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Belial’s Bargain

By Ron Harris

Jim was half-asleep and not quite sure if he was dreaming when he walked past his son’s room and heard him whisper, “Daddy.”  He stopped dead in his tracks and froze, not even letting his breath escape as he listened again.  Jim’s face wore a look of shock and fright. His son Bryce was only six months old.

Jim felt a little dribble of urine seep out of his urethra and spread into a big wet circle on his nice white jockeys.  Mental note to self, he thought, tell Jackie to buy black next time.  This was the “good to the last drop” effect that most men are familiar with.  More rigorous shaking would have prevented the spill, but who had time for that in the middle of the night?  He heard nothing more except his son’s shallow breathing.  Padding lightly into his son’s room, he closely eyed Bryce in his crib.  Nothing seemed amiss.  The tiny boy slept curled up in a fetal crouch, as always, his little chest rising and falling smoothly with each breath behind his Elmo pajamas.  Had he uttered that first word in his sleep?  Anything was possible, Jim supposed, but Bryce had just barely started to crawl.  Talking, if the child development authorities were accurate in their estimations, wouldn’t come for quite some time yet.  Jim covered up one of Bryce’s absurdly small, plump feet that had wriggled out of the blanket and scanned the room.  There were all kinds of talking toys and stuffed animals, but none that said ‘daddy.’  Besides, all required some kind of a squeeze or a button to be pushed.  He shook it off and returned to bed.  Sleep was hard to return to, as the incident had snapped him wide awake.  The baby monitor hissed silence on the nightstand.  If indeed Bryce had said something, the show was over for tonight.

In the morning, the memory of the whispered word was still fresh on his mind.  Jackie was sitting on the sofa drinking her Starbucks home brew coffee and eating her usual bran muffin, waiting for the traffic report on the local news.

“Hon, last night when I got up to go the bathroom, I could have sworn I heard Bryce say ‘Daddy’ when I went by his room.”

“Hold on a sec,” she replied, “the weather chick is on, so Officer Hernandez of the Highway Patrol must be next.”  Jim walked in and sat next to her, only to find the giant remote control poking him in the lower back.  “I swear, she thinks she’s a movie star or something.  Look at how low that dress is.  And if those tits are real, I’m Britney Spears.”

“Did you hear what I said?  I think Bryce said his first word last night.”  Jackie turned her attention away from the television for less than a second, just long enough to shoot a condescending look at him.

“You sure you didn’t have a couple shots of Nyquil before you hit the sack?  That stuff’s stronger than Jack Daniels, you know.”  Jim gave up.  It was ridiculous, when he thought about it.  Still, he listened closely to his son’s coos and gurgles as he changed and dressed him for daycare.  If there were any words this time, they certainly weren’t in English.

That night, falling asleep seemed impossible.  When he finally drifted off, it had to be past midnight.  Not good when he had to be up at six-thirty.  Less than seven hours and he tended to be cranky. The red LED numbers on the alarm clock proclaimed it to be 3:12 when his full bladder did its little knock-knock trick.  If he ever had an MRI done of the area, he would want to know if his suspicions all these years were correct, and his bladder was abnormally petite – closer to the capacity of a gerbil than a human.  Sighing, he peeled back the sheets and swung his legs over and onto the cold wooden floor.  He paused outside Bryce’s room – nothing.  In the bathroom, he leaned one arm up on the wall and half-dozed while he peed.  The other hand had to hold on for aim.  For some reason he occasionally had a split stream of urine.  One stream would go straight ahead as it was supposed to, then another tributary branched off to the right.  Behold the mighty Tigris and Euphrates.  If he wasn’t careful, he could dowse his whole right inner thigh and the floor to boot.  He didn’t flush when he finished, because the toilet was a loud one.  It reminded him of the blue-water lavatories on airplanes, which threatened to pop the eardrums of the unprepared. In the still of the night it would roar through the house like a passing semi trailer.  Jim waited, not wanting to pass Bryce’s room again.  Finally he decided he couldn’t stand there in the bathroom when his warm bed awaited him.

“Daddy.”  Jim’s heart skipped a beat and he ever so slowly turned his head to look.  Bryce was sitting up in his crib.  He entered the room, nearly tripping on an interactive Barney doll made by the same folks who brought you Windows 98.  Bryce seemed to be waiting for him.

