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      Three beautiful young women were bathing completely naked. In a public place where anybody could buy an entry ticket. Men and women of all ages — people they’d never met in their lives — were free to admire them in all their bareness. If they chose to do so.

      The girls had been in the lukewarm water for almost an hour now, keeping their bodies safely beneath the surface. Little more skin than that of their faces was exposed to the biting nip of a German December afternoon.

      They’d giggled and splashed a little, but mostly they’d just let themselves drift around the pool, their graceful movements as carefree and languorous as their conversation. Now and then they would give up pretending this was exercise and lean up against the wall, oblivious to time, sharing the smiles and tales of another year gone by.

      Claudia and her two friends, Rosa and Corinne, had known each other since primary school. Now university students, they were indulging in a happy catch-up at their local spa. They’d gone their separate ways in the couple of years since finishing their basic education, but it was Weihnachten and now they were together once more, reunited in their home town for the Christmas holiday season. They’d been to the festive local Weihnachtsmarkt until late the night before, and were all a little tender after sinking several glasses of fruity Glühwein.

      An afternoon Therme session was just the right way for the trio of girlfriends to carry on their reunion after a late start and a lazy brunch that would see them through till dinnertime. The whirlwind of homecoming had passed. Last night had been a frantic catch-up, everyone trying to get the next story in before someone else started theirs. Today the girls were catching their breath. A few hours of heat, water and fresh air were guaranteed to anaesthetise them. They all knew from experience that they would pass out quickly tonight.

      Claudia loved the way you could lose all track of time at the Therme. Even when she came here alone, she would sit in one of the hot tubs long into the evening, just watching the steam rise from the illuminated turquoise water into the black sky. There was never pressure to speak, nothing uncomfortable in silence. Sometimes she’d be envious of the couples that came here: how they’d press their bare skin against each other under the water, grabbing cheeky kisses in between giggles. At times like that she would just close her eyes and try to think of something else.

      Born and bred in Germany, inexperienced Claudia hadn’t travelled enough to know that the wider world had no places quite like this to offer. Certainly not places quite so indulgent. With four hot tubs, eight saunas, a steam room and two pools, the entire facility was built with letting go in mind.

      Nor was she aware of one huge reason why Therme culture in its entirety hadn’t caught on outside of liberated Northern Europe. A particular rule that was de rigueur in her country: spa users were expected to remain strictly textilfrei. Naked, in other words. And there was no concession to modesty or prudes: men and women almost always bathed together.

      But there was another thing Claudia didn’t know.

      She was being watched.
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        * * *

      

      Jake was alone in a nearby hot tub. He was one of very few solo visitors to the spa, but he was okay with that. He was on a business trip, after all, and most of the people he knew in this city were guys. Work associates. He was happier with his own company in a place like this. There was absolutely nothing to like about sharing his hot tub with a bunch of hairy men, after all.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d passed a day between meetings in such a place. He was completely comfortable with the nudity now, and wouldn’t have it any other way. Not for the first time, he wondered how a mixed place like this would go down back home in Canada. Surely the conservative folks there would come round to it eventually? He hoped so. Jake couldn’t think of anything more purifying to follow one of his ice-hockey games.

      Men would not take much convincing, he reasoned, as he surveyed the outdoor area from the hot tub. That slim girl in the pool, the one with the angular face, had clearly caught a few eyes. Her two cute friends only enhanced the scene: several males were glancing at the smiling, fresh-cheeked trio on a regular basis. Mostly it was just the girls’ heads visible above the water, but any watcher could make out the distorted, subtly shrunken shapes of their bodies beneath it.

      Though the shimmering pool’s optical tricks did the girls a disservice in one way, it also accentuated the smooth whiteness of their flesh. Their breasts, just beneath the surface, appeared to be floating upwards, yearning for a breath of fresh air. The wobbly liquid made their curvaceous young bodies a tantalising shimmer of drunken parts, their subtle movements more fluid than they would be on dry land. If anything, he thought, their feminine grace was all the stronger for the illusions.

      Any time one of them held on to the wall and absent-mindedly let her legs float upward, her bare nether regions, oddly magnified, made compelling viewing for a man. Never more so than if her torso broke the surface, two nipples kissing the crisp air and tightening instantly at its icy touch.

      ‘Snap out of it!’ Jake urged himself as he looked deliberately away. Outright staring was not the done thing. The Germans were very particular about the non-sexual nature of this kind of place — sexy though it blatantly was — and ogling could get you kicked out. The nudity was supposedly for hygienic reasons, and it had been a part of their culture for a long time. The locals had all grown up with these rules and were outwardly mature about it. Being naked was both cleaner and more relaxing — there was nothing more to it than that. The no-swimsuits requirement, as per the enlightened, liberated culture of north of Europe, was of course the same for men and women.

