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Chase Armitradge died twice after the lightning hit him. He had little memory of it and no warning when he left his apartment that morning.

He pulled up his coat collar against the gray sleety November day. He was in his all purpose too-fat-for-fashion coat. He wore it from November to February and it wasn't warm enough for any of those months unless an Indian summer rolled through Oshkosh, Wisconsin. An icy wind slid down his neck and crept up his sleeves. Leaves rushed across the sidewalk, driving him towards the coffee shop. Dark gray clouds formed a line low in the sky. 

Chase hurried past the crumbling steps of an abandoned church. Oshkosh was in decline, but it wasn’t going without a fight. Part farm town, part renaissance revival, the heavy churches sat next to trendy latte shops and tattoo parlors. Chase had no use for the church or its foundation of lying to its people. His aunt had gone to her grave thanking God for his mercy but Chase hadn't seen her get any relief from the cancer that ate her alive. 

A powerfully-built man, in his 40s, sat on the limestone steps and observed the passing of life. The man had the measured gaze of a soldier, evaluating but not threatening. From his black laced boots to his black pants, jacket and sunglasses, he was too put together to be a mugger, Chase decided, nodding to him as he passed. The man’s pale face moved slightly to follow Chase’s movements. 

Just a few more moments and the reward for buckling down on a Saturday morning and updating his grade book for his science classes would be his. Chase’s heart sped up, and he smiled. He would have a soft, gooey blueberry muffin to go with the steaming latte, secure in the knowledge that he had his lesson plans done for the next week. Then, he could turn his attention to the assignment from his graduate level environmental chemistry class. God, something was always nagging to be done. His brain felt squeezed by the next thing crowding in, claiming his focus.

Gone were the days where colleges reserved easy, lucrative jobs for their master’s candidates. Everyone was feeling the belt tighten, even higher education. Chase was teaching high school and taking grad classes at night. Once he got his phd in chemistry, once he was Dr. Armitradge, the world would open its arms to him and he would leave these surly high schoolers to simmer in a brew of their own ignorance. 

He could already envision his office with a modern desk and filled with light. That self-satisfied feeling was the last thing Chase Armitradge remembered before a searing light blinded him and thunder shook the ground. He was drawn up into the tingling atmosphere. The smell of burning ozone permeated the air, and his overweight body floated like a balloon in an updraft. Then, he slammed to the ground. His right foot collapsed with a series of crunches as he landed. He tried to scream, but no sound would come out. 

Tendrils of fire raced through his body, crawling on his skin like ants. His ear exploded in excruciating pain and liquid dripped down his face. On fire from the inside, his body had become a molten core of agony. And then, all the pain ceased, and something yanked him into the air. 

His body accelerated like the model rockets he launched as a kid, gaining speed. He stopped with a jerk. Everything was blinding white. 

He squinted and found he could withstand the light as his eyes adjusted. A thick, white mist enveloped him. It bathed him and he didn’t question it. He didn’t care. The pain had stopped.

A man walked out of the white mist toward him. The young man from the steps of the ruined church, decked out like a Roman centurion. Somehow, the outfit looked right on him. He came up to Chase and stared at him for a long moment before walking away into the enveloping white cloud.

Another man appeared. He wore white robes, belted with rope and a little round white hat. Chase wasn’t a Catholic, but he knew the robes meant someone important. The man’s face, dominated by a large hooked nose, was seamed and worn like old cotton. As he walked past Chase, he appeared to be muttering. Chase didn’t care and wasn’t worried. It was like having gas at the dentist’s office, that weightless pleasant feeling but without the hangover and stomach upset. 

A smaller figure came running at him. Every third step a hop of joy. Chase recognized the run. He would’ve known it anywhere.

“J Man!” Chase thought, although he couldn’t make a sound. The kid’s real name was Jerry, but Jerry couldn’t pronounce it due to a slight speech impediment. He had been one of the brightest students Chase had in class that first year of teaching. Jerry had been killed by an impaired driver. Chase’s heart ached over it. J Man wrapped his bird skinny arms around Chase, squeezed him with surprising strength and then ran off.

An overwhelming feeling of comfort enveloped him.

