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 Chapter
One

It's My Party and I'll Ascend if I
Want To

"Hi, everyone," Flo shouted into the camera.

With how crowded and loud the room was, she needed
to shout to be heard. Her eyes flicked toward the side, toward her
tech guy, making sure that the audio balance was just right. When
going live like that, it helped to make sure that everything was
going through properly. Usually, all she needed was a quiet room
and her smartphone. Proper lighting was a plus, though not
necessary when in a pinch. But that day was different. That day was
important. In fact, that day was much more important than even she
knew at the time.

When her tech guy, Ronnie, didn't say anything, Flo
figured that she would be heard and the audio wasn't clipping, so
she continued. It was barely a couple of seconds since her original
shout, and she flowed through it like nothing happened. No one on
the live feed, streaming from their homes all around the world,
would have noticed a thing.

"Welcome to my party," she shouted at that same
level.

Flo stepped off to the side, her arm reaching out
behind her to show the camera, and those watching at home, the
party behind her. The room that they were in was meant to hold
several hundred, and the place was easily packed. Overhead, against
the far wall behind Flo, was a series of balloons that, when
properly aligned, showed Two Five Zero Em. At the moment, the Em
was sideways, making it look like a One, and the Two was backwards.
But everyone at home would know what they were meant to spell out.
They all knew what that party was meant to celebrate.

"Can you believe it?" Flo asked. "We are just..."
She trailed off, this time glancing toward Kathy who was staring at
her phone. Kathy seemed to sense something there, as she reached
her hand over her head, showing two fingers which she flicked
twice. "Twenty-two followers away from hitting the big number,
people," Flo continued. "It is so exciting. Everyone is excited
down here at The Opal Club down on the strip. So many people came
out to celebrate the achievement. Came out to celebrate mwah."

Flo placed her hand on her chest as she turned back
to the camera, smiling an almost sheepish, mock-humble smile. And
yet, she didn't say anything about all the people working behind
the camera at that point, the friends that had helped her get to
that place. It had been Kathy that had first set up her Instatok
account in the first place, though the best that she got out of it
was a job as her manager.

"Two fifty, bitches," Lina shouted out, as she came
up next to Flo. Her arm automatically went around Flo's neck as she
came around her. In Lina's free hand was a half-drunk glass of
champagne, though it was clear that it wasn't her first drink of
the afternoon. That she was taking full advantage of the open bar
at the event. "Woot," she screamed, raising her glass above her
head in a toast before downing the rest of the glass in one go.

"Alright, alright," Flo said, laughing at her
BFF.

Lina was a frequent guest on her feed, and she
needed no introduction for the group at home. Flo lightly nudged
her off to the side, moving her back into the crowd and away from
the camera. While Flo loved Lina dearly, she wasn't the face that
her new followers would want to see as they logged onto the
feed.

"Now, for those of you that are here in LA with us,
feel free to come on down to The Opal Club. While you won't be able
to get in, we're a very selective bunch."

She laughed a little before dipping to the side
again, showing off the crowd once more. While there were a few
familiar faces in the crowd at the moment, including Amanda Roman
who was meant to be the lead in the new Michael Bay movie, they
were mostly a bunch of nobodies. The plus ones and VIP fans that
paid to be there.

"We have the livestream on the big screen just
outside the doors," Flo continued, pointing back at the camera. "We
have some exclusive merch for our big two fifty stream. And I've
heard that the crowd out there is already so big, it's blocking
traffic for three blocks. Times Square, eat your heart out, am I
right?" Flo turned back to the crowd, expecting a response from
them. A cheer headed out from somewhere, which was quickly picked
up, though she wasn't sure if that was from her question or from
something else. Perhaps Lina had fallen over and was showing
everyone her panties. Again.

When Flo looked back at the camera this time, she
noticed someone walking along the wall that was right behind it.
The woman was quite beautiful, the kind of beauty that always made
Flo jealous, despite her own beauty. It was that beauty that had
landed her all of her followers, along with the suggestion that if
people followed her own beauty tips, they could be beautiful
themselves. And yet, this woman walking along the wall put her to
shame. However, Flo was certain that she had never seen the woman
before. That she was most definitely not on the list and shouldn't
have been allowed in there.

Flo silently fumed as she watched the woman walking
along the wall, coming up behind the camera. The woman smiled over
at her, clearly sensing the effect that she had on Flo. The moment
that she headed behind the camera, the woman suddenly disappeared.
Flo blinked several times, trying to clear her vision, trying to
see just where the woman could have gone. But there was no sign of
her anywhere.

"Um," Flo said, as she tried to get over the vision
of that woman. As she tried to remember that she was on a
livestream, sent all over the world, for millions to see. She knew
that not all of her followers would be watching. That many of them
would watch the whole stream later when they had that kind of free
time. Those that didn't have that kind of time, or patience, would
catch the streambits that Ronnie would pull out of it later, which
wouldn't include her going blank for those few moments. But she
knew that there had to be quite a few of them watching her right
then, seeming to just stare off into thin air. "Sorry, guys.
There... There was a bee."

"Bee?" Ronnie asked. He jumped up to his feet,
almost knocking over his laptop in the process, as he looked for
the bee that didn't exist.

"It's fine, Ronnie," Flo said, waving him off.

Flo knew that he was deathly allergic to bees.
Still, she couldn't help but laugh at him as he swatted at the
empty air. Ronnie was awfully cute that way and it only reminded
her of the best days of their relationship, though those had long
since ended. As had their relationship.

