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

Death is nothing but the beginning of life.

We live today, we shall be born again, we shall return.

In many forms, we shall return to this world...

— Egyptian Prayer of Resurrection
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Introduction
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William Shakespeare wrote in his timeless tragedy Hamlet: "There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy."

The line remains as true today as ever, for sooner or later each of us will encounter—or be touched by—the Unknown. The Unknown, whose fragments we glimpse as though reflected in a shattered mirror: tiny, veiled, incomplete, yet at the same time pure, luminous, and richly colored. They are fragments that never quite form a whole. Like a dream from which we awaken, remembering sometimes nothing more than its lingering mood—joyful, euphoric, unsettling, or terrifying.

The Unknown reveals itself in religions, cults, rituals, and traditions of every kind—in both tangible and intangible forms, and even in those beliefs so unfairly dismissed as mere superstitions.

Have I been granted the privilege of encountering the Unknown while traveling the paths of my own life?

And here is the map of my journeys:
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I. Close Encounters with the Unknown
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1. White Feather

Our parents always made sure that from an early age we learned about traditions, customs, religions (we grew up at the crossroads of three faiths and four national cultures), and the history of our homeland—a history as difficult as it was beautiful. They taught us self-discipline, independence, and, above all, good manners. One of the ways they instilled these values was by sending us to Scout camps.

Since childhood I have struggled with insomnia, so whenever I attended Scout camp, I always volunteered for the night watch. One particular camp was held in a tiny, enchanting settlement on the shore of the Vistula Lagoon.

I loved walking the outer perimeter of the campsite with my head tilted back, gazing at the star-filled sky. Against it, the silhouettes of the trees stood out like traditional paper cutouts. I admired the richness of the night's colors—the countless shades of black that, with the coming dawn, slowly faded into ash-gray before the forest finally came alive in thousands of shades of green.

It was on one such magical morning, as I was making yet another round of the sleeping camp, that an enormous white feather suddenly drifted down and landed at my feet.

I still remember the reverent awe that overcame me. There was complete silence, a cloudless sky, and nothing but that feather slowly descending to the ground before me. I picked it up and, holding it aloft as though it were an Olympic torch, heard myself say, almost against my own will:

"This is a sign that I will write and publish a book."

At the time, I was convinced that... well, that Someone watching over our lives sometimes bestowed symbolic gifts that foretold the future.

I waited fifteen years for that prophecy to come true.

It was beautiful, strange, and extraordinary—especially for someone like me, who had never considered herself remarkable in any particular way.

Incidentally, my brother had a similar experience. In July 1999, he set out before dawn to climb Mount Nosal. He left home at half past four and reached the summit around six o'clock. The weather was magnificent, and the air was filled with the fragrance of night-blooming flowers. As the sky gradually brightened, Robert suddenly saw a huge, majestic eagle circling slowly overhead. He took it as a good omen...

2. Mount Ślęża—Sacred and Mysterious

Mount Ślęża was formed as part of the ancient Hercynian mountain range of the Proto-Sudetes and rises 718 meters (2,356 feet) above sea level.

The earliest traces of human settlement date back to the Late Stone Age, around 4500 BC. The people who lived here led a settled way of life, as evidenced by the many tools, clay vessels, burial grounds, animal bones, stone sculptures, and megalithic structures discovered in the area.

But, of course, people have never lived by bread alone.

Human beings have always longed for Someone greater than themselves—Someone powerful, all-knowing, just, protective, and almighty. In a word, they have longed for God. Whether we speak of one deity or many, whether we look at different religions, cultures, periods of history, or corners of the world, the longing remains the same. It is almost as though humanity seeks to compensate for its own imperfections. The qualities we ourselves lack, we attribute to the divine. We worship them, spread their teachings, strive to understand them, and then, in moments of weakness, excuse ourselves by saying, "I'm only human."

How remarkably sophisticated that is.

But let us return to our Sacred Mountain.

Even the origin of its name has never been fully explained. Over the millennia, many different peoples have inhabited these lands. The most recent chapter of its roughly fifteen-hundred-year history has long been interpreted in two different ways by German and Polish historians and archaeologists alike. These territories changed hands many times throughout history, so it is hardly surprising that each side has tended to favor interpretations supporting its own heritage. What truly matters is that the artifacts are preserved—not destroyed, looted, or carried away.

Ślęża, Śloza, Ślęg—the names have all been linked to words meaning "wet," "rain-soaked," or "marshy." Whether the mountain owes its name to the region's damp climate or to the ancient Silingi tribe matters little to me. What I know is this: peoples come and go, borders shift, yet the mountain remains. It endures, wrapped in the prayers, rituals, and offerings of generations of worshippers, and today in legends, scholarly research, and endless speculation.

Places such as this have been sanctified by centuries of prayer. Here, as elsewhere across these lands, people once worshipped the life-giving star—the Sun. On nearby Mount Radunia, they honored its celestial counterpart, the silver deity—the Moon.

