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Curiosity and the Flesh

 


Marco
took the first exit at the roundabout. He should go home, but
curiosity got the better of him. That would be the night he was
going to investigate the chapel.

He had
already explored the ruins of the Confiança Factory, the D. Luís de
Castro High School, and the skeletal corpses of dozens of abandoned
houses. He had even managed to break into the huge and mysterious D. Chica Castle.
After the ruined chapel he found in Ferreiros, he thought there was
nothing else left for him to explore in Braga. He was
wrong.

After
crossing the first miles of the road that led directly to the Bom
Jesus do Monte Sanctuary, he turned into another that was narrower
and bumpier. He stopped shortly afterwards, in front of the short
avenue where the torment of those who climbed to the top of the
hill by foot began.

After
a moment's hesitation, he got out of the car. The shadows of the
trees obscured the dim lighting. All around, there were only black
woods and fields, and the two nearest houses, which flanked the
last yards of the avenue, had long since been abandoned.

Suddenly, Marco heard a car and hid behind a tree. It stopped
a few dozen yards later, in the empty and isolated car park that
served the funicular. Marco almost went back to his car and left.
After all, who knew what kind of people frequented such a place at
such hours? However, when he realized that the couple in the car
were paying little attention to what was going on outside, he
decided to keep going.

Finally, he reached the dimly lit portal that marked the
beginning of the famous staircase leading to the Bom Jesus do Monte
Sanctuary. The arch, painted in white, was clearly visible, as were
the first two of the many chapels scattered throughout the climb,
but the same couldn't be said about the rest of the way. The
darkness under the arch was absolute since the stairway climbed the
hill and meandered through the forest without a single light
illuminating it. After all, nobody was supposed to make that climb
at night.

With
the help of a flashlight, Marco penetrated the darkness and started
up the stairs. He moved slowly, afraid of slipping on leaves or
tripping over a fallen branch.

It was
early spring, and bats, now leaving their winter shelters,
fluttered around him. Animals moved in the vegetation outside the
edge of the stairway, making noises that seemed to come from much
larger creatures in the silence of the night.

As he
climbed, Marco passed by several chapels. Some of them he didn't
even see. He only knew they were there thanks to the sound of the
fountains built next to each of them.

Finally, he arrived at the chapel that had aroused his
curiosity. He had passed by it countless times during his weekly
hike to the top of the hill. But only a little over a month earlier
did he notice that it had two tiny windows sealed with bricks and
concrete just above its base, where the others had only walls. That made him think
that there could be an abandoned basement there waiting to be
explored. From that day on, whenever he went by that chapel, he
peeked inside, through the small barred window created for that
purpose, in search of a way to get underground. Finally, he found
some lines on the floor that looked like a trapdoor's corner. It
was this discovery that brought him there this night.

From
his pocket, he took a wire cutter and broke the chain that locked
the door. Then, he stepped inside. At first, he felt asphyxiated by
the intense musty smell but eventually got used to it. Each of the
chapels on the stairway housed terracotta figures representing an
important moment in the life of Christ, so his lantern soon
illuminated a flogged and thorn-crowned Jesus. Under and beside it,
on the dusty ground, Marco found the lines he had noticed earlier.
He carefully moved the figure and immediately confirmed his
suspicion: there was a trapdoor.

His
hands shook when he pulled the metal ring attached to it, revealing
a pitch-black hole. He pointed his flashlight down and immediately
saw the hidden basement's floor. It didn't seem that high, so,
without hesitating, he lowered himself in. Now that he had gone
that far, he had to quench his curiosity.

As
soon as his feet touched the stone slabs that formed the basement's
floor, he aimed his flashlight at the walls, revealing frescoes
faded by the time. These showed a crucified Christ, but also demons
and souls tormented by them. Enthused, Marco took his cell phone
from his pocket and started to photograph and film everything. It
would be a fantastic addition to his blog and YouTube
channel.

Eventually, he found a small part of the wall that had no
painting. As he approached, he realized there was a wooden panel
covering part of the scene, covering something that a group of
humans worshiped.

Curious, Marco started kicking the panel. After several
minutes, he finally broke the wood, and his leg penetrated up to
his knee. Surprised, Marco peered through the new opening. To his
amazement, on the other side, there was no fresco, but a tunnel
very different from the chamber he was in. The floor, walls, and
ceiling were all made of dirt. It was circular in shape, so it
looked as if it had been burrowed out by a giant worm. Strangest of
all, torches embedded in the walls illuminated it as far as he
could see.

Marco
felt a shiver go up his spine. What was that place? Who had built
it? Who kept the torches burning? And, most importantly, where did
the tunnel lead?

In the
end, and despite all his instincts telling him it was a bad idea,
he couldn't resist his curiosity. With a few more kicks, he opened
up a space large enough for him to go through.