"Ronnie Pace, everyone," she said, waving off toward
Ronnie, though he wouldn't have been on the feed.

As Ronnie danced around over there, Flo looked back
at Kathy. Kathy's eyes were still locked on her screen, a look of
concern flitting across it. When she seemed to sense Flo's stare,
she just shook her head at her, silently telling Flo that there
were no more new followers since she asked just a couple of minutes
earlier.

Flo's heart fell at that confirmation, though she
put on a broad smile, trying to continue laughing at Ronnie's
antics. She knew that it was a bit of a gamble having the party
then. That there were hours when she didn't get any new followers,
even that far into her meteoric rise to fame. She had been just
over a thousand followers away when she started planning the party,
and Kathy had worked up the numbers to get her an approximate date.
But with those last few followers only trickling in, she knew that
it could be a while before she hit the number.

Or it could happen instantly. All she could do was
pander to the camera as long as she could. Pandering was what she
did best.

"But as you all know, this doesn't all happen on its
own," Flo said.

She waved her hand up and down her body, at the
dress that she was wearing. The dress was made by a small designer
that Flo had put on the map, though she still made all of Flo's
outfits for free. It was gold, sparkled in the lights from overhead
like it was real gold and not stretch cotton, showed off her huge
breasts, which were only mostly real, and was cut down the side of
the leg, showing plenty of skin there.

Kathy glanced up from her phone when Flo said that,
smiling over at her. It was obvious that she thought Flo was about
to thank her and the others for all the hard work that they had
done. Obvious to all, other than Flo. Flo just continued as usual,
oblivious to her manager. To the woman that had been her closest
friend growing up.

"I wouldn't be here without you," Flo said, pointing
at the camera.

Kathy's face fell as she looked between Flo and the
camera, disappointed that Flo was thanking her fans instead of her
help. But when she glanced back at Flo, Flo was just staring at her
expectantly.

"Oh, right," Kathy said, before looking back down at
the phone in her hands.

Rather than answering her, Kathy just froze in place
there. Flo stared over at her, waiting with bated breath for the
answer to her unasked question. It took her a lot longer than it
should have to notice that the room had dropped into silence around
her. Ronnie was still swatting away the bee that wasn't there,
though his hand was frozen in midair in front of him. His left leg
was raised up in the air, though he didn't seem to have any
problems holding that position. And as Flo slowly realized that
something weird was happening there, she started looking around the
room.

"Uh, guys?" she asked, as she saw that everyone
around her was just as frozen as Ronnie and Kathy. That no one was
moving.

Horror flowed through her at that sight. She had no
idea what was going on. Did something happen to the world? Or did
something happen to her? She wasn't sure which would have been
worse, though she was pretty sure that she would have preferred
something happening to the world rather than to her.

"Congratulations," came a voice from behind Flo,
over by the camera.

Slowly, Flo turned back around, her eyes going wide
as she stared over at the camera. Part of her expected the camera
itself to be talking to her. For one of her fans to be talking to
her back through the camera, much like she had been talking to them
through it for years. Instead, the woman that she had seen earlier
was standing over there, her arm draped over the camera on its
stand.

"You've finally made it, Flo," the woman said. Her
voice was a high soprano, something almost bubbly that reminded her
of some of the braindead idiots from her high school. The
cheerleaders that made her life hell, but later regretted it when
she made good. Automatically, that voice put Flo in a foul
mood.

"What?" she asked. "Who are you? Did... Did you do
something to the people here?"

She couldn't think of what the woman could have done
to the people, what power she could have had on them there. But she
couldn't help noticing that this woman was the only person there
that wasn't frozen. That she had appeared just moments before it
all happened. That she probably made it happen somehow.

"Oh, the people here are fine," the woman said,
waving her hand dismissively.

That wasn't what Flo was hoping she would say. Did
that mean that something was wrong with her?

"Uh, then..." she started, looking down at herself.
Trying to see signs of something that the woman had done to
her.

"Oh, you're fine, too," the woman said. "Better than
fine. Perhaps I should start again. Hello, Flo. My name is
Aphrodite. Yes, as in that Aphrodite."


 Chapter
Two

Aphrodite, Goddess of
Love

Flo's mind reeled at that thought. The woman didn't
look like Aphrodite. The last that Flo had heard about Aphrodite
Hemsworth, she was back in Australia, on set. But as she struggled
to figure out just what was going on around her, she suddenly
remembered another Aphrodite. Someone that would more likely be
associated with the weirdness that she was seeing around her.

"No," Flo said, denying what was right in front of
her. "No, you... You couldn't... There is no Aphrodite."

"Oh, ow," Aphrodite said, flinching away from the
words like it really hurt her. Her hand went to her chest,
clutching at the fabric of her dress. "Why... Why did you have to
say that?" she said, her voice raspy. "No. That's death to the old
gods like me. Disbelief. Please, Flo. Please, help me. Tell me that
you believe. Clap your belief."

"What? Like with Tinkerbell?" Flo asked, her face
scrunched up in incredulity. "That's utter nonsense."

"Well, yeah, it is," Aphrodite said, squaring
herself away with a smile spreading across her face. "But the rest
is completely true. I really am Aphrodite. Or, well, I used to be,
back when people believed in Aphrodite. I go by Cleo these
days."

"Wait, Cleo?" Flo asked.

The name sounded familiar to her. It didn't take her
long to remember that one of the main influencers on Instatok those
days was also named Cleo. Flo had passed her follower numbers
almost a year earlier, something that her friends had celebrated at
the time. That was right before Flo had picked the two hundred
fifty million followers target.

