her out if his mind
since she’d gone to Stamford, and that only compounded the
issue.


Chapter Two






“Tea – coffee before we
start?”

Maggie leaned across Staples’
kitchen table, palms pressed together, biceps testing the material
of her jersey. “Start – start where?”

“I think it’s time you told me
everything – the whole story, start to finish. What possessed you
to hurl Saunders into the Thames, the care home in Stamford I know
about, but what took you there to begin your personal vendetta –
what happened to you after you left Stamford and disappeared
without a trace. The whole lot …”

Maggie rested her elbows on the
table and linked her hands beneath her chin, palms down, eyes fixed
on Staples as he poured water into the kettle and watched it
boil.

“Well?” Staples looked over his
shoulder.

“Just water for me.”

“I was hoping you were going to
…”

“Patience.”

Maggie waited until Staples
returned. Mug of tea in one hand, glass of water in the other.

Finally, Maggie heaved a sigh,
leaning back on her chair, her arm on the rim. “Last summer,
leaving work, Notting Hill tube station, pensioner clearly
struggling with the heat, tried to board the train, but this
grinning yob pushed him back onto the platform. Well, I saw red,
the doors had almost closed, but I forced them open and found him a
seat. This yob was still pratting about and cracking lewd jokes
with his mates, so I formed a plan. I was going to sort him out and
concoct a story for my partner Bill that I needed to work
late.”

Maggie took a sip of water, her
biceps rising as she clutched the glass with both hands. “Anyway, I
kept him in view, saw that he and his mates changed at Earl’s
Court, and then boarded the Richmond bound train with them.

After leaving his mates, the
guy, Saunders, as it turns out, took the towpath along
Strand-on-the-Green. That’s where I caught up with him – gave him a
bit of a seeing to, heaved him over my head, and chucked him into
the Thames. Nuff said, eh?”

Staples took a seat opposite.
Leaned in, arms crossed on the table. “Initially, Maggie, a noble
action, but wouldn’t you consider what followed a little over the
top?”

Maggie crossed her arms,
replicating Staples’ stance. “Crap. An elderly person was abused,
and it could have turned out to be worse. I wasn’t going to let
Saunders’ actions go unpunished.”

Staples took a sip of his tea.
“That’s what the police are for.”

“There weren’t any around.”
Maggie scoffed. “Hardly ever are. “So I took matters into my own
hands. What’s wrong with that?”

“Some might say quite a bit –
anyway,” Staples pushed on before Maggie could utter a retort. “I
know that you took off to Stamford, worked in a care home, there,
set about turning wrongs to rights again, I suppose, but what
prompted …”

“No suppose about it,” Maggie
fired back, shaking her head and sending her long ginger hair
flying. “It’s what I do.” Exhaling heavily, she continued, “Read
reports in Notting Hill library about widespread abuse at the Peace
Haven Care Home, where the guilty staff ended up pretty much
scot-free of conviction. So went about getting a job there aiming
to deliver my own brand of justice. But time ran out, thanks to
your intervention – in which you downright deceived me. Despite it
all, though, I still managed to get to Chalmers. She took me by
surprise, injected me with some kind of drug. I fought the effects,
used my strength, twisted the steel noose I’d created for her
tighter and tighter around her neck, but I realised I couldn’t
finish her off, the effects of the drug were gradually overpowering
me I’m ashamed to say. But I managed to get away into the fields
just before you lot arrived and slept it off.”

Staples met Maggie’s eyes, but
she showed no sign of flinching, the fierceness in them was
intimidation itself.

“And then what? You spent a year
on the run?”

“No, I wouldn’t call it on the
run.” Maggie chewed her lip. “I worked my way across country. My
power, physique, and stamina stood me in good stead. Mainly found
work on farms – cash in hand. Finished up in the Highlands, where I
took on the undefeated woman’s bare-knuckle champion. I took her
body shots – huh! I could have taken them all day long – she was
demoralised – and then I pounded her into submission.

“After that, I came down south;
a gym owner was so impressed with my workouts he offered me a job,
which I promptly accepted. I’m still there, actually. Loughborough
– have a flat close by.