Never
before had he felt such fascination, such emotion when exploring a
location. In previous explorations, he had discovered old and
curious relics, from 19th-century cars to old leaflets, and had
learned details about history that he had never imagined. But in
that tunnel, there was a mystery, a secret to unveil.

The
passage descended continuously, penetrating deeper and deeper into
the bowels of the Earth. Marco wasn't sure how far he had walked.
However, it seemed to him about a mile, when, after a bend, the
tunnel widened and turned into an apparently natural
cave.

At
that moment, he stopped. In front of him, chained to the right
wall, were a dozen men and women. They wore torn clothes, and their
bodies were covered with scars, open wounds, and bruises as if they
had been tortured for months. However, what most disturbed Marco
was the fact that none of them had a mouth. Their lips seemed to be
fused together, creating a revolting opaque membrane of skin and
flesh.

Upon
seeing the explorer, the poor wretches tried to call him; however,
although their jaws moved, they could only utter guttural
murmurs.

Marco's first reaction wasn't to run for help but to get his
cell phone and film everything. After all, that was an opportunity
to capture the best YouTube video ever.

Slowly, he entered the cave, approaching the prisoners for a
“close-up.” In his eagerness to get the most impressive shots, he
ignored the other side of the cave. When, at last, he turned
around, he dropped his phone, for if tortured souls filled the
right side, the left was occupied by monsters.

One of
the creatures resembled a centipede, with a dozen human legs and as
many breasts, terminated at both ends by a man's face. Another had
a woman's body; however, dozens of tentacles grew where her arms
and legs should have been. Leaning against a corner, there was a
ball of bodies fused together, like patchwork, and, beside it, an
amorphous shape made of flesh and covered by human faces. A man had
four legs but no arms. Heads replaced the hands of
another.

Half-digested pieces of hamburger, and Pepsi-Cola poured from
Marco's mouth onto his sneakers. The nausea was so intense that he
had to lean against a wall.

Gradually, after several attempts and a lot of vomiting, he
got used to the grotesque scene. He realized then that he had the
chance to make his video even more amazing, so he picked up his
phone again and resumed filming.

Suddenly, he heard a noise approaching, coming from a tunnel
on the opposite side from the one through which he had entered.
Startled, he backed away, hiding as he peered out from behind the
bend. Someone or something had done that to those people, and he
had no desire to meet it.

From
the other tunnel emerged a group of creatures that could only be
called demons. They had vaguely humanoid bodies, closer to apes
than to hominids. Their heads resembled those of goats but were
partially decomposed, making
their skulls visible, while cuts and other wounds,
dripping with pus, covered almost all of their skin.

They
released the prisoners and carried them on their shoulders back to
where they came from.

Marco
shook like a leaf. He hesitated for a moment. After all, he had
already recorded more than enough to create one of the most viewed
YouTube videos ever. However, he couldn't contain his curiosity and
ended up following the creatures.

The
second tunnel proved to be much shorter than the first, but, it had
several bends and even a downward spiral. At the other end, Marco
found another cave, which was also substantially smaller than the
previous one. There was another demon there, much larger than the
others, pale and with multiple arms. It had a slim, serpentine body
terminated by an androgynous head crowned by a curved
horn.

The
creature took the prisoners one by one and began to shape
and fuse their
bodies as if they were plasticine. First, it turned one of them
into a massive ball of meat. Then, carefully, using just two
fingers, it formed several spheres on its surface, which soon
turned into eyes. When it already had a few dozen of these, the
demon used the bizarre structure to replace the head of a second
prisoner. As for the rest, he twisted and stretched them until they
were disgusting, wart-covered tentacles, which he then attached to
the ball with eyes.

Marco
didn't have the stomach to keep watching. He stopped filming and
started running towards the surface. He couldn't think of anything
else but running away.

When
he passed the first cave, he didn't look at the monsters, nor, in
the chapel, did he put the terracotta figure back in its place or
close the door. He stumbled down the staircase. He even tripped and
rolled over a flight but still didn't slow down. Only when he
locked himself in his car did he start to calm down. He forced
himself to breathe more slowly before turning the key.

Then,
enthusiasm replaced his fear. It was a weekday's night, the roads
were deserted. Marco exceeded all speed limits. He couldn't wait to
get home and put the video online. He was going to become a YouTube
celebrity.

While
uploading, he imagined himself on a talk show, being
interviewed.

That
night he didn't sleep. He spent it in front of the computer,
waiting for viewer comments. He just hoped that the video would go
viral and bring him the fame he wanted. Popularity soon came. After
just a few hours, the video had already surpassed ten thousand
views. The reactions, however, weren't those that Marco expected.
Most comments were limited to one word, “Fake.” The most positive
viewers praised the CGI work that brought the demons to life and
made
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