But as she thought about that, about the
similarities in the names, she knew that this woman couldn't be
that Cleo. That she looked nothing like that woman. Even as she
thought about that, though, Aphrodite seemed to shift in front of
her. Her hair shortened, grew darker than the bright blond that it
had been a moment ago, and her stunning level of beauty dialed down
to a more normal level. Her appearance turned into the Cleo that
she knew and hated.

"Wait, you're that Cleo?" Flo asked, scoffing at the
idea that Cleo would be at her party. Flo hadn't so much as thought
about Cleo in months, let alone watched her feed.

"I'll explain all that later," Cleo said. She waved
her hand again and her appearance shifted back into Aphrodite.
"There's a lot to explain. But first."

Cleo suddenly snapped her fingers. Flo felt the
floor beneath her feet shift as her vision dimmed. She was suddenly
surrounded by darkness, and with the silence that had already
fallen upon the party behind her, she was lost without any sense of
the world around her. Before the panic could settle in, though, she
could see once more. However, instead of the party, instead of The
Opal Club, she was in a small living room.

The living room felt familiar to her, though it took
her a minute to recognize it from Cleo's streambits. There was a
white, fluffy couch in front of a fireplace and a big TV hanging
over the mantle. The TV was showing a still image of Flo standing
back at the party. On the bottom of the screen, the number two
hundred fifty million five was showing in gold numbers with a gold
circle around it. Flo knew that the number was meant to be flashing
once they hit that target, but it wasn't doing that in the still
image. She hoped that meant that the world was still frozen around
her, though she had no idea why it would be or what was going on
with that.

"So," Cleo said, drawing Flo's attention away from
the display and back to her. "Welcome to my home. I'd say make
yourself at home, but... Well, don't." She glared over at Flo for a
moment, like Flo was something that she had stepped in, rather than
the awesome influencer that she was. "You'll get your old
mortalness all over the place."

"My what now?" Flo asked.

None of this made sense to her as she looked around
the small, modest place. Flo found it hard to believe that the real
Aphrodite from Greek myth would be living in a place like that.
Cleo was standing in front of a small bar off in the corner as she
made herself a drink. Flo thought about asking for a drink herself;
she certainly needed the alcohol to get over the shock that she was
in. But with Cleo referring to her mortalness in that way, she had
a feeling that she would spike her drink somehow.

"Your mortalness," Cleo said, as she turned back
around to look at Flo. There was a drink in her hands that looked
like a strawberry daiquiri, though the smell that was coming off of
it didn't smell like strawberries. "Don't worry about it. It'll
fade in the next few days."

"Whoa, wait, what?" Flo asked. "My... My mortalness
is going to fade?" She had no idea what Cleo was talking about,
though she figured she was saying something about her being a
mortal. As in not an ancient goddess that had been around for
centuries, though didn't look a day over twenty. Barely old enough
to be drinking the drink in her hands.

"Yes, well, maybe I should start from the
beginning," Cleo said, before taking a big sip of her drink.

"Or, maybe not," Flo said, glaring over at the
goddess. "With how long you've been around, that might be a lot
more to cover than I care to hear about. Why don't we start with
me, eh?"

"Yes, yes, that's always been your thing, hasn't
it," Cleo said, waving dismissively at Flo before walking around
her, heading back over to her couch. "It's all about you, isn't
it."

"Ha, says the woman with only... How many followers
was it again? A hundred million?"

"It's not the quantity of followers, but the
quality," Cleo said. "My followers downright worship me. That is,
of course, why we're here today." She waved her hand around at her
living room, as if saying that them being in her house had
something to do with people worshiping her over Flo.

"What does that even mean?" Flo practically screamed
at the woman.

"As I was saying, it's easier for you to understand
if we go back to the beginning," Cleo said. "Back to Ancient
Greece, where I was born. I know, I know, I don't look a day over
thirty. I was sixteen at the time and haven't aged much since then.
I'm like a fine wine in that way."

"Oh, you're a fine something," Flo mumbled.

Flo backed away from Cleo, leaning up against the
wall next to the fireplace, her arms crossed as she glared over at
the other woman. She wasn't sure just what this woman was talking
about or why she insisted on telling Flo her entire life story. But
if it was some clue on how to get her back to her livestream before
something went wrong, she would do just about anything.

"Back then, there weren't nearly as many people in
the world as there are now. I mean, there are more people in...
Well, in California than there had been in the entire world back
then. Can you imagine that?"

"So?" Flo asked. She never had much patience for
history. For any time in the world where she didn't exist.

"So, when a thousand people started worshiping me
like I was a goddess?" Cleo said. "Well, now, that was quite
powerful. Powerful enough to make it true."

"You... You're saying that you're only a goddess
because people worship you?" Flo asked.

She glanced back around to the screen next to her,
to her face staring back from there. The number in the corner was
still there, not having changed since she last saw it. It was this
reminder of all the people that followed her on Instatok. People
that she hadn't put much thought into in the past few months. They
were just a number to her. But as she thought about that, she
realized that there were probably quite a few of them out there
that downright worshiped her like Cleo was talking about.

"Are you saying that I have a thousand worshipers?"
Flo asked.

"No," Cleo said, shaking her head. "It's closer to a
couple million at this point, but that matters in this day and
age."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute," Flo said, her
hands going out in front of her like she could literally hold off
Cleo's words. "Are you saying that I'm becoming like you? That I'm
becoming... A goddess?"