“But as I say …” Maggie grabbed
Staples’ hand, her eyes softening, her biceps swelling. “I’ve
missed you, Gary, throughout – I don’t know if you’ve missed me,
but now my muscles need a different kind of exercise.

Maggie tightened her grip on his
hand, drew him forward, suddenly planted a kiss on his lips, and
then moved swiftly around the table, suddenly slipping onto
Staples’ lap and curling her right arm around his shoulders. Her
muscles tightening around his neck, she felt Staples’ hardness
below her. “I can see I still turn you on, Mr Police Sergeant, so
where do we go from here?”

“From here, we establish what
course of action to take – you’re instantly recognisable, and you
can’t stay here,” Staples uttered, trying to keep his voice as
emotionless as possible. Maggie’s response was to increase her
power so her biceps flexed against his neck. “Obviously not, but in
the long-term?”

“You’re impossible,” Staples
murmured, his lips lightly parted.”

“And unbeatable,” Maggie uttered
in similar vein, “but not brutal unless you don’t play ball.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

Maggie smiled sweetly, the kind
that Staples loved. The kind that lit up her blue eyes. “Just carry
me to bed, and don’t turn it into a contest that you’ve no chance
of winning.” Maggie applied a devastating one-armed burst of power
to his neck that sent Staples’ senses reeling. “I take it there are
no leftovers of any previous goings-on in there,” she said, a nod
in the direction of Staples’ bedroom.

Staples shook his head, still
reeling from the sheer might of her move. “There has been nobody in
my life since you left.”

“Not even the pretty blonde
policewoman who assisted you in Stamford?”

“Nope. Nothing developed. There
was never anything there.”

“Right answer. You know what? I
believe you. Now get going, carry me through before I leap off your
lap and carry you instead.”

Despite it all – despite all the
many problems and dangers that existed involving this volatile
woman, Staples was aroused to the point where he once more found
her irresistible – the attractiveness and sheer power in her
advances and sexual manoeuvres blew apart and fragmented any
concerns he had about his involvement with her. In fact, her
request – rather order – for him to carry her to his bedroom was
one he hadn’t been expecting. Maggie Wells, he’d thought, had to be
in charge, lock, stock, and barrel.

Staples carried Maggie through
to his bedroom, her arms wrapped around his neck, as she teased
with her biceps continually flexing against the skin of his neck.
He placed her down on the bed where she immediately rolled over,
sprang off the other side, heaved off her jersey, bra, and
underwear, and fixed her vivid blue eyes upon him. “Right, now it’s
your turn. Take your time; I want to drink it all in. Not so bad,”
Maggie murmured after a pause, taking in Staples’ toned body as he
slowly removed his jeans, T-shirt, and pants. Her eyes lingering,
she said, “I can see your member’s in good shape too. It’s been a
while; I almost forgot. Now how could I do that?”

Maggie strolled around the bed
until at arm’s length from Staples, whereupon she lunged forward,
humming softly, her right arm stretching down in a blur while her
right hand found contact with his shoulder, and then in an instant
she’d hoisted him onto the bed and forced herself on top of him,
powerful abdomen engaging his well-developed stomach muscles.

“Your control in matters ends
here.” Maggie gripped Staples’ hands, felt him straining to lift
them. “Sorry, that doesn’t work with me, as you well know.” Maggie
exerted her power, the combined forces of her body bending and
moulding him to hers, and Staples could only capitulate. But it was
controlled strength as she placed her mighty arms around his neck,
rolling onto her side and then her back, bringing him down on top
of her. Maggie felt his hardness, smiled, swung him left and right,
up and down, her lips exploring his, her immense power making
Staples feel as though he were weightless.

And then when she felt he was
ready to climax, Maggie raised herself on her right arm, her left
arm wrapped around his shoulders, drawing him up, and as Staples
came, he felt the suffocating strength of her one-arm hold, almost
as if she was showing off, and as Staples had come to learn, in a
lot of instances that was true. But her power had proved as
irresistible as ever, and Maggie knew it, thrusting Staples, spent,
to the side with her left hand.

“See what you’ve missed?” she
murmured, “and I’m not even out of breath. I could take you again
right now.” She bit her lip. “But I’ll let you off as you’re coming
with me.”

