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  ‘Are you shocked?’


  Sarika smiled. ‘You have been a guest at the Mahal Hotel for three days now, Mrs Medhi-ji. On each of those days, while your husband has been away on business, I have spent at least an hour massaging you. On each of these occasions, we have shared chai and talked afterward. I know you are here for the wedding of your cousin Preeti, who is also my friend. I know you were not a virgin when you married and that your husband, Dipak, likes nothing more than to watch you – you know – touch yourself.’


  Sarika took a sip of her chai, peering at Ravina Medhi over the rim of her cup. ‘We have shared much in these three days, Mrs Medhi-ji, and I like to think we have come to know each other well. Do you really think I’m so easily shocked? You should hear some of my stories!’


  In truth, Sarika was not so much shocked by Ravina’s request as concerned at the implications. She did not want to do anything that might risk her position in the hotel’s small spa facility.


  ‘If I were to agree to your request,’ she went on, ‘then I would insist on absolute discretion. I have no wish to bring disrepute down on you, me or the hotel.’


  °°°


  She couldn’t believe she was even considering this.


  Ravina had assured her of her complete confidentiality, but was that enough?


  If there was any scandal, Sarika knew she could argue she was doing nothing wrong, but also she knew that these things were more about perception than any actual transgression.


  ‘It will be discreet,’ Ravina had insisted. ‘We book Dipak in for a massage and you do exactly that. It’s only when you’re finished that you will slip away and I take over and, well, finish him off. It is a present for him. I like to surprise him. Only the three of us will know, and I promise you, my husband will have no complaints.’


  Ravina had a way of batting her eyelids when she laughed, and Sarika knew – whether conscious or not – that must have won her just about anything she wanted throughout her life.


  ‘Normally I only work with female clients,’ she said, one last attempt to escape. Massage was all about the flow and synchronization of energies between giver and receiver – any possibility of sexual tensions only interfered with this.


  ‘Dipak knows I have been seeing you,’ said Ravina. ‘I have told him how good you are. It would only be natural for me to persuade you to treat him, too.’


  What Ravina Medhi proposed was straightforward enough. Sarika would remain professional throughout, and then she would hand over and whatever followed would take place behind closed doors.


  Let these two find their thrills.


  ‘Accha,’ said Sarika, finally. ‘I will make the appointment.’


  °°°


  Dipak Medhi was a tall man in his mid-thirties. He pressed his hands together and bowed with a softly-spoken ‘Namaste’, and then Sarika led him through to the treatment room.


  ‘Your wife tells me you lead a stressful, demanding life,’ said Sarika. ‘I have mixed an oil for you blended with jasmine and sandalwood, to help free your chakras and ease the flows of energy. All chosen to relax you from the stresses of your life.’


  Dipak smiled. ‘Ravina told me you were thorough,’ he said.


  ‘Accha. I have been trained well in the Ayurvedic principles.’


  The lighting in the treatment room was low and natural, slanting in through partially-shuttered windows, all designed to create the most soothing possible environment. A reed mat lay on a futon in the middle of the room and now Sarika indicated this. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘Remove as many clothes as you are comfortable with, and lie here, face down and covered with a towel. I will return in a few minutes.’


  A short time later, she stood just outside the door listening for any signs of movement, but all she heard were the gentle tones of sitar, shehnai and tabla. The sound system was playing variations on the Mishra Ghara. As with the spices and fragrances she had mixed with the massage oils, she knew she was taking a risk here, as both the scents and the ragas were carefully selected to enhance a mood of romantic arousal, rather than the relaxation she had promised him. These things were important for when Ravina came in to complete her husband’s experience, but Sarika didn’t want him getting into the mood too early...


  Dipak lay as she had directed, his arms at his sides and a white towel draped across his middle area.


  Sarika stood over him, her hands pressed together. Mr Medhi kept himself in good condition. Sarika did not like to judge, but she knew that simply from a practitioner’s viewpoint massaging a finely-tuned body was a different experience to working one that was loose and tired.


  She allowed her head to empty of these thoughts and concentrated on bringing her breathing into step with the rise and fall of Dipak’s back. He may have smirked when she’d earlier referred to the chakras and the flows of energy, but Sarika understood the importance of these things, of being in tune – the flow of energies was not just internal, but also between giver and receiver.


  He was watching her, his eyes half-open.


  She nodded, and moved round to stand by his head. ‘Are you ready to begin?’ she asked him. ‘I will start with your head and neck, and then your back, and then I will ask you to turn over and I will attend to legs, arms and chest. If at any time the pressure is too great, or too little, do say. Accha?’


  She kneeled, her knees either side of his head. Such an intimate position... She wondered what was in his head? Although she generally worked on women, she had massaged men before, and she knew that even with the intimacy of touch it was nearly always a strangely chaste thing. But that was because atmosphere and scents were selected to create that mood, whereas she knew now that she had selected elements to enhance the sensuality of this experience...


