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The flash of the strobe sliced through the cavernous gloom of the studio, a burst of artificial daylight freezing time for a fraction of a second before plunging the room back into shadow. Adrian stood behind the tripod, posture rigid, his finger resting heavily on the shutter release of the medium-format camera system. The high-pitched whine of the capacitors recharging drilled a sonic needle into the base of his skull. Before him, against the seamless white cyc wall, the model adjusted her stance. She was a creature of practiced elegance, skin dusted with shimmering powder, limbs arranged in a configuration that screamed high fashion. The world saw an object of desire, a celebrity whose face sold millions in cosmetics. Adrian saw merely a problematic landscape of biological textures requiring relentless calibration.

He scrutinized the monitor tethered to his camera, zooming in to one hundred percent magnification on the raw file. He ignored the composition to hunt for flaws. The foundation settled into the creases around her mouth. A stray hair disrupted the clean line of her jaw. The light catching her clavicle was too harsh, revealing a patch of uneven skin tone that would require hours of retouching. Meat. Just meat and bone, obstructing his vision of perfection.

"Chin down. Three degrees," Adrian commanded, his voice devoid of inflection. He looked only at the data on the screen, the histogram peaks indicating if he clipped the highlights.

"Like this?" she asked, shifting slightly.

The movement ruined the precise angle of shadow he had tried to sculpt under her cheekbone. He exhaled slowly through his nose, a sharp hiss of impatience. "Stop moving. You're drifting out of the focus plane."

He triggered the shutter again. Flash. The image appeared. Technically flawless. Emotionally void. A profound exhaustion settled into his marrow, a heaviness making the camera gear seem constructed of lead. He stepped away from the capture station and wandered toward the giant octagonal softbox looming over the set like a suspended UFO. He adjusted the diffusion fabric, fingers brushing against the warm modeling lamp. The smell of hot electronics mixed with the cloying scent of the model's hairspray, creating a sterile, chemical atmosphere that usually comforted him. Today, it felt stifling.

As he turned back, he caught a glimpse of movement in the front element of a massive 85mm lens sitting on his equipment cart. He paused, leaning in to inspect the convex reflection in the dark glass. The man staring back looked like a stranger, or perhaps a ghost. Adrian saw the gray pallor of his own skin, the dark circles carved deep under eyes that had spent too many decades staring at screens. His black t-shirt hung loosely on a frame grown wiry and brittle from neglect; a machine running down, gears grinding with every motion. He looked at his hands—trembling slightly, knuckles dry and pale. Then he looked past the lens at the vibrant, glowing creature on the backdrop. She radiated heat, life, and potential energy, wasted on a mind that only worried about her next paycheck. He possessed the vision, the drive, and the technical mastery, yet he remained trapped in a decaying chassis, forced to direct these beautiful, vacuous vessels from the outside.

"Adrian? My feet are killing me," the model complained, breaking his trance. She slumped, breaking character, her exquisite posture collapsing into a slouch that made his stomach turn.

The spell of the shoot shattered completely. The desire to capture an image evaporated, replaced by a cold, simmering resentment. "We're done," he said, snapping the tether cable out of the camera body.

"But the agency wants—"

"I don't care what they want. The light is dead. Get out."

He turned his back on her, focusing on organizing his memory cards on the digital technician's cart. He listened to the sounds of her departure—the rustle of silk, the clack of heels, the confused murmur, and finally the heavy thud of the steel fire door sealing him inside his sanctuary.

Alone at last, the silence rushed back in, heavy and thick. Adrian walked to the far corner of the studio where the props were stored. Standing there, draped in a sheet of translucent plastic, was a mannequin he used for lighting tests. He gripped the plastic sheeting and ripped it away, revealing the smooth, alabaster fiberglass beneath. He ran his hand down the curve of its shoulder, fingertips gliding over the perfect, poreless surface. It felt cool to the touch, unyielding and symmetrical. No complaints. No sweat. No biological decay. He stared at its faceless head, tracing the line where the neck met the torso. He gripped the hard waist with both hands, imagining for a moment that his fingers could sink into the material, that he could soften it, reshape it, command it utterly. He closed his eyes, visualizing a world where flesh was as malleable as this plastic, where he could unzip the heavy, gray suit of his own existence and slide into something new, something perfect. He wanted to be the art, rather than the aging observer. He opened his eyes and stared at the mannequin, his reflection distorted in its glossy finish, a hungry, desperate look twisting his features.

Rain slashed against the cracked pavement of the industrial district, a relentless gray curtain turning the city into a blurred watercolor of grime and neon. Tess leaned into the wind, knuckles white as she gripped the handles of the insulated catering bags, the plastic straps digging into her palms like wire. Twenty-three years old and invisible, she drowned in an oversized, charcoal-gray hoodie chosen specifically for its ability to swallow her whole. Beneath it, she wore a pair of shapeless, paint-stained jeans that bunched around her ankles, soaking up the oily puddles with every heavy step. She felt clumsy, a giantess blundering through a world designed for delicate things, her center of gravity always feeling too low, too heavy. She hauled the weight of her own frustrated ambitions along with the food, trudging toward a sanctuary of high art where she was expected to be nothing more than the help.