Chase tried to form a conclusion, like any good scientist, but his usual orderly thoughts wouldn’t hold together. He must be dead. That was the only answer. He considered it from all angles. The hallucinations were from the breakdown of brain chemicals. The brain stayed alive for seven minutes after death. When his cells became deprived of oxygen, the acidity would increase as the toxic by-products of chemical reactions accumulated.  

He felt good, great even. When was the last time that happened? All his pains were gone. Ditto, the pounding in his head that was his constant companion. He breathed easily, without his usual wheezing.

He assumed this was what people interpreted as heaven. Chase believed in the earth and nature and its systems. As a scientist, he wanted to explain everything. 

But if he hallucinated heaven, what did that mean? Was he secretly a believer? His mother would be so happy. Being dead would solve a lot of his issues. 

As soon as the thought formed, he plummeted out of the mist and hurtled towards the earth. 

A ferocious weight stamped on his chest, a giant grinding him under a relentless boot. Chase gasped and tried to get air. His crushed lungs would not work and Chase continued to struggle against the vise-like pain. His skin burned, crisping. 

A face above him, strained with effort. Rain fell onto Chase’s upturned face, cold and bitter tasting.

“He’s back!” The man above him said, and Chase noticed a few concerned faces around him as he lay on his back on the rocky pavement. 

“Move back, the ambulance is here,” a woman’s voice said. The press of people moved back and the agonizing pain caused him to scream when they moved his body to a stretcher. The rain stopped and Chase jumped when something was stuck in his arm. 

He left again. This time, instead of rising to the clouds, he strode the earth. He was in an enormous, glittering city that stretched from one end of the horizon to the other. Anything he thought of appeared in huge quantities. Women, palaces and wealth flowed through his eager hands, then became obscenities he could never have imagined. An upwelling revulsion overtook him, and he ran, but the city held him captive. 

Chase opened his eyes to a bright light. Instead of comfort, it stung his eyes. A metallic taste filled his mouth. A booming headache pounded against his forehead. His chest squeezed tight, and he felt a fullness in his body. Bile crept up his throat and burned worse than any indigestion he’d ever known. His skin felt scraped off and the nerve endings screamed in agony.

A woman in scrubs placed stickers on him for an EKG. He was breathing through a mask, and the pain in his chest squeezed him less. Another caretaker took blood, and a third put a line into his arm. These new pains were sharp and brief, and inside he relaxed. Things happened as if to someone else. The pain existed, but he divorced himself from it. 

He slept but did not travel anywhere. When he woke, his joints ached, his skin felt seared, and his body wept sticky pus onto the sheets. Phantom energy crawled inside his legs like biting worms struggling to escape. Outside, it was dark. He was in a double room. Someone snored in the bed near the window, separated behind a flimsy room divider. 

A man sat in the chair next to the door, his face in shadow. Chase struggled for the light next to his bed. The strain of moving tore at the muscles in his sides. Chase took his eyes off the man for a second. The door opened, and a woman in scrubs bustled in and turned on the light for him. There was no man in the chair anymore. Did he slip out the door when she came in? 

The nurse grabbed his arm and touched the inner elbow. His skin was on fire where her fingers held his arm to find a vein. “Poke,” she said.

He tried to say something, to ask her about the man, but his throat was dry. She turned off his light and moved to the next patient, the snoring roommate. Chase heard his suite mate wake and whisper to the woman, and then she left on squeaky soled shoes. The door closed, and it was dark again.

The man observed him from the chair. Chase tried to match his stare but his eyes drifted shut. They burned and itched, but he couldn’t bring up his hands to rub them. He fought the lethargy, but it overcame him. He drifted off to the rhythmic sound of machines beeping on his monitors.
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“Well, miracle man, we welcome you back to life!” The tiny Asian man in a white lab coat radiated energy. His nametag said, “Dr. Lee.” He came forward and shook Chase’s hand. Chase grimaced against the pain in his joints and skin. He heard the doctor through a tunnel of cotton.  “Do you know what happened to you?”

“I think I was dead.” Chase’s thoughts had trouble connecting to each other to form linear ideas.

“Twice we bring you back! You were struck by lightning. Very rare. Forty-nine people die from this every year, and you appear to have taken a direct strike. I’ll write a paper about you.” He manipulated Chase’s joints, stopping when Chase moaned in pain. Then there were questions and a review of his blood work and tests. Most of it flowed right past his comprehension. 