“What?”

Maggie drew herself up on an
elbow. “Surely, there are other careers to be considered apart from
the police?” Maggie slid across, curled an arm around Staples’
neck, and drew him effortlessly towards her. “For instance, how
about moving away somewhere new, setting up your own private
detective agency, while I concentrate on moulding steel bars into
ornaments?”

Staples shook his head. “No – I
can’t even consider it.” He made to get up, but Maggie rendered him
powerless, her muscles like iron. “Can’t or won’t? Promise you’ll
consider it, and I’ll let you go – if not – if not …” Maggie
gritted her teeth, her biceps surging, thundering into his
neck–”

“Maggie!” Staples let out a
muffled yell, but if anything, Maggie’s grip had tightened. He
smashed his fist down on her thigh, but Maggie only smiled. “If
that’s how you want it …” another gritting of teeth, but this time
with the swelling of her abdomen as she took in breath –

“No … no … stop!”

“Did I hear you say you’d
consider it?”

“Okay – okay, just let up.”

Maggie sighed. “Spoilsport,” she
huffed. “I was just about to …”

“Break my neck, I know.” Staples
struggled to sit up, felt around his neck where bruising was
rapidly forming. “That was uncalled for and downright dangerous.
See what I mean … you’re a danger to …”

“No,” Maggie snapped. “No, it
was retaliation for punching me.” Maggie flexed her powerful thigh.
“I even felt it a bit. I specifically warned you not to fight me.
Let that be a warning. Now, about my idea, you promised to consider
it.”

Staples got to his feet, paced
the room, raised a finger at her, shook his head. “I don’t know.
You’re more than a loose cannon, Maggie, you’re a whole bloody
battalion – and I should be turning you in.”

“But you won’t,” Maggie said
matter of factly, getting dressed. “And consider it, should you
decide to quit, you get to have me as backup.” Maggie took a deep
breath, expanded her abdomen, flexed her massive nineteen-inch
biceps, and smiled at him. Then inspecting them as they threatened
to rip apart her jersey, “Nobody, but nobody is going to argue with
these beauties.”

Staples raked a hand across his
forehead, nose, and mouth. How she managed to combine that physique
and yet maintain her exceptional good looks was beyond him, and yet
it worked spectacularly well for her, and he had to admit, for him
too. “I must be mad,” he muttered, but I’ll think it over.” He
paused. “As for you, you’d better be heading back to Loughborough,
and I’ll call you when I’ve thought it through. I take it you
…”

“I’ve got a cheapie in the car
park. Does the job, cash purchase.” Maggie closed in on him. “You
mean it? You’ll consider it, and you won’t try to turn me in?”

“No, dammit.” Staples shook his
head; despite it all, he couldn’t resist smiling.

“Good.” Maggie’s smile lit up
her face. She placed her arms around his waist, her muscles
contracting as she gave him a sudden burst of power. “Same mobile
number?”

“Yes.” Staples placed his hands
on his aching sides, and Maggie slipped a phone out of her jeans
pocket. Staples’ phone rang, and Maggie said, “There you go, my new
number. I’ll wait to hear from you then, and make it soon.” Her
expression became intense, and her blue eyes took on a portentous
glare. “And don’t cross me again, you hear?”

“I hear.”

But Maggie Wells had already
swept through the living room and out the front door.


Chapter Three






Maggie knew she should get out
of the area; the Strand-on-the-Green Strongwoman had become
something of a legend, her feats of strength in the area forming
part of her notoriety. Yet despite that, she was in no rush. Half a
mile from Staples’ flat she pulled her Corsa to a halt, strode
through an alleyway to the towpath, and hands on hips, the very
spot where she’d hoisted Saunders above her head and flung him into
the water, she stood feet apart, staring across the Thames,
breathing in the rising wind that whipped her ginger hair around
her face and shoulders.

The riotous part of her, the
part she knew would never be controlled, longed for an incident
whereupon she could repeat her mighty antics, leave a fresh mark on
the area, leave the good folk of the area once more in awe of her
power. Power that had once again found its way through Staples’
defences. Her strength and aggression combined with her looks had
won him over, of that she was sure. He’d never known anyone like
her, and her performance today had swept Staples towards her just
like the power of her moves.