"Oh, don't get your panties in a twist," Cleo said.
She took another big drink from her glass, downing the rest of it,
before placing the glass on the bar. "I'm not going to go into all
the ways that it's not cracked up to be. I mean, yes, it's pretty
amazing to be around for as long as I have. There are other
advantages as well, not to mention plenty of dangers. Things that
you need to be aware of before you go and almost destroy the world
by sneezing."

"Wait, can that happen?" Flo asked. "Are you telling
me that earthquakes are caused by gods or something?"

"No, Flo. Earthquakes are caused by tectonic plates
moving. Jeesh, and they say I'm the braindead one in the
bunch."

"Who says?" Flo asked, keying off those words.

"Never mind," Cleo said. "I'll get into that soon
enough. There is plenty to go over at this point, and we don't have
much time."

"What are you talking about?" Flo asked. She pointed
toward the television next to her, still showing the same image.
"You froze the whole world."

"As I said, I didn't do anything to the world," Cleo
said. "I did something to you. But that's only going to hold for a
couple of seconds. And with how much you're interrupting me, that
won't last much longer."

"Uh, a couple of seconds?" Flo asked. "That's
already over. It's been minutes."

"Not minutes in the real world," Cleo said, pointing
toward the screen in front of her. "Look, this isn't going to work,
obviously. You're way too... Well, you. I'll have to put you back
before the effect fades. Just... Just don't do anything stupid.
Don't try to do magic. End the party as soon as you can. I'll be
watching you. I'll try to step in if you're about to ruin
everything. And once the party is over, I'll be back to explain
everything."

"But... I'm going to be a goddess?" Flo asked. She
kept coming back to that, the incredible thing that this woman was
trying to tell her. If she didn't see the effect that Cleo had on
the world, Flo would have thought that the whole thing was some
wild prank. However, she couldn't think of any of her friends that
might have helped her with that. With the frozen display of her
feed, she knew that one of them would have needed to be in on it.
Ronnie at the least.

"Yes, Flo," Cleo said, rolling her eyes and sighing
in disgust. "Much as many of us wanted to prevent it, you're going
to become a goddess. The first real goddess of the twenty-first
century, if you follow through with it. Which we're all hoping that
you don't, by the way. So, no pressure. However, given how easy it
was for you to manage it, many of us are worried that you won't be
the last."

"What are you talking about?" Flo asked. "It
wasn't--"

Before she could finish saying anything, though,
Cleo raised her hand up in front of her, snapping once more.
Instantly, Flo felt the floor disappear beneath her again, only
this time it felt like the world was spinning around her. Once she
settled back down onto her feet, she was back in front of the
camera. The noise from the party snapped back on all at once, and
Ronnie tipped backwards, falling onto his computer.

Flo just stood there, staring at the camera, at a
loss for what to say to her viewers. Her followers. Her
worshipers.


 Chapter
Three

Wait Till the Shock Wears
Off

Flo stood there staring at the camera in silence,
her eyes wide with shock as her brain screamed at her. Did that
really happen? Was there some weird woman out there who thinks that
she's a goddess from ancient myths? Or was she just going crazy?
Flo wasn't sure which she would have preferred.

"Flo," Kathy scream-whispered at her. "You're still
on."

"Huh?" Flo asked. She looked between the camera and
Kathy for a moment as she slowly got over the shock of what had
just happened to her. As she remembered that nothing would have
happened in the minutes that she had been in Cleo's house. Once she
got past that, she looked back at the camera, seeing the red
blinking light there. "Oh, right. Sorry, everyone out there. I just
had a brain fart. Tee hee. But, yeah, it's happened, people. I hit
the big two five zero. Woot."

Her "woot" scream was echoed by the party behind
her, with everyone raising their glasses, toasting to her success.
To her gaining that hallowed number that so few had hit before.
There were only a handful of them out there that got even close to
that number.

But when she realized that she wasn't the first, and
that she certainly wouldn't be the last, she thought about what
that would mean. That either there were several others that had
similar talks with Cleo, or that she was quite crazy. And for some
reason, that thought was comforting to her. The idea that she was
crazy felt so much better than that she was becoming a goddess.
Crazy was easier to fix. She had more experience with crazy,
especially given her mother.

"Anyway," Flo said. She turned around to scoop a
glass off of a passing waiter's tray before turning back to the
camera, raising it up to it. "Cheers everyone out there. And I'd
like to thank all my fans that got me here. I'll never forget those
first fans, many of whom are here today." She turned around to
toast back at the crowd, spotting Lina mixed in with the rest of
the faces out there. Lina had always been her first fan, though she
had been a friend before that. "And now, let's enjoy the party,
yeah? The feed will continue to run throughout the evening, and
I'll be swinging by on occasion to give some premium shout-outs.
So, stay tuned everyone."

Flo raised her glass to the camera once more before
turning away from it, heading out into the crowd. Suddenly, she no
longer felt like she wanted to be on that camera. She felt like she
wanted to find a hole to fall into and not come back out until she
was no longer crazy.

"What was that?" Kathy asked, her voice in Flo's ear
as she came up behind her. "Are you alright?"

"No," Flo said, honestly. She had learned long ago
to always be honest with Kathy, though not too honest. Kathy was
her main gatekeeper, the one that kept the worst of the crazies
away from her and kept her on task. If Kathy didn't know what was
going on with Flo, she couldn't do her job. "I think I need to book
a session with Dr. Hayes. Think you can get it in before the end of
the party? I can find a nice, quiet place to hide out. Like the
stairwell. Or the bathroom."