“You’re okay to leave tomorrow if blood work remains good. There was no damage to your heart. Two broken ribs from CPR. Broken right eardrum. Five broken bones in right foot. We won’t do anything for the ribs or foot. They’ll heal.”

“The light red marks on your skin are called Lichtenberg figures. They look like red ferns on your skin. Usually, they fade. Sometimes not. No concern.”

“I will come by tomorrow and sign off if you are okay to go.” He made some notes on a laptop and shook Chase’s hand.

Chase glanced at his hand and could see the red veining like the lightning had become a part  of his skin's tapestry.

“And here is your esteemed visitor,” said the doctor. 

A priest came in. He wore the basic black Cossack, but his wide sash was scarlet, as were the buttons that ran down the front of his black robe. The doctor bent and kissed the guy’s ring!

“Your Excellency, I’ll give you some privacy,” the doctor said and closed the door behind him. 

“Your Excellency,” Chase acknowledged him from his bed.

“Well, technically, it is ‘Your Right Reverend,’ but you can call me Bishop or Father Mustela.” He pulled a chair to Chase’s bed and smiled. His tight curly hair was black with a hint of silver at the sideburns and his dark skin glowed with health. He could have been forty or ninety. Chase didn’t trust his wide, toothy smile. He was rail thin and held himself like an athlete.

“But let’s talk about you, Chase Armitradge. You’re 36 years old, never married, with a degree in chemistry and a minor in teaching. You teach science but don’t have a passion for your job or your students. You’re taking classes to get your phD in chemistry, hoping to get out of teaching,” He paused. Chase wondered if he was supposed to argue. 

It was too much trouble for Chase to debate the man. Plus, the man didn’t matter to him at all. Who cared what he thought? He reminded Chase of a car salesman.

“You don’t believe in God or the Legion of Saints around us or heaven or hell. Am I correct?” His voice had a subtle musical lilt and his wide mouth was full of white, white teeth when he smiled, like he was now. 

“No, I’m not a believer.” 

“Ho, ho, ho, but you will be, my friend,” Mustela’s laugh bounced around the room. “You are special, Chase Armitradge, chosen in fact. One among many.” The man lifted his hands.

“Please go away,” Chase interrupted. The man was going into preacher mode, and Chase didn’t have the energy right now.

“You’re a borderline diabetic. Your doctor put you on a diet, which you’ve been ignoring. Tsk, tsk.” He waved a finger at Chase like he was a naughty toddler. “Without a belief in God and his works, is it any wonder you question your existence? Well, do not fear, my friend, God has a plan for you.”

Chase ran his hand along the side of his bed, searching for the Nurse Call button, and then the other man slid into the room. He held his breath, but the man ignored him and gazed around the room. Chase imagined he was assessing exits and weapons. He was all in black again and blended into the background like a shadow. Although the room was dim, he wore dark glasses. Chase sensed the man staring at him. He exuded danger. 

“Who’s he, your enforcer?” Chase asked.

“Who do you mean?” Mustela looked around.

“The nasty piece of work behind you.”

“Describe him to me, although I think I know who he is and why he’s here,” said Mustela. He grinned, showing deep dimples.

“He looks like a cross between a soldier and a GQ model. He’s right behind you, leaning against the wall.” Chase raised his voice and was immediately sorry as the pain lanced up his throat.

“His name is Elpidius or Expeditus. Either will do, and you are one of the very lucky few who have ever been privileged to meet him. I can’t see him and look how very, very holy I am,” Mustela laughed. 

“He’s a ghost?” Chase whispered as if the ghost could hear him.

The “ghost” shimmered, and for a moment, Chase saw him garbed as a Roman centurion, with a sword and shield. Chase squinted, and the image was gone, and he was dressed in black again, as solid as the Bishop.

“He is, in fact, a sort of enforcer, but he’s your co-worker.”

“Me?”

“More accurately, he reports to God, the Father almighty, but he’ll work with you to accomplish the tasks set before you.”

“Work with me?”

“Do you always repeat conversations? Not really working with you. He’s more the strong, silent type, but if there’s a demon you can’t handle, he’s the saint you want to see coming out of the dark to help you. Saint Expeditus, patron saint of urgent causes, and a true soldier of God. You’re very fortunate. Not everyone who is chosen gets access to Expeditus.”