But now she’d won Staples over
it would be folly to risk getting caught. Time to head back to
Loughborough and wait for Staples to call her – say yes, that she’d
won him over.

Maggie smiled, walked back up
the alleyway, climbed into her Corsa, and switched on the
ignition.

And then came the tap on the
window that changed Maggie’s intentions entirely. She glanced up,
momentarily startled to be met by the leering features of Karen
Jeffries, her arch-enemy, the one who’d falsely reported seeing her
throw Saunders into the river, even though she’d been on holiday at
the time. The same one she’d caught having an affair with her
former partner, Bill. Maggie didn’t give a damn about that,
frankly. No – it was simply that the woman had the audacity and
stupidity to carry it out in her own home. So Jeffries had
experienced first-hand just how powerful Maggie was – and yet now
the woman had the nerve to confront her in a quiet back street in
Chiswick.

“Well now, fancy meeting you
here,” Karen snarled as Maggie lowered the driver’s window. “I
heard that you’re a wanted woman, strange that you should choose to
show up here, or perhaps not.”

Maggie switched the ignition
off, leaned her forearm on the ledge, her muscles flexing. “The
same could be said about you.”

“But I’m not the one the police
have been chasing. For how long, a year or more? I’m sure the
authorities would love to be informed of your presence.”

Maggie sighed, her blue eyes
gathering intensity as she stared Jeffries out. “You really don’t
learn, do you?”

The temptation too great to
resist, Maggie forced the driver’s door open, knocking Jeffries
backwards. She surged forward, her left fist clenching Jeffries’
parka. “I’ve been wanting to leave my mark again, and this is too
good an opportunity to ignore.

Maggie’s muscles surged through
her jumper as she raised Jeffries from her feet, swung her free arm
around the back of her knees, and carried the woman screaming down
the alleyway to the towpath. Ignoring her frantic gestures, Maggie
said, “I know you can swim, so you’re going for a nice little
dip.”

Maggie reached the towpath,
swung the stricken Jeffries up and above her shoulders. “Go take a
bath,” she murmured, expanding her mighty abdomen, drawing back and
then hurling the woman fifteen feet into the Thames’ muddy
waters.

She watched the spluttering
Jeffries surface, crossed her arms, and smiled sweetly, brushing
past a couple of approaching onlookers who appeared ready to rush
to Jeffries’ aid.

“Don’t worry, she can swim,”
Maggie said nonchalantly without looking back as she returned to
her car.

No doubt Jeffries would make
great play of what happened, but on that score, Maggie cared not a
bit. She’d made her mark again, and who better than Karen Jeffries
as her victim? What long-term repercussions would ensue was another
matter. Maggie hoped that Staples wouldn’t be swayed when he
learned of her actions, as he no doubt would, but the temptation to
add to her legend as the Strand-on-the-Green Strongwoman had proved
too much to resist.

***

Gary Staples crossed to the
mirror, examined the dark bruises on his neck inflicted during
Maggie’s latest display of strength. He’d no doubt the woman could
have broken his neck, and indeed seemed intent on doing so until
he’d yielded to joining her in Loughborough.

He’d no doubt enraged her by
smashing his fist into her thigh trying to get her to stop, but
she’s shrugged the blow off as though it were a slap from a child,
and her mighty arms had tightened and tightened until with what was
left of his breath he’d finally acquiesced.

Even then, she’d seemed
reluctant to ease off, only at the last second doing so. And so
now, Staples was in a quandary. Maggie had used her muscles to
force the agreement out of him, but even so, despite the inherent
dangers involved, part of him wanted to join her.

Her power captivated him as much
as her looks. She wasn’t just the strongest woman he’d ever
encountered – she was the strongest person, full stop. None
of the men he knew would be able to match her strength, of that, he
was sure, dangerous as it was. And to exist as she had, evading all
attempts to apprehend her, was extraordinary, in itself. She
obviously believed she could overcome everything in her path, and
up until now, she had. Maggie hadn’t even been concerned about
returning to the scenes of her previous encounters. Maggie Wells,
Staples was convinced, believed she could handle anyone and
anything.