“Or would you prefer I call you Jim?” his son whispered in a little-boy voice.  Jim’s mind went into a tailspin, unable to process this scenario.  He backed out of the room, never breaking contact with his son’s locked and somewhat bemused gaze.  Jim hid under the covers, just as he had done decades ago to escape the ravages of the Boogeyman.  Now he was afraid of his infant son.  He heard the sound of a little throat clearing over the baby monitor.  Jim looked over at Jackie.

“She sleeps through everything, forget her,” his son said.  It was true.  “We’ll talk more tomorrow night.”  Jim cowered at the voice that could not really be his son’s, and lay awake the rest of the night.  His heart didn't stop racing until it was daylight.

“You look like shit, babe,” Jackie informed him as he helped her pack Bryce into his car seat.  “You getting sick or something?”

“No, I don’t know.  I had a hard time falling asleep last night.”  Jim had been searching for any further signs of awareness or intelligence in his son all morning, yet came up empty.  Whatever was going on, it only seemed to be happening late at night.  Bryce was his usual bubbly self, spreading his breakfast oatmeal all over his face and hair and crying to let them know he had taken a dump and needed a new Pamper.

Work that day was difficult, as Jim could think of little else other than his talking baby boy.  He couldn’t tell Jackie, or anyone else for that matter.  Who would believe such a thing?  He took calls, he made calls, but it was all on auto-pilot.  He could have been selling missiles or crack cocaine instead of car insurance for all the attention he paid to it.  

That night he waited until Jackie was breathing slowly and lightly snoring before heading into Bryce’s room.  As terrified as he was, the strangeness of the situation drew him back.  Bryce rolled over on his side to face him when he walked in.  He didn’t bother to sit up, as his nearly-bald head was comfortably propped up on a pillow.  

“Bryce?” he asked, tentatively hoping that it had all been a product of his imagination.

“No, Jim, not Bryce.  I’m using his body, because I don’t have one.  I’m a demon.”  The voice was still that of a toddler, though now there seemed to be a hint of gravel down deep in the throat.  Jim was speechless.  “Turn that thing off.”  Bryce was nodding toward the baby monitor.  Even Jackie would stir eventually with all the talking. Jim did as instructed.  There was no time to question the incredulity of the situation.  It was happening right here, right now.

“A demon?  How, why?  My son. . .”  Jim trailed off.  This was all too bizarre.  He was rapidly going into shock.  

“Humans call me Belial, or at least that’s the most popular name used.  I needed a warm body, and here he was.  Nothing personal, you understand."

Jim felt anger rising in his chest, and his pulse quickened.  His paternal instinct thundered to the surface.  "You get out of my son, you evil thing!"

"Shhh.  Stop yelling.  I can't do that.  I'm not going into the cold again just yet.  You all think Hell is some kind of inferno, but it's really freezing, bone-cracking cold."

"That's my little boy you're inside!   You leave him alone and go to someone else!"

Bryce/Belial pulled Lambchop's tail and "Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star" began to chime.  "No.  Not leaving.  It’s not that simple. And for now, I'm not hurting him."  This silenced Jim, who had been just about to let loose with a string of threats to summon priests with holy water.  

"Is he. . .there now?  Hearing you?"

"Sound asleep.  Way inside."

"You can't just stay in my son, damn you."

Bryce/Belial cocked his head.  "Actually, I can.  And if you don't want anything to happen to your precious little boy, you'll stay away from any priests, rabbis, or shamans who might attempt to dislodge me from my present vessel.  I may not be able to take his soul, but I can do anything I damn well please to his body.  Your bodies are weak little carcasses."

"If you even -"

Bryce/Belial clutched his chest.  "Uh!  Who would think a baby could have a fatal heart attack!  It must have been some congenital problem they didn’t know about.  That’s just the worst thing that can happen to a parent."

Tears welled in Jim's tired eyes.  Bryce/Belial pointed his index finger.  "He pried the plastic safety plug right out and stuck his little finger right into the socket.  Zzzzt!  Such a sad story.  Good for thirty seconds on the evening news."  It looked at Jim and curled down into Bryce's sleeping position.  "And don't forget crib death.  They still don't know exactly what it is, do they?  You idiots can put men on the moon, but something like that you can’t solve.  Actually, that moon landing was a hoax."

