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All her career, El had been told she didn’t have what it took to be the biggest star in the industry. They were right: she was tall and lanky, lean-muscled and dark-haired, not the typical bright and curvy star. She also dressed in grungy styles with big Doc Martin boots, jean cut-offs and loose, ripped vests, her hair typically in a feathered mess. It fit her musical style, which was another problem – the tunes were catchy and popular, but also heavy with drums and guitar and occasional shouting. Edgy pop had a market, and it’d become more popular, but she was a little bit too edgy. Couldn’t she wear a dress for once? Sing a melody? No, was her answer. She was going all the way on her own terms.

But as big as she got, under the name E-Stomp with a growing army of “Stomper” fans, it wasn’t enough. She showed a lot of flesh and stripped to her bra on stage, but she was sweaty and manic when she did it. Not the right kind of sexy, executives kept saying. Her songs weren’t the right kind of catchy. And time and again she was passed over for the biggest sponsorship deals, the biggest film scores and the biggest stadiums. Those sort of things went to pop princess Lacy Sawyer, who had started her rise to fame around the same time, and was headed for meteoric success, while El lingered in the middle ground.

El never stopped searching for ways to break out, though, entertaining the most outlandish of ideas. She did stage shows dancing around giant body parts, her Stompers graffitied her name over billboards of Lacy, she took part in ridiculous reality TV shows. She even employed a guy who was essentially a real-life mad scientist. They’d done a pyrotechnics show that almost burnt down Madison Square Garden, and he’d designed a twenty-foot tall robotic effigy of El that went haywire. That last idea had been the most dangerous, but it also gave El inspiration. She kept telling her team she wanted to be bigger, physically bigger, too big to ignore. Lacy’s visage was sometimes on display twenty stories high in the major cities. El wanted that, and kept pushing her engineer to achieve something better than that stupid robot.

Her scientist, Niles Dalton, was an experimental physicist who’d frankly been too unstable to get anywhere in either academic or corporate circles. He revealed his greatest work on a fortuitous day. By rotten chance, either thanks to her staff’s bad planning or Lacy’s staff’s malicious scheming, El found herself playing a Viva City gig the same night as Lacy Sawyer. This city of millions should’ve been a guaranteed sell-out show, except El had to compete with the world’s favourite star; a girl who wore skimpy bright dresses, had a more impressive bust and didn’t sing aggressive songs.

El was performing in the relatively modest, thousand-capacity Chambers Arena, while Lacy was halfway across town in the phenomenal Starlight Dome, big enough to seat thirty thousand. But El was determined that hers was the show people would talk about, and Niles was going to make that happen.

In the afternoon before the concert, El was on stage while some roadies set up equipment behind her. The Chambers Arena stretched out before her, a vaulted hall with ornate mouldings on the walls, looking grimy with daylight flooding in from skylights. Niles scurried through the hall looking nervous, struggling to carry his latest device, split into bundles of long metal under each arm. He apologised as he climbed on stage and made a meal of trying to fit the bits together. El watched with amusement: Niles was a young guy with curly hair and the tartan vest and brown trousers of a man four times his age. He was clumsy and nervous, but wouldn’t let anyone else help. His science was always too precious.

Niles assembled two pillars of metal and wiring that looked like old microphone stands, just with more bits attached. One was aimed towards the empty left wing of the stage, the other towards the centre. Having flustered through all this without any intelligible explanations, Niles finally said, “You stand there on the left, then I activate this, and you’ll be there, centre stage, larger than life.”

El stared at him incredulously.

“What? It’s what you asked for; we can make you fifty feet tall –”

“A projector? You made me a fucking projector?”

“No,” Niles scoffed, though he averted his eyes. “It’s not that simple. It will read your essence, take an actual part of you to perform at scale. Through a sort of matter transference. This is high-level stuff, I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

“More like you wouldn’t show me the respect of explaining,” El replied, unimpressed. Niles always kept his ideas to himself, unless strictly necessary, so she wasn’t going to dig into it. Whatever, she folded her arms and moved into position. A massive projection might work, but it would probably fizzle and die anyway.

As El waited, tapping her foot, Niles fiddled with the settings and said, “We’ll go for something small scale to start with. Save the big stuff for this evening. Now, this might sting a little, just stand very still.”

“Sting? Why would it sting?” El said, suddenly worried as she looked down the lens of his homemade science experiment. There was no time for an answer: the machine flashed a light in her eyes and El was momentarily blinded. A hot rush ran through her, hitting her in her chest and flooding out to her extremities. She blinked violently and fought the urge to step back, keeping still as he instructed. It felt wrong; the stage creaked and the movements of the roadies behind her suddenly sounded distant, before they cut off. There were gasps and one man swore.

“What?” El demanded, her vision still white. “Did it work?”

Her voice sounded low and loud, bouncing off the walls. The projection must’ve had amplified audio, which was impressive on its own.

“Oh, er,” Niles said, in a small voice, down to El’s right. Low to the ground. Had he fallen over? And why did he sound apprehensive, in the same way he always did when something went wrong? El’s brow folded with concern.

“Niles, if you’ve messed me up, I swear I’ll gut you.”