“You’re insane. Please leave. I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to have access to my medical records, for starters. I don’t feel fortunate. I feel pain, lots and lots of pain, and you need to leave me alone.” Chase found the Nurse Call button and pressed it like a Jeopardy contestant. 

No one came.

“No one will disturb us. The church presence is strong in this hospital, plus we’re paying for your care. We’ve got hundreds praying for your recovery. They don’t know your name, but they are pulling for you. God isn’t ignoring them, believe me.” 

Another man slid into the room from a dark corner and Expeditus was gone. The door hadn’t opened. These figures appeared from dark corners and the edges of his peripheral vision. 

“Who’s the new guy? He’s got a large nose and thin black hair. He looks like an older, rougher version of Al Pacino.”

“Oh, this is excellent! Does he have intense eyes?” When Chase nodded, Mustela almost jumped in excitement. “I believe this is Saint Charles Borromeo. He’s known for his organizational skills. He’ll be invaluable to you in your quest.”

Chase sighed, “And what is he the patron saint of?” 

Mustela avoided looking him in the eye. “It might also be someone else, but it’s probably Borromeo.”

“Patron saint of?”

“Saint Charles Borromeo, patron saint of obesity, among other things.”

“Oh great! A personal trainer to help with my weight problems.” Chase threw up his arms. It stung his skin, and he regretted doing it. “I don’t need people praying for me.” The very thought of people asking God to help him made goosebumps appear on his arms and that hurt too.

“Beg to differ, friend. The praying, especially by so many devout pilgrims, is heard by God and his saints, and they take notice.”

“Notice this, then. I don’t want help. I got hit by lightning, and I’ve got some priest whose Latin name means ‘weasel’ by the way, handing me a line of baloney I haven’t heard since my last fifth period class ‘forgot’ we had a test. Leave. Me. Alone.”

“It’s true, about the ‘weasel’ but I’m the Lord’s weasel and I help with special projects for the Pope himself.”

“Listen, I don’t care if you’re the Pope himself. I need to rest. I’m hoping to get released tomorrow and be at work, which I am not passionate about, as you noted, to teach the high school children who are not the little darlings I was promised in teacher school. That guess was spot on, but the gig pays the rent, the interest on my school loans and puts food on the table, just barely, but it does. If I have two wall walkers hanging around me, I doubt I’ll keep my job. So, tell the two to vamoose, and you follow them out.”

The outburst had cost him. His eyes closed, and he drifted off. His last sight was Expeditus glaring at him as the Right Reverend got up.

“I’ll come by and see how you’re feeling tomorrow, my friend. We can go over the rules of your new existence.” Chase drifted off to sleep and Mustela left.

The light went on and Chase opened his eyes. Someone wiped his elbow with alcohol. A tech drew blood and smiled apologetically. “Poke.” He turned off the light and left.

As Chase’s eyes adapted to the darkness, he noticed the soldier, Expeditus, positioned against a wall, arms crossed, with a disgusted expression on his face and the dark glasses.

“What? So I’m a loser because I don’t want to be God’s play toy?” His throat produced sound without as much pain as before. Chase was pleased with his progress and hoped to be able to teach on Monday. He got docked for missed classes. Maybe the kids would be sympathetic and cut him some slack. How many people did they know who had been struck by lightning? And lived to boot? He would milk it for a week, at least. 

“I don’t even believe in God,” he whispered at the wraith, who shrugged and pushed off the wall. He turned and made a hand gesture like a conductor waving a baton and moved through the wall.

Chase sighed with relief. He didn’t need ghosts, slick preachers or their god in his life. Chase resolved to do a better job for his students. And for himself. He needed to get home and work on the chem homework. His phd and relief from teaching high schoolers dangled like tantalizing fruit just beyond his reach.
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Chase woke at 2am, not when the phlebotomist taking the blood turned on his light, but when the blood-taker gasped and backed away without completing his job. Chase sat up and sucked in air in a rush. Tried laying back down and couldn’t manage it. The pain held him like a vise and he groaned with each labored breath.

A woman moved briskly into the room and stopped. She stared at him for a moment and then turned on the overhead light. 