"What is it that you want?" 

Bryce/Belial propped itself up on one elbow.  "I knew you could be reasonable.  I want a place to stay for a year.  That's all.  And some conversation each night.  Most of the time I'll just be asleep deep inside while your son is on the outside.  He’ll never know I’m here.  One year from tonight, I'll leave."

"How do I know you'll go?"

The thing smiled.  "Because I'm telling you, flesh.  I’ve kept my word to every one of you monkeys since you were living in caves and eating your own shit."  Jim saw no options but to comply.

Jim told no one.  Who would believe him, anyway?  And of course, he was afraid of what the demon would do to Bryce if it thought he was acting against it.  Belial had him, and that was that.  Jim took to sleeping in his car on his lunch break, buying a cheap plastic watch with a little alarm that he would set to chirp five minutes before he had to get back to his desk upstairs.   He stole naps at night, but not many.  The thing loved to talk.  Jim had a feeling it was starting to consider him a sort of friend.  

"You know, Jim, I watched the whole five billion years of Earth so far.  Funny thing about those dinosaurs."

"What about 'em?"

"You all think they died because some comet or meteor hit the earth."

"That wasn't it?"

"No.  That was right when we discovered how we could leave the abyss and inhabit warmth and light.  You flesh things remind us of our old home in a way.  The big lizards were our first hosts."

"And you killed them?"

"No.  God did.  He changed the weather and froze the dinosaurs to death just to show us he was in charge.  We finally found some heat, and he took it away.  He used to do that a lot, you know.  Floods, droughts, hurricanes, pillars of fire.  If you pissed Him off, some kind of meteorological devastation was going to get you.  Or a plague or a famine.  But yeah, that's what happened to your dinosaurs."

"What were they like?"

"Pretty much the way you think, except toward the end, they were a lot smarter than humans ever imagined.  Magnificent, powerful bodies.  If they had had opposable thumbs and vocal chords, who knows how far they could have gone.  Building cities, maybe."

"Huh."  

 Jim actually began to enjoy the conversations after a few weeks when his fear had dissipated somewhat.  Though the thing was often insulting, Jim didn’t take it personally.  It considered all humans inferior.  Belial was quite a gossip, and his items were all information you wouldn’t find in a tabloid.  Eventually Jim felt comfortable enough to ask questions, rather than merely waiting to see what the thing wanted to divulge that night.

“So, there is a Heaven and Hell, just like they told us in church?”

“Not exactly the same, but your concepts are close enough.  You’ll find out.  You’re going to Hell, by the way.”  Jim was suddenly mortified.

“To Hell?  For what?  What’d I do?”

“You probably would have gone anyway, but talking to me sealed it up.  You’re not supposed to talk to us.  It falls into the same category as that Tree of Knowledge from Genesis."

“You’ve got to be kidding me!  I’m only doing this to save my boy.”

“And a noble sacrifice it is.”

“That can’t be.  God wouldn’t do that.”

It smiled and raised an eyebrow.  “He wouldn’t?  He let his own son be beaten and crucified.  You think he cares whether you go to Heaven or Hell?”

“You’re just trying to confuse me, make me lose my faith.”

“Don’t need to.  You never had any faith in the first place.  Almost none of you do.”         

“Who are you to tell me about faith?”

For the first time, the thing rankled.  “I used to walk in His light and dwell in His house!  I served and worshipped Him before your universe was even created!  I know the Lord as you never have and never will!”  Bryce/Belial was out of breath.  Its tirade had invoked long-lost nostalgia and regrets.

“Sorry. I was just saying.”

Bryce learned to walk, and he chattered away in syllables that were increasingly sounding like speech.   Jim never could see anything but sweet innocence behind his blue eyes during the daytime.  Belial kept his word and never emerged while Bryce was awake.  Perhaps Jim grew to appreciate his son more due to the potential grave danger the seemingly benign spirit inside him posed.  He held him a little tighter, kissed him a little more often on his chubby cheeks, and nuzzled him around the neck like a mother lioness.  Bryce was a precious baby boy, with a smile that could melt even the coldest heart.  Of course, Belial didn’t have a heart to melt, other than the one he was borrowing.

“Where will you go from here?” Jim asked as the year was drawing to an end.  The thing was wistful. 