"Not the bathroom," Kathy said. "We don't need a
repeat of that time." She didn't go into detail on the time to
which she was referring, though she didn't need to. Flo knew all
too well.

"Right, right," she said, nodding. With that
reminder fresh on her mind, she didn't think the stairwell would be
any better. "How about the roof?"

"I'll see if they can open it up for you," Kathy
said. "I'll find you." With that, she suddenly disappeared into the
crowd, off to do her job. It was what she got the big bucks
for.

With Kathy handling all of that, Flo tried to put it
out of her mind as she focused on her job. On the party around her.
While there were perks to the job, like the fame and the free
gifts, it was still a job. A job that paid a lot better than her
old waitressing gig that she was stuck in before starting to get
big. A job that she didn't want to risk losing just because she was
losing her sanity.

Flo started doing what she always did at those
parties, making a quick circuit of the room, focusing on those that
paid to be there. They were the easiest to recognize from the crowd
simply because she didn't recognize any of them. There were plenty
of celebrities at her party, as there always were, but they got in
for free. Anyone that was someone that wanted to come to her party
was always welcome, though she kept a few spaces open for the paid
VIPs. These were the ones that paid her bills, after all. The ones
that, along with brand sponsorship deals and paid appearances, made
up the bulk of her income. The videos just didn't make her what
they used to when she started making them.

As she went around the room, shaking hands and
taking selfies, she kept seeing Cleo's face. It was always out of
the corner of her eye, off to the side. Sometimes, it looked like
she was watching her. Sometimes, she was talking with someone else.
But every time Flo looked her way, she would disappear. Every time,
Flo was convinced that Cleo wasn't there at all, despite her
telling her that she would be watching.

Every time, she had to remind herself that Cleo
hadn't told her anything, because she never really spoke with Cleo.
Cleo wasn't enough of a someone to come to that party, and she
certainly wouldn't have paid to be there. If Cleo wasn't at that
party, then she couldn't have possibly spoken with her.

After making her first circuit of the room, and
seeing Cleo what seemed like a couple dozen times, Flo swept back
over to the camera. Rather than getting up in front of it and
speaking to her fans again, she just waved into the camera as she
passed by it. That would be enough of an appearance for most of her
viewers to stay tuned in. Enough of a hint that she might speak
again later. But Flo couldn't afford to go up in front of the
camera again. Not after blanking out earlier like that. Not until
she got her head on straight once more.

"Hey," Ronnie said. He reached out as Flo passed by
him, grabbing her arm and pulling her aside before she could head
back out to the party. Ronnie led her away from his little station
over there, far enough from the camera that their voices wouldn't
be heard on the feed, even without the crowd drowning them out.
"You alright?"

"I'm fine, Ronnie," Flo said, before pulling her arm
out of his grip. It wasn't that hard. His grip didn't hurt, but it
reminded her of why they had broken up.

"Don't be like that," Ronnie said. "You know I still
care about you. Still love you."

"Uh huh," Flo said. It took all of her willpower not
to roll her eyes at the man. "Do we need to re-examine your
continued participation on my team? You know, there are plenty of
people out there these days that can work a computer."

"Hey," Ronnie said, obviously offended. "You know
that I do a lot more for you than just ‘work a computer'. I make
you look amazing, even on your off days. Which is why I can tell
that you're having an off day right now. I'm not trying to
overstep; I know that's what you have Kathy for."

"Damn right," Flo said. But she soon regretted it,
regretted pushing Ronnie away. She knew that he did so much for
her. That he handled all of her editing and graphics design work,
for much cheaper than most people out there would have. Especially
with how many followers she had at that point. She owed Ronnie a
lot for everything that he had done for her, which was why she
never fired him as her tech guy, even after firing him as her
boyfriend. "I'm... sorry, Ronnie. I just... Like you said, I'm
having an off day right now. Things were a bit... weird earlier.
I'm dealing with it. Just keep the feed running, alright?"

"You got it, boss," Ronnie said, smiling over at Flo
before returning to his computer. There was no sarcasm or humor in
his voice. He really meant it.

Flo stood there for a moment, watching Ronnie from a
safe distance. Of course, Flo knew all too well why Ronnie hadn't
quit. Why he never asked her for a raise, even when his workload
increased. Ronnie was still hoping that he could get back with Flo
at some point, something that was never going to happen. Not that
Flo ever let on about that.

With a sigh and a shake of her head, Flo headed off
once more, making another circuit of the room. This time, she kept
on the move more, swinging by some of the more famous people to
make sure that they were getting everything that they wanted. Part
of the draw for her parties were those celebrities; she knew that
not all the VIPs there were in it just for her. That she couldn't
possibly spend enough time with any of them to make the money that
they had spent to be there feel worth it. As long as they hung out
with someone that was someone, they were fine with the whole thing.
That meant keeping the celebrities entertained as well.

Halfway around the room, though, she spotted Kathy
once more. She was standing over by the stairwell, her hand waving
back and forth over her head. Cleo was standing right behind her,
just inside the stairwell. It was the first time that Flo had seen
her straight on like that, though she didn't think she was really
there any more than she had been the past few times that she had
seen her. It was just something else to work through with her
shrink.

"Hey," Kathy called out, once Flo had made her way
over to her. "You got fifteen minutes with him."

"Is that my schedule or his?" Flo asked, as she took
Kathy's phone from her. Kathy didn't bother answering the question.
It was usually both, especially when she was ducking out of an
event like that.