The brilliance washed over him and his eyes burned and teared. Agony filled every pore of his body, and his throat had swollen shut so that he couldn’t even scream. The nurse left but the orderly stood in the doorway, half in and half out of the room, as if he was leaving himself an escape route.

Why wouldn’t anyone help him? He was off pain meds the last time the doctor came in, hours ago. What happened? He found the Nurse Call button and squeezed it as much as his swollen hand would manage. He closed his burning eyes but opened them again, despite the pain. 

His hand! His hand was one dark purple bruise. Threads of red ran through his hand like veins. They were raised against the gray skin that he no longer recognized. His other hand was beyond bruised as well. What the heck?

He heard the slap of running shoes and a tear fell from his shut eyes. Help was on the way and relief from this crushing pain. 

The running noises stopped. He heard breathing and realized they had stopped in the doorway. He slotted his eyes against the burning sensations. His eyes watered liberally. The people he desperately needed were blurred. He saw a group of people in scrubs stacked in the doorway, gawking at him.

One of the braver ones edged into the room towards him. The blood tech broke and fled, pushing through the crush of people in the doorway.

“I’m Doctor Sevard, Chase. How are you feeling?”

“What’s happening? So much pain,” He whispered.

“You got hit by lightning. The bruising and dendritic pattern of the skin are classic symptoms. I’ve never seen it so pronounced.” He moved forward and pulled a light from the wall, clicking it on. 

As the bright light touched his skin, he screamed a strangled cry, barely recognizable as a noise. The doctor snapped the light off but moved within inches of Chase’s face.

“It doesn’t usually take a day to show up. Generally, it shows up right away. It’s very unusual and fascinating.” He examined as much as he could without touching Chase. 

“Unfortunately, we can’t do much to help you. Even pain meds can only do so much. Nurse, let’s get some meds going IV,” he grabbed the chart from the nurse and wrote something, then handed it back to the nurse.  The nurse left the room.

“We’ll get you fixed up, as much as we can. I notified your doctor and the bishop, so they should be here soon.” He reached out to pat Chase’s leg but thought better of it.

Someone turned out the overhead light and the nurse administered the painkiller.  With the light off and new meds coursing through his veins, life almost seemed bearable, and Chase took a deep breath. The pain lurked just below the surface. 

The group of gawkers dispersed and Chase was alone with his bloated, bruised body. 

“Well, Chase, one should never flaunt God’s mercy. I’m sure you’ll agree with me.” Bishop Mustela swept into the room. “Oh, that is much worse than they led me to believe.”

“Are you saying this,” he gestured at his body and the bruises that covered him, “Is my fault?”

The bishop spread his robes. “I activated my prayer army, and you were free of pain and of the deep bruising that’s affecting over ninety percent of your body. You scorned God and, well, you see the results.”

“Your God did this?” The painkillers couldn’t mask the excruciating torment that seared through every inch of his body. 

“Or it could be Satan. Hard to say, he’s a tricky one. Let’s make the best of it, shall we?”

Chase hated people who said, "Let's make the best of it." It was always when something was horrible in your life and they thought you should be tougher than you were. He saw Saint Expeditus come into the room. He had such presence, thought Chase. More than entering the room, he owned it. Expeditus scanned it and then positioned himself where he could survey everything and everyone in it. 

“Great,” Chase sighed. “God’s pit bull.”

“Expeditus? Wonderful. Things are going swimmingly.” The tall bishop pulled a chair over and sat close to Chase. “Let me tell you how things work. You can decide later. Did I mention there could be boils and seeping wounds? No? We’ll see about that later.”

“You’re evil,” Chase managed.

“Original sin is a bitch, we’ve all got it hanging over our heads. You’ll find I’ll use every tool in my arsenal to get this party started. Anyway, back to how this works. Let’s just try this first case, and I’m sure you’ll start getting in the spirit.”

Chase waved his hand to encourage the bishop to get it over with. He noticed the pain was still there, but it was in the back seat now, instead of the front.

“Well, then, I can only tell you the experiences of others in your situation. It usually starts with one of the saints making him or herself known to you. Sometimes it will be Expeditus but other times, another. Your first mission is to find out what they want. They are notoriously mute, so it isn’t easy. They have spoken to some, but it takes a
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