Pilgrims climbed to the summit in solemn processions, carrying offerings to greet the rising sun. They poured out milk, honey, wine, and beer, burned beeswax, and chanted in hypnotic voices, asking the gods for abundant harvests, good health, prosperity, and peace. Later, in the glow of bonfires and torches, they shared a ritual meal, smashed their clay vessels, and perhaps danced in circles around the image of their deity.

These are places of power, where, according to legend, the angels defeated the forces of darkness and have continued ever since to watch over all who pass this way. Before long, I would have reason to believe it myself.

For a long time, I had dreamed of climbing this sacred and mysterious mountain. The weather that day was far from inviting. A fine drizzle—so typical of the foothills of Mount Ślęża—hung in the air.

I set out along the red trail at about 9:30 in the morning. The path climbed steadily upward until, at one point, it crossed an ancient stone embankment. My imagination took over. I could almost see a circle of young men and women dancing before me, dressed in simple linen garments. The men carried torches in their right hands and ritual vessels in their left, while the young women, clad in long, flowing dresses, held earthenware jugs and bundles of fragrant herbs.

Then, without warning, a thick, clammy fog crept in from every direction and enveloped me. The trail grew darker with every step.

At the same time, an overwhelming uneasiness came over me, followed by a fear unlike anything I had ever experienced—a primal, instinctive terror that defied all reason. Equally powerful was an unmistakable command echoing within me:

Turn around. Run downhill. And make no noise.

Terrified, I glanced at my watch. Through the dim, misty gloom, I could barely make out the time: 10:47.

I remember a desperate plea flashing through my mind, like a silent cry trapped inside my head:

"Światowid, save me!"

Without questioning the warning, I turned around and hurried back down the mountain, leaping over loose stones as fast as I could. I did not stop until I reached a small campsite, where a pale sun was struggling to break through the heavy clouds.

Still shaken and unable to comprehend what had just happened, I shouldered my backpack and began the journey home.

The following day, while visiting my beloved Aunt Klara in Konin, I finally received an answer to the question that had haunted me:

What had happened? Had I truly been in danger?

That evening, the national television news broadcast the following announcement:

A man who had escaped from prison was hiding in the area around Mount Ślęża. Convicted of multiple murders, he was known for his brutal attacks on women...

Encounters with the Unknown.

Places of power, said by many to rival even those of Wawel.

Poland's own Mount Olympus.

In the end, it matters little to whom we direct our prayers of gratitude or our pleas for help. There is but one God, and He allows our unseen guardians to watch over travelers—especially when their time has not yet come to cross, as the saying goes, the Rainbow Bridge.

3. The Hungarian Plain

"Pole and Hungarian—two brothers by choice,
united in courage and in cheer."

This old proverb, believed to date back to the time of the Bar Confederation in the eighteenth century, celebrates the unique friendship between the Polish and Hungarian peoples—their shared spirit, love of adventure, and fearless nature.

Not brothers by blood, but brothers by heart.

Perhaps that is the secret. As another saying goes, "Family photographs are often where relatives get along best." Being cousins—or, better yet, friends—may be the safer way to preserve such a remarkable bond.

Few nations in the world have shared such genuine affection and selfless friendship. Time and again, history has shown Poles how deeply they could rely on Hungary. During the Second World War, for example, the Hungarian government refused Hitler's demand to allow German troops to invade Poland through Hungarian territory. Countless Polish refugees who crossed the difficult courier routes through the Tatra Mountains and Slovakia on their way to France found a warm welcome there.

Hungarian Prime Minister Pál Teleki famously declared:

"I would sooner blow up our railway lines than take part in an invasion of Poland. For Hungary, it is a matter of national honor not to participate in any military action against Poland."

He also helped transfer entire Polish military formations—including General Stanisław Maczek's 10th Motorized Cavalry Brigade—to France.

Lake Balaton, the seemingly endless Hungarian Plain, the architectural jewels of Budapest, the magnificent Parliament building, and Gellért Hill, named after the martyred saint—together with Egypt, these had long been among the places I dreamed of seeing, touching, and experiencing for myself.

I set off on this journey almost on a whim—with nothing more than my own two feet, a backpack, my favorite road atlas (a gift from my brother), a travel guide from my mother, and one simple prayer:

Lord, lead the way.

The first leg of the trip—from home to Poland's international Route 7—I covered by bus. From there, just as I had planned, I continued on foot toward the border crossing at Chyżne.

My arrival caused quite a stir. A young woman, alone, carrying only a backpack, planning to walk all the way to Budapest?

As a reward for my determination, the border guards waved me through ahead of the line, wishing me good luck.

It was hardly surprising. In those days, most of the border traffic consisted of traders heading for Vienna and other Western cities, carrying Polish goods to sell in Austria or Italy.