Flo purposefully looked away from Cleo, who hadn't
disappeared this time, as she slipped past Kathy and into the
stairwell. Kathy stood watch at the door for a moment longer before
letting it slip closed, keeping it quiet enough that no one would
have heard it. As Flo headed up the stairs, she barely glanced back
over her shoulder at Kathy, knowing that she would stand guard at
the door to keep anyone from chasing after her. To keep anyone from
finding out. That was part of the reason why she always called Dr.
Hayes on Kathy's phone, rather than her own.

But as Cleo came up the stairs behind her, Flo just
looked back ahead of her, rushing up those stairs.


 Chapter
Four

Mental Health is
Important

"Hey, Dr. Hayes," Flo said, flicking Kathy's phone
to her ear before she made it up to the door to the roof. There was
only one other floor to the building and Flo knew that Kathy would
have checked it. She would have made sure that there was no one
near the door to the stairwell to hear the start of her
conversation. And yet, with Cleo on her tail, she wasn't as alone
as she should have been. Flo hurried up the stairs, her heels
slamming into the cement beneath her as she went.

"Hey, Florine," Dr. Hayes said.

Dr. Hayes had known Flo for longer than she had been
famous. He had been her mother's shrink back in the day, before
everything had happened with her. At times, it felt like he knew
Flo better than she knew herself. He certainly knew Flo's mother's
condition better than she did. It was that history that kept her
coming back to him, rather than trying to find one of those VIP
shrinks that would drop everything for her.

"So, what's up?" he asked.

That question was very weighted, especially with
Cleo still tagging along behind her. Flo burst forward through the
door to the roof, swinging around as soon as she was through it to
press it closed. Cleo was still coming up those last few stairs,
smiling up at Flo like she thought the whole thing was some kind of
game. If it were a game, it felt awfully childish to Flo. Something
that a five thousand year old goddess wouldn't find all that
enjoyable.

Once the door was closed, Flo turned around to the
rest of the roof, only to spot Cleo standing right in front of her.
"Gah," Flo shouted, giving a start at the surprise.

"Everything alright?" Dr. Hayes asked on the phone.
His voice had dropped, and it took Flo a moment to realize why. To
realize that she had pulled the phone away from her ear when Cleo
surprised her.

"No," Flo answered, honestly. "But I'm in no danger,
and I'm not a danger to myself." It was a common thing that she
said often, especially when she was on the phone with her shrink.
That was, of course, something that he had missed with her mother.
"But... Well..."

Even with feeling the need to get on the phone with
her shrink, Flo wasn't quite ready to discuss what was happening
with her, even with him. Especially with him. Especially with the
same shrink that had treated her mother. They both knew what she
had gone through, how her condition deteriorated. It was so much
worse for Flo, knowing that it might happen to her as well. That
her mother's condition was genetic, and she might have inherited
that from her.

"Well?" Dr. Hayes prompted. "Come now, Flo. Holding
back isn't going to help anything. I thought we were past
that."

"We... We are," Flo said. "It's just... Well, I... I
appear..."

Flo glanced over at Cleo, still standing in front of
her. The woman was walking back and forth, seeming to be pacing on
the roof there. The small stones that covered the roof showed no
sign of her passing, and that seemed enough of a confirmation that
she wasn't there. That Flo really was starting to go crazy.

"I appear to be having an episode," Flo said,
finally.

"Ah," Dr. Hayes said, knowingly. "Should I be
looking for a bed?"

"Uh, let's not get too hasty," Flo said. She knew
what he meant by that, asking if she should be committed somewhere.
It didn't seem that bad. At least, not yet. But if Cleo started to
get troublesome, she knew that that might be where she ended up.
"It's just an episode. Nothing too bad. Just an annoying girl who I
know isn't there." She glared pointedly at Cleo.

"Oh, you're talking about me?" Cleo asked.

Flo held her breath, listening intently to the
phone, waiting for Dr. Hayes to say something about hearing another
voice. She remembered her mother relying on that method to tell
what was real and what was fake, relying on Dr. Hayes like that.
When he wasn't available, it usually fell to Flo.

"This isn't a good sign, Flo," Dr. Hayes said. He
didn't say anything about hearing another voice, which didn't bode
well for Flo's sanity. It was exactly the thing that she was
worried about. What she had been worried about for years, ever
since she first found out that she might be just like her mother in
that way. "Even if this is only an episode, it is a sign of
something going on here."

"I'm starting to wonder if I should be offended by
being called an episode," Cleo said. "I'm not an episode."

"Says the girl that isn't really here," Flo said,
remembering to put her hand over the phone before saying it.

"Oh, that," Cleo said, waving her hand dismissively
at Flo. "That's not because you're crazy. That's just because I'm
not really here."

"Yeah, that's... You know what, never mind. Can I
have a little privacy so I can talk with my shrink? Please?"

"Will you be free after that?" Cleo asked.

"Uh, I do have a party to get back to," Flo said.
She waved her hand back toward the door behind her when she said
that.

"Are you talking with the hallucination?" Dr. Hayes
said, reminding Flo that she was still talking with him.

"Yes, sorry, Dr. Hayes," Flo said, turning away from
Cleo and focusing on her call.

"And is this hallucination trying to get you to hurt
yourself or others?" Dr. Hayes asked. He sounded like he was
reading it off a page or something.

"No," Flo said. She let out a sigh, rolling her eyes
at the phone. She knew that it was an important question, though it
didn't make her feel any better about being asked it. "She's just
telling me that I'm becoming a goddess. It's just my ego running
away on me."