The hall slowly started to come back to her as the white faded, and El exhaled relief that at least she wasn’t blind. But she was suddenly very high up, looking down on the empty auditorium. She took a surprised step to the side and there was a bang as her boot landed. One of the roadies swore again, loudly, and she twisted to see him darting towards the back of the stage. Away from her. She looked down past the length of her big bare arm, to where her boot filled a good chunk of stage.

“Holy shit,” El said, mouth stretching to a grin. She turned forwards again, holding her hands out in front of her, each high above the hall and massive. She flexed her fingers and rotated her palms; it felt like she actually was twenty feet tall. Niles hadn’t just created a projection – which looked fully solid and lifelike, and moved exactly as she moved – the device had put her consciousness right into it, for a fully immersive experience.

El was grinning when she looked down at Niles, the scientist only knee-high now. He gawked up at her even more fearfully than usual, but it killed her buzz as she realised something had gone wrong. She checked the device next to him, and scanned back to her regular body. There was an empty space on the stage where she’d been standing.

“What. The. Hell?” El said. The roadies had all retreated now, lingering at the edges of the stage, more worried than impressed. One had a camera phone aimed at her.

“Hold on,” Niles said. He hunched over the closer stand and began turning dials. “Don’t move, let me make some adjustments.”

“Stop,” El said, crouching towards him. He darted back and El paused, realising how daunting she must look: four times bigger than any person should be. She put her hands out to the side, openly, to show peace. “Before you press anything else, Niles, what’s happened? Where’s my body?”

Niles hesitated, scared to tell her.

“I’m gonna be more mad if you don’t explain.”

“You’re in your body,” he said, quickly, gesturing uneasily up at her. “It was supposed to infuse a part of you into a larger, temporary replica, but it seems to have moved all of you. That is, it didn’t so much create a projection as –”

“Transform me into an actual fucking giant?” El clarified.

Niles held her gaze worriedly, not wanting to admit it, but then nodded.

El looked down at her big hands again, her long bare legs. She was still in her boots, denim shorts and shredded black sleeveless top, exactly as she’d been minutes before, just much, much bigger. The roadies were all staring with mixed fear and awe. She could see right to the back of the auditorium, a distance of only a few big strides for her now. The ceiling that had seemed miles away at maybe sixty feet high was little more than twice her height.

“If we reverse the prongs,” Niles said, “I’m sure we can reverse the effects. Let me move them. I’ll make a few calculations.”

“No, don’t,” El said, pointing a log-sized finger at him. Niles stared at the tip of her finger, a foot from his face, as though she were brandishing a gun. She said, “You might mess it up again. Wait until after the show. In fact.” She checked the ceiling again, and flexed her feet against the stage. It groaned but held, a platform built for performances that could number scores of people. “Can you make me bigger?”

“Bigger?” Niles squeaked.

“You said this was just a test. How big can I go? I want to fill the room.”

“You’re already pretty unmissable.”

“Unmissable in here!” El said. “I could be so big that every one of Lacy’s fans has to see me, how about that?”

“From across town?” Niles replied. “No. I’m not sure the building foundations would even hold and your oxygen levels could become dangerous. Plus it’d be best if we didn’t draw too much attention to this – the implications for the science community alone will make things difficult.” He pointed to the roadie with the phone out. “Don’t you dare share those images.”

“We can agree on that at least,” El said, flashing the roadie a look, too. The man quickly lowered the phone, with wide-eyed nerves. “None of you are going to tell anyone about this until this evening. I’ve got to make a grand entrance. But Niles, you’re going to make the entrance even grander.” She leant over her knees, torso hovering above Niles so he cowered slightly down. His fear stirred something in her, fuelled even stronger by the sight of the little roadies. They were strong, hard men who were little more than doll-sized to her now. She wasn’t just unmissable, she realised, but powerful.

“I’m not sure,” Niles resisted, quietly. “It might hurt you, growing bigger. We have to consider your mass. Your physiognomy. I didn’t plan anything like this, it doesn’t make sense and could be dangerous. To say nothing of – well, there’s my moral obligation.”

“Moral?” El scowled and he cringed.

“Yes,” he said. “I mean, who am I to choose that one person should be enlarged this way? I’m not sure I can fairly say it’s right, after all.”

El narrowed her eyes, focusing on the unspoken message, that maybe someone else was more deserving of this technology. He hadn’t realised what he had, or that it would work, and now he was considering offering it to, what, a better person, someone with more money and fame?

She reached out quickly and Niles yelped, too slow to get out of the way. El grabbed him around his waist, her fingers just big enough to wrap all the way around his skinny gut. She lifted him off the stage and he gave a sharp squeak of fear, little hands clutching onto her index finger. El tightened her grip slightly, feeling how easy it would be to squash him.

“Stop!” Niles wheezed. “You’re hurting me!”

“I want to ease your mind,” El said, bringing him closer to her face. “You don’t have to worry about any of those questions, because you’re not choosing who to make bigger. I am. And I’m going to be the biggest star this town has ever seen. Do we have an understanding?”

Niles nodded quickly, whimpering, and she flexed her fingers on him again. The feeling of power surged in her now, an urge to squeeze tighter just because she could. The roadies stirred uneasily, some looking like they wanted to run, but one or two still watched with wonder
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