“Back there.  To the cold, dark place.  The dungeon He made for us.”

“Why wouldn’t you go to another body?”

“It’s like a visa.  We’re only allowed out for a limited time, every so often.”

“Aren’t you guys always causing trouble up here?”

“What have I told you about Hell?  It isn’t down under the ground, you twit.  It’s like another, oh this confounded language of yours! Dimension is a close enough word.”

“But the wars, the serial killers, all the evil in the world, how do you cause it all from there?”

“We don’t.  You do.  You all have an inherently evil core.  Some of you monkeys almost put us to shame.  Besides, there are only seventy-two demons.  That’s not nearly enough to do everything you attribute to us.”

Jim let this sink in.  “World War Two, Hitler, the death camps?”

“Not us.  We were there, watching.  It was very amusing.  Some of the Nazis would have made top-notch demons.  But all those positions were filled before your planet was made.”

Jackie never caught on, though she did voice concern on several occasions as to how haggard and spent Jim looked.  She also noticed his paychecks dwindling ever smaller, as his commissions nearly evaporated.   He had adapted to the lack of sleep as best he could, but it was hard to focus on convincing customers Starlight Insurance had the lowest rates when he was spending every night with one of Satan’s minions.  He noticed once that Jackie had been gone through his closet and his shelf on the medicine cabinet.  If she was looking for drugs, all she would find were the caffeine tablets he downed like vitamins every two hours at work.  Even these barely picked him up from his fog any more.  Jim had started turning in for bed ridiculously early, as soon as he gave Bryce a bath, put him in his pajamas, and gave him his bottle of warm milk.   He stopped trying to initiate sex, and Jackie didn’t seem to mind. She wasn’t as worried about his odd behavior as he would have hoped.  She was probably having an affair with Frank, the distinguished-looking (he could have been Richard Gere’s brother) and obscenely wealthy lawyer she worked for.  The odds were amplified by the fact that Frank was recently divorced and feeling his oats again.  Such a thing would have troubled Jim a great deal in the past, but Belial had given him a more cosmic context within which to view his relatively insignificant problems.

It was the big night when Belial was to make his exit from Bryce’s body.  Jim had been counting the days for a long time.  The last time a year had seemed so long was back in elementary school, when a kid could grow old and gray before summer vacation came around.  He tried to mask his eagerness, but the thing could almost read minds.  It always knew what you were feeling.  

“So this is it, eh?”

“Yes it is.  Would you like to say goodbye now?”

“Um, sure.  It’s been nice knowing you, under the circumstances and all.”

“I meant goodbye to your son.”

“What? You promised me you wouldn’t hurt him!” he whispered fiercely.

“I’m not, you idiot.  I’m taking you with me.”

“What?!”  Jim realized he was shouting, but it didn’t seem to matter now.

“I can’t go back empty handed now, can I?  If I bring Him your soul a little early, He’ll let me out and back here sooner.”

“You’re using me as a bargaining chip?”

“Jim?” Jackie was awake, or at least partially, for the first time during one of the cribside chats.  “Jim, is Bryce okay?”    

“You lied, you sonofabitch!”

“I never said anything about you, so stop your whining.  You can be my companion in the abyss, and I can make sure you are not harmed by the others.”

Jim paused as this registered.

“So I’m gonna be your bitch or something?”

“Jim?  What’s going on?”  He could hear the bed creak as Jackie got up.

“Last chance to say goodbye.  You’ll only have a second after I’m out of him.”

Belial/Bryce had what looked like a little convulsion, and at once Jim was looking into the sleepy eyes of his son.  He made a gurgling sound and smiled.  Tears welled up in Jim’s eyes.

“Hey, little man.  Daddy loves you.  I’m sorry I won’t see you gr. . .”

The aneurysm felt like a tremendous fireball was erupting just behind his left eye.  As his synaptic system shut down in a matter of seconds, he saw Bryce looking curiously at him as he struggled to suck in one last breath.  To his relief, there was only innocent wonder in his eyes.  Belial had departed.  

Jackie walked in just then, as Jim fell backwards and collapsed in a lifeless heap.  His eyes remained open, the left had filled with blood.  Bryce leaned over the railing of his crib and looked down at him.

“Daddy,” he said gleefully as he pointed to Jim’s crumpled form on the floor.  “Daddy!”