"Uh, Flo, you shouldn't be telling him anything,"
Cleo said.

"Shh," Flo hissed, waving her hand at Cleo, trying
to get her to go away.

"Florine, this is serious," Dr. Hayes said. "If
you're seeing someone that isn't there--"

"It's nothing," Flo insisted, waving her hand
dismissively toward Dr. Hayes, though he wasn't there either. "I
just... I'm tired. It's been a long week setting up this party. A
lot of stress. And I've been drinking."

She knew that she hadn't been drinking much, just a
few sips of the champagne that she had picked up during her time on
the camera. She never drank much of the alcohol at her work events,
using it more as a prop as she went around the room. People always
expected it of her, especially the VIPs, and she hated to
disappoint them. At some point, she had placed the glass down,
though she didn't remember when or how much was left in it.
Besides, she knew that Cleo appeared to her long before she had
that first sip.

"It doesn't work that way," Dr. Hayes said. "You
know that. Stress can trigger the symptoms, but the underlying
issue would still be there."

Flo did know that. She remembered her own mother
shrugging off the first few symptoms the same way. But she didn't
want to think about that. She didn't want to think about any of it.
Her mother didn't come up much in Flo's life, not since she passed.
It was how Flo wanted it to be. But with Cleo literally staring her
in the face, it wasn't something that she could just avoid.

"It's nothing, Dr. Hayes," Flo insisted. "I promise.
I'm fine."

"If you were fine, you wouldn't have called me," Dr.
Hayes said. "At least take some time off. Go home. Rest up. I have
an open slot in my schedule tomorrow. I'll touch base with Kathy
later to make sure that you come in. Even if this episode is over
by then, we need to get ahead of this." Despite Dr. Hayes
mentioning her coming into the office, Flo knew that they would be
meeting virtually. That was how they had most of their
appointments, though Dr. Hayes still used the same wording out of
habit.

"I know, I know," Flo said. She turned away from
Cleo, looking back toward the door to the building. All she wanted
was to go back in there. To finish up the party and ignore Cleo.
But she knew that it wouldn't be that easy. That there had to be
something wrong with her, even if she didn't want to admit that to
herself. "I'll go home as soon as the party is over."

"You should go home now," Dr. Hayes insisted.

"Exactly what I've been telling her," Cleo said, her
voice coming into the same ear that the phone was in.

Flo jumped at how close Cleo was to her. She spun
around, backing away from Cleo. Her hand went up between them,
trying to hold the girl off from her, even though she knew that she
wasn't really there. That her hand wouldn't be able to stop Cleo,
even if she was coming closer to her. Fortunately, she wasn't. Cleo
was just standing by the edge of the roof, smiling at Flo like she
enjoyed playing tricks on her.

"Everything alright, Florine?" Dr. Hayes asked.

"Fine, fine," Flo said, shaking her head.
"Everything is fine. I'll talk to you tomorrow, doc."

"I'll pull your mother's file, see what kind of
medication we started her on when she first started getting
symptoms," Dr. Hayes said, already thinking ahead. Thinking of
medicating her, even before he could confirm that she was crazy.
That her mother's condition really had passed onto her.

"I'll see you tomorrow, doc," Flo said again, before
hanging up the phone.

"You really should listen to your doctor," Cleo
said. "Just slip out of the party. I'm sure that no one will
notice. Then I can bring you back here and we can go over
everything in more detail."

"No," Flo said, pointing her finger at Cleo. "No,
you're just a figment of my imagination. I need to finish up the
party, or there might not be another one." It was what she always
told herself whenever she needed to push through one of these
parties. That she was fortunate enough to get the parties that she
had. That if she messed up, if she made a mistake big enough, it
would all go away.

"Oh, please," Cleo said, waving off Flo's words.
"There will always be another party. Just ask Dyon when you meet
him. He's been partying for... Well, I'll let him tell you. He
loves to talk about himself."

"Uh huh," Flo said, barely listening to Cleo. "I'm
going back to the party now."

Without another word to the figment of her
imagination, Flo turned back to the door to the roof, pulling it
open. Kathy was standing just inside the stairwell, close enough
that she might have been able to listen in on her conversation. She
seemed surprised as Flo glared over at her, almost sheepish for
being so close to the door.

"Were... Were you listening in?" Flo asked.

"I couldn't hear anything clearly," Kathy said,
trying to assure Flo. "I was going to check in on you, make sure
that everything was alright. But I heard you still talking, so I
figured you were still on with Dr. Hayes. Is everything
alright?"

Flo just stood there silently, staring between Kathy
and the door next to her, suddenly worried that Kathy was spying on
her. That she was only working for her to get information for the
tabloids. The headline "Flo Proctor is Crazy" ran through her head.
She wasn't entirely sure that would kill her career; mental health
was a big thing on the socials those days. But it would certainly
destroy Flo.

"Everything is fine," Flo said, glaring between
Kathy and Cleo, who had suddenly appeared on the stairs next to
Kathy. "I just wish that all of you would leave me alone and let me
deal with all of this."

"All of you?" Kathy asked.


 Chapter
Five

You're Not Crazy

The party lasted for another hour. Flo spent as much
of that time as possible making the rounds around the room, talking
with the people that she knew were there. Cleo thankfully left her
alone for that, though she was a constant sight, pouting in the
corner, her arms crossed. Kathy was standing over there as well,
similarly looking after Flo. At times, it even looked like they
were talking with each other, though Flo knew that couldn't have
been the case. That that would have just been part of the
hallucination.