The wind whipped her hair across her face, blinding her momentarily. In that split second of distraction, her boot caught the uneven lip of a curb. She stumbled, breath hitching in a panic not for her own safety, but for the exorbitant artisan coffees nestled in the carrier. She recovered her balance with a heavy lurch, but the damage was done; a lid popped loose, and a scalding wave of black coffee cascaded down the front of her hoodie. The heat seared through the thick cotton instantly, spreading across her chest like a branding iron.

Tess hissed a curse through grit-clenched teeth and ducked into the nearest open doorway, a dimly lit gas station restroom smelling of industrial disinfectant and stale urine. She kicked the door shut behind her, the sudden silence of the small tiled room amplifying the sound of her own ragged breathing. Trembling with cold and embarrassment, she set the catering bags on the only dry patch of floor and turned to the sink. She looked at her reflection in the desilvered mirror—a drowned rat with panic in her eyes—and aggressively unzipped the sodden hoodie. She peeled the fabric away from her skin, the wet material clinging tenaciously to her form.

As she pulled the layers apart, the camouflage dropped. Beneath the armor of the hoodie, she wore a simple, white tank top that was now translucent and plastered to her body. There was no hiding here. The harsh fluorescent light above the sink flickered, casting stark shadows over the deep valley of her cleavage, the swell of breasts that felt less like assets and more like burdens drawing the wrong kind of eyes. She grabbed a handful of rough brown paper towels and scrubbed at the coffee stain on her skin, the friction turning her pale flesh an angry red. She caught sight of her own silhouette in the glass—the wide curve of her hips, the softness of her stomach, the lush, excessive reality of a body that refused to be contained. She hated it. She hated the way it took up space, the way it announced her gender before her intellect could even speak. She wanted to be a mind, a vision, a creator of worlds, but the world only saw a vessel. She wanted to be the master rather than the muse. With a groan of frustration, she threw the wet paper towels into the overflowing bin and zipped the damp hoodie back up to her chin, shrouding herself once more in shapeless gray.

She grabbed the bags, jaw set in grim determination, and pushed back out into the deluge. The final block to Adrian's studio felt like a march to the gallows, the rain soaking through her shoes, her socks squishing with every step. When she finally reached the heavy steel fire door, she stood there for a moment, dripping and shivering, feeling small despite her size, an insignificant biological obstruction waiting to be buzzed into the temple of perfection.

Tess struggled with the heavy fire door, shoving it open with her shoulder. The roar of the storm cut off instantly as the heavy steel slammed shut behind her, replaced by a tomb-like silence humming with high-voltage potential. She stood at the edge of the cavernous shooting space, water pooling around her worn sneakers, clutching the sodden paper bag of coffees against her chest like a shield. The studio was vast, a cathedral of shadows and stark white surfaces, dominated by the centerpiece in the middle of the floor. Adrian was there, a silhouette against the blinding white of the cyclorama wall, wrestling with a monolithic structure of chrome and glass. It looked less like a photography strobe and more like a weapon, a towering array of exposed capacitors and Fresnel lenses buzzing with a menacing, insectoid thrum.

Adrian’s fingers flew over the control panel of the device. He sought a level of luminance existing only in his mind, a purity of light that could scour the humanity off a subject and leave only the abstract form. He adjusted the power output, pushing the dial into the red zone labeled with warning tape. He ignored the smell of heating insulation. He grabbed his camera, tethered to the rig by a thick, serpentine cable, and pressed his eye to the viewfinder. He needed a test subject, a focal point to gauge the fall-off, but the room was empty. Then, a dark, shapeless blotch appeared in his peripheral vision, marring the pristine white void of his composition.

Tess had stepped onto the edge of the white infinity curve, unaware of the sacrilege. She raised a trembling hand to announce her presence, her voice trapped in her throat.

"You're in the frame!" Adrian barked, the sound tearing through the quiet. He didn't look up from the camera; he simply twisted the focus ring, sharpening the image of the intruder. "I said the light was dead! Why are you blocking my fill?"

Tess froze, boots squelching on the expensive white paper. "I... the delivery..." she stammered, paralyzed by the venom in his tone. She stood directly beneath the overhanging element of the experimental rig, a deer caught in the headlights of a semi-truck.

Outside, the heavens cracked open. A fork of lightning struck the substation down the block, and the surge traveled instantly through the grid, bypassing the studio’s surge protectors which blew out with a sound like a gunshot. The overhead lights in the studio died instantly, plunging them into pitch blackness, save for the experimental rig. The capacitors, already overcharged, drank the surge greedily. The humming whine escalated into a shriek that vibrated in Tess's teeth.

"Move!" Adrian screamed, sensing the critical failure, but his hand was fused to the camera grip, the metal body becoming a conduit.

The rig detonated. It released its energy in a single, coherent pulse of























































































































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
%
/‘ MtF / FTM Body Swap

°  A.J.ELINGTON