      But it just wasn’t as simple as that, thought Jake as he felt his eyes drawn helplessly back to the dreamy girl in the pool, as if she were a magnet. They could say what they liked on paper, but the fact was that the men got to see naked girls for free. Sure, the women could ogle the men too, but he was old enough to know that females rarely got as much pleasure out of that as males did. Whoever dreamed up this whole ‘nudity for hygiene’ thing and sold it to the German nation was a marketing genius every man should thank till kingdom come.

      It was almost an hour since Jake had noticed the trio of girls descending the shining chrome steps into the warm relief of the water and had instantly clocked them as the day’s star attractions. But that wintery-blonde one with the sharp features, the oval face and the petite stud in her nose, stood out from her brunette friends. Her firm figure gripped him even from afar. Truth be told, her friends were like sentinels around a queen; barely to be noticed. He wanted to see her. Closer. This thing had already become fascination.
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        * * *

      

      “Time for a sauna?”

      The suggestion came from Corinne. She was the prettier of the two brunettes. She had the naughty ears and dark eyes of a flying fox, and that was kind of appropriate. At school, she had been the daring one, and she had always had a wicked, sometimes teasing, way with boys. Though she didn’t have the classically handsome face Claudia had, Corinne possessed an x-factor that Claudia had never been able to recognise in herself.

      Where Claudia had always been careful with men, trying to avoid being hurt, her strategy hadn’t always worked. Whenever she’d dropped her guard for a guy she felt worthwhile, she’d been left in the lurch. It was different for Corinne: they could never let her go. There was something about her that made them keep coming back for more. Judging by the tales she was relaying from university, she was still enjoying that power. Claudia smiled at the stories, but weakly: Corinne could still prod the jealousy she wished she could have grown out of by now.

      “Just what I was thinking,” Claudia agreed. Rosa, the quiet one, nodded with enthusiasm too. “We might dissolve soon!”

      There was only so much time they wanted to stay in one place, anyway, and there were so many corners of the spa to experience. They had better make the most of the €25 they’d spent to get in! Silence was expected in the meditative atmosphere of the saunas, though, so chatter was about to go on hold. Claudia was okay with that.

      “Let’s go to the hottest one, it’s down there at the bottom,” Corinne suggested. “It’s amazing, I think it has a wood fire.” Like many European women brought up with saunas close at hand, the girls all had exceptional tolerance for temperature. Nor were any of them immune to the soporific charms of the dry heat, nor the health benefits that came with it. Claudia believed all the sweat was great for her skin, which she always thought could do with some help. Her last boyfriend, who hadn’t lasted more than a few weeks, had kept assuring her that her skin was somehow beyond perfect. But she was never confident about her own looks, no matter what anybody said.

      Only one challenge remained for Claudia and her two friends — the intense chill outside the pool. The anticipated pain of exiting was exactly the reason they’d stayed in the heated water for so long. Now they would have to freeze, if just for a few seconds, as they scuttled naked across the garden area.

      “Time to make a run for it,” commanded Corinne. Claudia and Rosa obeyed, gritting their teeth but giggling like schoolgirls as they hoisted themselves out of the water and made a dash for the sanctity of 95 degrees Celsius.
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        * * *

      

      Jake was at a loss. He’d stepped out of the hot tub and gone to do some exercises in a quiet corner of the garden. Lounging around all day did not naturally sit well with him, even though looking at all the women seemed a perfectly justifiable use of the time. He felt less guilty about the idleness if he spent a few minutes doing something useful. Besides, there was a certain novelty in doing sit-ups without a stitch of clothing on.

      A hardy Canadian, he was okay with the cold for now. But his feet were freezing. For some reason he had failed to put his flip-flops back on when he’d left the hot tub, and they were feeling the painful effects of the small stones that littered the pathways like coarse sea salt. Not to mention the decidedly festive-season air temperature. He wandered back to the indoor area just to see who was about. The place had gone relatively quiet, which wasn’t unusual in the middle of the day. A lot of people had donned bathrobes and headed to the bar area for lunch.

      He went for an open-plan, co-ed shower. He didn’t really need one, but he couldn’t get enough of soaping himself down alongside a bunch of women nonchalantly doing the same thing. The novelty never wore off. All the way through school, and more recently at his sports clubs, the women's showers were a place only his imagination could visit. But here, the door to every fantasy was open. Well, not quite every fantasy, perhaps…but even standing a yard away from a glistening, sud-soaked woman was something he might never get used to. Certainly, it took a lot of effort not to stiffen. But at least that stopped him staring too much.

      On this occasion there wasn’t much reason to gaze — he had one middle-aged woman and a couple of hirsute men for company. Jake emerged from the shower area, dripping. He was in no hurry to reach for his towel. He enjoyed the feeling of being naked with girls around. For him, there was something about the shared experience that grabbed him. If he’d only wanted to look at tits, after all, he could go to a strip club any time. But that wasn’t his thing: he didn’t think paying for that kind of thing would give him a good feeling in the long run. He liked that these were everyday women that he might later see riding a bicycle or doing their shopping. He found it a thrill to see them pull down their workaday panties as they shed their street clothes in the mixed-sex locker room. And later, when everyone would be dressed and waiting in line to pay, there was a lot to like about those ‘I know what she looks like naked!’ thoughts. But what thrilled him most, of course, was the simple pleasure of admiring a beautiful woman totally disrobed. Vulnerable and naked, obeying the strict rules.