The sun had set outside long before the party
started to wrap up. Flo couldn't tell from inside the club, and she
was too busy to think about that either way. Even as people started
slipping out, Flo continued around the room, trying to get in as
much face time as possible. Part of that was her trying to avoid
Cleo and Kathy, knowing that they both would have issues with how
she spent her time. Part of that was her knowing that, after that
day, she might not have a chance to have another party like that
for a while.

That she might need to spend at least some time in a
ward.

"Great party, as always," Amanda Roman said, as she
started heading out with everyone else.

Her arm was around a man that Flo didn't remember
seeing in the party before, though with how many were in the room,
all their faces blended together after a while. Whoever he was, he
wasn't someone she recognized, not someone famous. The man glanced
back at Flo, smiling over at her in what looked almost like
appreciation. His tight goatee reminded Flo of the devil, and with
what those two were no doubt heading out to do, it seemed
appropriate to her.

"Let me know next time you're in town, yeah?" Amanda
said, smiling over at Flo.

"Sure," Flo called after Amanda, though she wasn't
quite sure what she was talking about. Flo was always in LA. It was
Amanda that was all over the place, acting wherever her movies were
being filmed.

As the two of them headed off, the man's eyes seemed
to linger on Flo a bit longer than they should have, given the
attractive woman that was hanging all over him. But then, he
glanced over toward where Kathy and Cleo were standing, seeming
just as interested in those two, despite Flo knowing that she was
the only one that could see Cleo. Even Cleo had seemed to say as
much.

Flo glanced over at Kathy and Cleo once more, making
sure that they hadn't moved from where she had last seen them,
before heading over to the back corner of the room. Ronnie was
starting to break down the tech gear. The live feed had ended half
an hour earlier, to much fanfare and celebration. Rather than
helping him, Flo headed over to the garbage to grab a bag, meaning
to start cleaning up the room.

"Are you alright?" Ronnie asked.

"What?" Flo asked, jumping at his voice. She looked
over her shoulder back toward Cleo and Kathy, still over in the far
corner, before looking back at Ronnie. "I'm fine. Don't I look
fine? Why-why wouldn't I be fine?"

"You look way better than fine," Ronnie said, eyeing
Flo as he smiled his usual smile at her. "That wasn't what I was
talking about. It's just... Well, you do know we have people to do
that now, right?"

"Huh?" Flo asked. She looked down at the bag in her
hands, only then realizing that she was trying to put off going
home. That she was purposefully looking for things to do besides be
alone. Being alone had always been the worst thing for her mother
when she was having an episode.

"Hey, you know you can talk to me, right?" Ronnie
said. He was just putting his laptop in the case, on top of all the
rest of his equipment, before closing it all up. "Whatever it is,
no judgment."

"Yeah, yeah, I know," Flo snapped, instantly
regretting it. "Sorry, Ronnie. It's just... I've had a long
day."

"Hey, I get it," Ronnie said, shrugging. "It's hard
having everything you've always wanted." He gave her a sideways
smirk before grabbing his gear, heading off.

"Yeah," Flo said, more to herself than to Ronnie.
She knew that he was just joking. That he probably thought that
everything was perfect with her, because it should have been. This
was what she had been working toward, the goal that she had put in
place for herself. It wasn't her fault that she went crazy getting
it.

Flo just stood there, staring down at the garbage
bag in her hand, wondering if she should continue cleaning up. Back
when she first started, when she first had one of those parties, it
had been up to her and her friends to clean up. To make the place
be as clean as they could in the hopes of getting their deposits
back. But it had been a long time since those days, and most of the
time she wouldn't have bothered. She was above such things. And
yet, she couldn't help but worry that she would be right back there
in no time.

"You can't avoid me forever," Cleo said. This time,
Flo had been expecting her voice. She was, after all, finally
finished with the party. She was alone over there in the corner.
There was no one listening in on her conversation with the
invisible girl who wasn't there. Who wasn't real.

"I can at least try," Flo said.

"Hey, everything alright?" Kathy called out, her
voice echoing around the room as she started heading over to Flo.
"You know we have people for that this time, right?"

"I know, I know," Flo said.

"Flo, just put the garbage down," Kathy said.

"Yeah, Flo," Cleo said.

"Go home, get some rest," Kathy said.

"Rest would do you some good," Cleo said.

"You have that call with Dr. Hayes at three, but
otherwise, your day is free," Kathy said. "No one expects you to
post anything until five at the earliest, and you usually don't
post anything the day after these things."

"I know, I know," Flo said, to both of them. "Fine,
just... Just look in on me first thing tomorrow, alright? I don't
want to wake up dead."

"Ha, right," Kathy said. It was a frequent joke
between them, though Flo meant it more that day than she usually
did.

Flo dropped the garbage bag right where it was,
knowing that the cleaning team would take it from there. She stood
there staring down at it for a moment before finally making her way
toward the doors.

"Finally," Cleo said, following along in Flo's
wake.

Flo's eyes flicked around the room as she went,
looking for anything that she had left behind. Halfway through the
space, she remembered that she didn't bring anything in with her.
That her purse was with the coat check, along with her phone and
keys. It was the safest place for it at one of those places,
knowing that some of her more ardent fans would be looking for
souvenirs.

Rather than waiting for Flo to get her things, Cleo
seemed to disappear the moment that she stepped outside of the main
room. At first, Flo thought that maybe she was gone, but she knew
that she
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