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I arrived at Elite Fitness twenty minutes early, a habit born from anxiety rather than punctuality. The glass doors of the upscale gym reflected my hesitant expression as I stood outside, tugging self-consciously at my slightly too-tight t-shirt. Six weeks since Emma had casually mentioned my "hibernation padding" before walking out of my life, and here I was, still letting her words dictate my self-worth.

"Fuck it," I muttered, pushing through the doors into the air-conditioned sanctuary of people far fitter than myself.

The reception area gleamed with chrome and glass, populated by the kind of bodies I'd only seen in Instagram fitness posts. I approached the front desk, already regretting the impulsive decision to blow a month's entertainment budget on a personal trainer.

"Aaron Mercer? For your consultation with Candice?" The receptionist smiled with practiced warmth. "She'll be with you in just a moment. Feel free to fill out these forms while you wait."

I scribbled through medical history questions and liability waivers, occasionally glancing up at the intimidating equipment visible through the glass walls. Each person I saw seemed to move with purpose and confidence—everything I lacked in this moment.

"Aaron?"

The voice pulled me from my self-pity spiral. I looked up and felt my breath catch. Standing before me was easily the most beautiful woman I'd seen in months. Tall, with caramel skin that glowed with vitality, she extended a perfectly manicured hand toward me. Her athletic build was evident even through her fitted Elite Fitness polo and leggings—strong but feminine, with curves in all the places my eyes shouldn't have immediately traveled to.

"I'm Candice Rodriguez, your personal trainer." Her smile revealed perfect white teeth, and her dark eyes assessed me with professional interest. "Ready to get started?"

I stood, suddenly aware of every imperfection beneath my clothes. "Yeah, I... yes. Nice to meet you."

When our hands met, something unexpected happened. A small jolt—not static electricity, but something more primal—traveled up my arm. Her grip was firm, confident, her skin surprisingly soft against mine. For a brief moment, our eyes locked, and I could have sworn something flickered in her expression—amusement? Interest? Whatever it was disappeared so quickly I convinced myself I'd imagined it.

"So," she said, releasing my hand after holding it just a moment longer than necessary, "tell me about your fitness goals while we tour the facility."

I followed her through the gym, trying desperately to focus on explaining my beach body aspirations rather than the hypnotic sway of her hips as she walked ahead of me. Something about her presence made me feel simultaneously intimidated and drawn in—a combination that left me more tongue-tied than I'd been since high school.

What the hell was happening to me? I'd come here to rebuild my confidence, not have it completely dismantled by an unexpected attraction to my personal trainer.

"Let's head to the consultation room," Candice said, gesturing toward a frosted glass door at the far end of the main floor. "We'll need to take some baseline measurements before designing your program."

I followed her through the gym, dodging between fitness enthusiasts who all seemed to know exactly what they were doing. The consultation room was smaller than I expected—clinical yet intimate, with a scale, measuring tools, and a padded examination table dominating the space.

Candice closed the door behind us, and suddenly the gym's energetic soundtrack became a muted thump. "I'll need you to remove your shirt so we can get accurate measurements," she said, her tone matter-of-fact as she picked up a cloth measuring tape.

"Right. Of course." My fingers fumbled with the hem of my t-shirt. I hesitated, then pulled it over my head in one quick motion, like ripping off a bandage. The cool air hit my skin, and I resisted the urge to cross my arms over my chest.

"Stand here, please." Candice pointed to a spot in front of her. 

I moved into position, hyperaware of my body's imperfections—the softness around my midsection that Emma had so casually criticized, the definition I'd lost since my college days. 

"Arms out to the sides," she instructed.

As I complied, Candice stepped closer. The subtle scent of coconut wafted from her skin or hair—I couldn't tell which, but it was intoxicating. She wrapped the measuring tape around my chest first, her fingers brushing against my skin with clinical precision.

"So, beach season, huh?" she asked, jotting down numbers on a clipboard. "Any specific areas you want to focus on?"

"Abs, I guess," I managed, trying to keep my voice steady as she moved the tape to my waist. Her touch was professional but sent unexpected shivers across my skin. "And maybe arms. Chest."

"Hmm." She circled me slowly, measuring my shoulders, then biceps. "Your foundation is actually quite good. You've trained before?"

"College. Intramural sports. Nothing serious."

She nodded, dropping to one knee to measure my thighs. I stared fixedly at the wall chart displaying muscle groups, desperately trying not to think about how close her face was to my—

"Your body fat percentage isn't as high as you seem to think," she said, rising to her feet and standing so close I could feel the warmth radiating from her. "With consistent work, we could have you beach-ready in two months."

"Two months?" I asked, momentarily distracted from her proximity.

"With the right program and nutrition." Her eyes met mine, and I swore there was something beyond professional assessment in her gaze. "And dedication, of course. Are you willing to be... dedicated, Aaron?"

The way she said my name sent another shiver through me. "Yes," I answered, more breathlessly than intended.

"Good." She stepped back, breaking the spell. "You can put your shirt back on. Let's talk specifics."

As I pulled my shirt over my head, I couldn't shake the feeling that this training relationship was going to be unlike anything I'd expected. And despite my anxiety, I was suddenly very, very glad I'd signed up.

The consultation room seemed to shrink as Candice reviewed her notes, her pen tapping rhythmically against the clipboard. 

"Alright, Aaron. Let's head to the assessment area and see what you can do." She flashed that perfect smile again, somehow both encouraging and challenging at once. "Nothing too intense today—just need to establish your baseline."

I followed her through the gym to a quieter corner equipped with basic machines and free weights. The area was semi-private, separated from the main floor by half-walls of frosted glass.

"We'll start with some bodyweight movements," Candice said, setting her clipboard down. "Basic push-ups first. Show me your form."

I dropped into position, acutely aware of her eyes on me. As I lowered myself, I could feel my core stability wasn't what it used to be.

"Stop," she said after my third repetition. "Your hips are sagging. Let me show you."

Candice dropped effortlessly into a perfect push-up position beside me, her body forming a straight line from head to heels. 

"Watch my core," she instructed, executing five flawless push-ups that made mine look like a floppy mess. Her arms—lean but visibly strong—controlled the movement with precision I couldn't help but admire.

"Holy shit," I muttered before I could stop myself.

She laughed, a warm sound that didn't contain an ounce of mockery. "Don't worry, we'll get you there. Try again, but this time..." 

Candice knelt beside me as I resumed the position. Her hands suddenly pressed against my lower back and abdomen.
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