      His thoughts turned once more to that lovely blonde and her friends. Had they left for the day? Gone for lunch? He was pretty sure he’d have seen them if they’d come back indoors, but as he returned to the garden he noticed that they were no longer in the pool. That meant they were probably hiding in one of the two outdoor saunas. He guessed it might be the ultra-hot one at the bottom of the garden, and quietly hoped he might find the luscious trio in there. He walked to the sauna and removed the towel around his waist. Then, quietly as he could, he pushed the door open.
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        * * *

      

      The cold had clawed at her unprotected skin like a hundred icy gloves, scratching their way across Claudia’s body. They hadn’t missed a millimetre. She’d folded her arms across her breasts as she hurried across the garden, but it did almost no good. It may have saved her nipples from hardening in the headwind, but she’d felt like a snow-woman on the run. Carrot nose and all.

      And yes, she’d felt self-conscious too. She knew it was probably the same for Rosa, although Corinne the tease had almost certainly enjoyed her little naked scuttle. Claudia, like most German women of her generation, was not completely naïve. She wasn’t shy about the naked thing — it was the same for everyone, after all, and they’d all grown up with it — but she was aware that men liked to look. And she didn’t have the confidence to be thrilled about parading herself more than necessary.

      Normally she would have wrapped at least her lower half in a towel after emerging from the water. It was the done thing here, even in warmer weather. But a detour to the towel rail would have made things take a second or two longer in the cold; sprinting across the garden from the pool had seemed like a fun idea! And it would make the warm sauna all the more rewarding.

      She hadn’t noticed anyone specific watching as she had scurried. But it seemed likely that somebody must have followed her with his eyes. Perhaps some disapproving women too. In spite of herself, a tiny part of her was excited by the idea. In her last few strides, she became aware that the cold wind wasn’t neglecting the area between her legs.
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        * * *

      

      He knew straight away.

      It was her. A slim, perfectly proportioned body laid out on the wood, belly up and knees bent, towards the back of the cabin on the left. It was dim inside, but two female figures sharing the same level confirmed his instinct that this was the beautiful girl he’d seen smiling and laughing in the pool, now settled in the warm with her friends.

      Away to the right, on the triple-tier bench facing the three young women, were a couple of other figures. Jake had to make an instant call. If he sat with these people, he’d be able to admire this blonde beauty in awe without anyone noticing. The girl herself probably had her eyes shut: stretched-out women in the sauna usually did. His other choice would be to head to the vacant level just above her. The view would be wonderful, but people might watch him watching.

      But then, so what if they did? He decided that the chance to worship this gorgeous human being, whose lean body would land her any exotic dancer job with ease, was well worth any disapproval he might feel coming his way.
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        * * *

      

      Claudia felt good. It was rare for her to completely let go, but she was as relaxed now as she’d been all year. Talking to her friends had been fun but tiring, and she was glad of a little quiet time. Rosa and Corinne filled the rest of the bench, but there would be no chatting here in the sauna. They didn’t have the place to themselves, and the people opposite them would expect tranquillity to reign in the hot-house.

      Eyes closed, she drifted into semi-consciousness. She was only dimly aware of Rosa and Corinne, somewhere beyond her feet on this shelf they’d claimed. There was no sound but the occasional crackle from the hearth in the middle of the room, and the slight creak of wood as someone in the hot wooden cabin shifted position. The heat was constant, but her body temperature wasn’t. It was as though she were being wrapped tenderly and gently in a thick blanket. Her heartbeat slowed and she thought of nothing at all.

      Every muscle began to surrender to gravity. From her toes to her inner thighs to her lips and the tips of her ears, barely a part of her resisted sloth. As if by their own will, her hands flopped palms-up. Her sleepy leg muscles began to lose interest in supporting her bent knees, which began to slide open. A feint voice deep in her mind sounded an instinctive warning not to display her private parts quite so brazenly, and from somewhere she summoned enough care to heed it.

      Claudia was dimly aware of the door opening in front of her. Her perceptions were fuzzy, almost drugged. But she opened one eye for a peek. A man. In his thirties, if she had to guess. Athletic and well-proportioned, as far as she could make out — but he was little more than a silhouette. She retreated behind her heavy eyelids again, but her ears told her he was close. That he was stepping on the wood just behind her. Then she heard the sound of settling — right above her defenceless, unfurled body.
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        * * *

      

      Calmly, as if one place was as good as any other to him, he padded gently across the floor and then climbed around the supine angel to the top tier. He settled, trying not to disturb anyone — especially not this delectable woman so exquisitely displayed — with excessive creaking of the wood. Then he tried to look cool.
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