As Staples readied himself her
work, he realised his immediate problem was going to be explaining
the giant bruise on his neck to his superior, Inspector Waters, and
then at some stage, he would go ahead, take the plunge, resign from
the police, and join Maggie in Loughborough.

Staples knew that there was no
way he could present himself at the station like this, that he’d
have to pull a sickie until the bruising healed. Heck, he’d made up
his mind to resign in any case, join Miss Muscles in Loughborough,
and look to put her private detective idea into practice. Thus, he
picked up the phone and called in sick, but Staples could tell from
the outset that something was up. He reported his fake illness, but
Waters seemed to disregard it. His response was flat but full of
portent. “She’s back. Know anything about it?”

Play dumb. “Sorry? You’ve
lost me.”

“No. I don’t think I have. I
think you know exactly who I’m talking about. So I’ll ask again –
do you know anything about it?”

Staples sighed, did his best to
sound convincing. “I assume you’re referring to Maggie Wells. No,
of course not. If I did, I would have told you. What’s
happened?”

Waters’ reply was a long time
coming – could he have somehow known about their meeting on the
towpath? Staples didn’t have to wait long to find out. “There was
an incident along the Thames towpath in Chiswick. Almost identical
to the one she carried out a year ago. That woman Jeffries, that
one who fed us the false statement concerning Wells claims Wells
beat her up, threw her into the Thames.”

Staples ran his free hand across
his face. Dammit – she must have gone back there – somehow
encountered Jeffries, and as usual, flexed her muscles.

Exactly what she shouldn’t have
done. But then when did Maggie ever do anything else? Staples tried
playing it down. “As you say, Jeffries has made a false statement
before. How can we believe her?”

“There were two witnesses helped
her out of the water. Their description fits Wells to a tee. I
can’t believe she’s had the audacity to return here, let alone
carry out the same stunt again – after being on the run for a year?
Waters’ tone carried more than a hint of irritation. “How long is
this – sickness – going to last, do you suppose, Gary? Resources
are stretched, and we need this woman caught once and for all –
meaning we need to be at full strength for this.”

Staples felt as though he was
being pushed into a corner. How long the bruise would take to work
its way out, he couldn’t guess, especially with the amount of force
Maggie had applied, and the amount of pain he still felt. But he
had a suspicion that Waters didn’t entirely believe him, in more
ways than one. “A few days, perhaps less, but you know me. I’ll be
back as soon as I can.”

“The disappearance of one, the
reappearance of another,” Waters said with a sigh.

“What’s that supposed to mean,
boss?” Staples knew full well, but his ire, however unwisely
allowed to surface, came to the fore.

“Oh, nothing, Gary. Purely
coincidence, of course. So we’ll see you back here as soon as is
humanly possible, eh?”

“Of course, boss.”

Staples ended the call but
promptly made another.


Chapter Four


Maggie set course for
Loughborough, knowing her muscles had got the better of her again,
and on more than one count. She’d almost crushed Staples to death
in one instance, and no doubt reactivated police attention towards
her with her treatment of Jeffries. Could she remain in
Loughborough? Probably not. But she’d wait for Staples; despite the
treatment she’d inflicted on him, Maggie was counting on him
joining her.

Maggie arrived back in
Loughborough early evening and promptly commenced a session on her
weights. Partly to take her mind off the consequences of her
actions on the Chiswick towpath and Staples’ reaction when he
learned of it, but also to help pacify her restlessness. That,
though, she knew, was easier said than done. Maggie could hoist
three-hundred-pound weights above her shoulders without breaking
sweat.

And this evening was no
different. Maggie sighed, elected on a two-mile run through the
rainswept street of Loughborough. At least that succeeded in
working up an appetite; even so, she restricted herself to a salad
before showering.

Standing in front of the mirror,
Maggie examined herself. Powerful shoulders, amazing biceps in her
strong arms, and solid torso. She looked magnificent. She raked a
comb through her long ginger hair and then pushed it aside and
thought once more about Staples. She considered calling him,
putting him in the picture about the Strand-on-the-Green incident,
and then shrugged it off. It could wait until morning.

As it happened, however, Staples
beat her
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