Just beyond the border, a truck pulled over. Curious about the lone traveler, the Slovak driver invited me into the cab. Although hitchhiking had not been part of my original plan, I accepted.

We exchanged the usual pleasantries. He asked where I was headed, and when I told him about my journey, he looked both astonished and genuinely concerned. Before we parted near Trstená, he insisted on giving me his second breakfast. It was such a kind and touching gesture that I have never forgotten it.

A few miles later, another truck stopped. Its driver waved me aboard, and almost exactly the same conversation followed.

Then came Dolný Kubín and Ružomberok. There, a young father traveling with his four-year-old son offered me a packet of hard candies and drove me through the town to the bypass.

"It'll save you a few miles," he said with a smile.

Feeling encouraged by the warmth and generosity of the Slovaks, I decided to try hitchhiking properly. Near a bus stop, I noticed another man already signaling for rides. He wore a steel-gray uniform.

We quickly came to an agreement: whoever stopped a vehicle first would invite the other along.

Almost simultaneously, he flagged down a van and tipped his cap in my direction, while a Škoda in the then-fashionable color known as Bahama Yellow pulled up beside me.

The driver got out without a word, placed my backpack in the trunk, and we set off.

A few minutes into the journey, I realized not only that he spoke flawless Polish, but that he was heading all the way to Budapest.

He turned out to be a native Hungarian who had been living in Kraków for eight years. He knew Poland's history remarkably well and understood both our national character and the realities of everyday life at that time.

Nothing sparks a lively conversation quite like politics.

At first, however, we found ourselves questioning each other's origins simply by looking at one another.

"So you're really Hungarian?" I asked in disbelief. "You look completely Slavic."

He burst out laughing.

"And you're really Polish? You look unmistakably Hungarian!"

He teased us Poles for our rebellious spirit and criticized our long history of uprisings and doomed insurrections. Then, clenching his jaw, he declared:

"Transylvania was ours!"

Without missing a beat, I replied with a mischievous smile:

"Well then... go and take it back."

And so, laughing and arguing in equal measure, we continued all the way to the border.

Crossing from Slovakia into Hungary, he proudly announced that he was traveling with a Polish woman. He handed over my passport, showed the almost empty backpack, and within moments we were driving out onto the vast Hungarian plain—endless fields of golden sunflowers stretching all the way to the horizon.

Despite the late hour, the sun was still high in the sky when something suddenly changed.

I felt as though I had lost all access to air.

At the same time, a strange paralysis spread through my entire body. I began gasping for breath like a fish pulled out of water, while my thoughts raced uncontrollably. The man beside me was speaking, but I could no longer understand him. His voice seemed to fade, as if moving farther and farther away.

What will he think of me?

It felt as though my entire existence had been reduced to pure thought—what someone more eloquent might have called consciousness alone.

Then, in that state of heightened awareness, I realized I was no longer sitting in the car.

I was riding a horse.

In my hand I held leather reins, studded with silver buttons marked with a cross of equal arms. A sword hung at my side, and a quiver of arrows was strapped across my back. I wore dark brown trousers made of thin, supple leather.

Around me stretched tall grass reaching the horses’ bellies, and long shadows of armed riders moved in rhythm with the march across fields already touched by the first signs of autumn yellowing. My head drooped with exhaustion onto my chest. I felt unbearable fatigue, and a deep, tearing pain in my lower back and thighs.

There were about ten of us. We moved in silence, traveling—judging by the light and shadow—west to east.

I do not know how long this vision lasted. From somewhere far away I began to hear the voice of my kind driver again. The numbness slowly receded.

Then came the first conscious, deep breath—almost like the breath of a newborn.

I looked around in panic.

And there was nothing.

The world stood still: the high sun, the endless rows of sunflowers swaying in the field breeze.

Only the unknown remained.

Someone might explain it as:


❖  a time tunnel

❖  a past incarnation

❖  a dream

❖  parallel worlds briefly intersecting under rare conditions


I do not know.

But whatever it was—or was not—I remain grateful for that extraordinary experience, one I know I am not the only person to have lived through.

And I think that perhaps the most beautiful thing of all is that these experiences remain unexplained—for now.

Perhaps they will only be understood when we finally find ourselves on the other side.

And so let it remain.

4. An Extraordinary Night at the Foot of the Castle in Carcassonne

My adventure with the Treasure of the Incas began on an early September morning in the French town of Carcassonne.

A sleepless night—made restless by heavy rain—finally granted me a brief moment of rest just before dawn. A short, fifteen-minute sleep. And what a dream it was.

[image: ]I saw the Incan princess Umina, who told me that the Treasure of the Incas “can only be claimed by the one who will not turn it to their own advantage.” That thought intrigued me deeply. Yet I was not given the chance to explore it further, for I awoke, shaken by the intensity of the vision.

Years later, after reading
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