  That first contact was always the strangest. Touching another’s body was such an intimate thing – particularly one that lay before you, near to naked. Sarika pressed her fingers to his scalp, so they ran gently through his thick hair, following the contours of his skull.


  Within seconds she was lost in the discovery process: the feel of his muscles, the way he responded as a person to her touch and the way those individual muscles reacted. She found the knots immediately, the blocked energy.


  And all the time, she breathed as he breathed, in perfect synchronization.


  When she moved to his neck and shoulders, the results were apparent almost instantly, the tightness unravelling from the muscles.


  His body was very receptive, and she suspected he was no stranger to regular massage. Perhaps that explained Ravina’s gift: a chance to subvert something he took for granted?


  Sarika, forced the thoughts to disperse. She was a receptacle. If her mind was racing then the tension would be transmitted to Dipak. She needed to be pure.


  The synchronized breathing. The teasing, twisting forms of the raga playing on the sound system. The beautiful light slanting into the room. The muscles shifting, easing, and becoming pliable under her touch.


  When she reached his lower back she eased the towel lower, and saw that he still wore underwear. She eased the waistband down a little so she could use the heels of her hands to work the sacrospinalis and the upper, meaty slabs of the gluteus maximus.


  He grunted, shifting position a little. Had he dozed and was now awake again, or was he moving to accommodate a growing erection?


  Sarika smiled and allowed her hands to work a little farther down the glutes.


  °°°


  ‘Are you ready to turn over, Mr Medhi-ji?’


  Sarika kneeled to one side, her knees on the cotton futon. She held the towel and turned her head away as Dipak rolled onto his side and then his back.


  When she lowered the towel, she caught a brief glimpse of black shorts, enough to see that if it had been an erection that had prompted him to shift position earlier, that response had subsided now.


  She took his hand and lay it palm-upwards in her lap, starting to work it with her thumbs.


  He was watching her, and she looked away. Concentrated on his hand, his lower arm, on pushing the energies up the length of his arm.


  When she moved to his other arm, his eyes were closed again.


  Next, she retrieved a small towel, folded and soaked in warm water perfumed with jasmine. She placed it over his eyes and smoothed it down.


  ‘Let the heat soak through you,’ she murmured. ‘Breathe in the scents. Relax.’


  Kneeling above his head, now she leaned over him, sliding her oiled hands over the sparse hair and firm muscles of his chest: the teres major, the pectoralis major, the latissimus dorsi. The names were like mantras in her head.


  Discreetly, she avoided the tiny dark stubs of his nipples.


  As she pushed down his chest, she glanced lower, wondering what he was like down there. Wondering what he and Ravina were like together – how they liked to make love.


  When she reached the lower part of his ribcage she drew back again, knowing not to go any farther. But then, unable to resist the impulse, she clawed her fingers just a little as she pulled back across his chest.


  He tensed, and she felt that same tension in her own body, too.


  She forced herself to breathe slowly, forced her heart not to race. Used the heels of her hands to work at the new tension in his chest.


  And when she looked up, she saw the door was partly open, and standing there was Ravina.


  She should not have been so surprised to see the woman naked. She knew what Ravina intended to do when Sarika left. But still...


  Ravina was smiling. When she caught Sarika’s eye she nodded. Go on...


  Did she like this? Did she enjoy seeing Sarika’s hands on her husband’s body?


  Ravina was a beautiful woman. Sarika knew she looked after herself, just as her husband did. The woman’s body was trim and lean, her skin smooth.


  Sarika stood, and moved to the foot of the futon so she could kneel at Dipak’s feet.


  ‘I’m going to finish with your feet and legs,’ she said softly. ‘Just lie there and enjoy it.’


  She didn’t normally talk much when she was giving treatment. It interrupted the mood. But there was something about this session, so different to the norm!


  Nerves, she realized.


  She took one of Dipak’s feet in her hands and rested it on her lap.


  Gently, she eased the toes apart, took the smallest toe between finger and thumb and pulled gently, sliding up its short length. She repeated this on the next toe.


  Dipak’s body tensed. Normally, this would not be the right response, an imbalance of energies, but now...


  The middle toe, sliding her fingers and thumb along it. The next one... And then the big toe, she gripped it in her hand, twisting her grip as she pulled.


  When she started to massage the sole of his foot with her thumbs, there was no mistaking where that new tension in his body had found its home.


  The white towel of his midriff had pushed upwards in an unmistakable mound.


  Sarika glanced across at Ravina. She had seen, too, and was smiling. She stood with a hand cupping one breast, the other hand hovering down over her smooth yoni, not quite touching herself.


  Sarika wrapped her hands around Dipak’s
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