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The Mystery of the Lost “Treasure Hunters of Velebit”: Overview of the Material




This novella contains disturbing imagery depicting body horror and gore, animal cruelty, implied rape, and implied dubious consent.




To Stop the Screaming




Warnings for implied (off-screen) rape, implied (off-screen) spousal abuse, religious trauma, rape culture and victim blaming, mentions of intrusive thoughts, mentions of self-harm ideation and suicidal ideation, mentions of forced pregnancy, graphic depiction of gore and child harm, and mentions of animal cruelty.
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The Mystery of the Lost “Treasure Hunters of Velebit”: Overview of the Material

This novella contains disturbing imagery depicting body horror and gore, animal cruelty, implied rape, and implied dubious consent.
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edited by Karla Beg


Preface



AT THE MOMENT OF my writing this preface, I believe that everybody is already familiar with the famous case of the lost “Velebit treasure hunters”, as it was coined by the trite, sensationalist media known for easy copy-pasting. The disappearance of the five people on the Velebit mountain wasn’t originally hot news for the journalists in the time of year that’s well-known for tourists experiencing a myriad of accidents on our hiking trails. After a few articles, reports, and posts on social media, this event was soon overshadowed by the brutal death of a diver run over by a speedboat by the island of Hvar. The media circus over the “treasure hunters” only started after a single person of the missing five was finally found a few weeks after the disappearance—dehydrated, disoriented, verbally incoherent, and with severe physical injuries—in the early morning hours, somewhere close to the trail leading to the Alan mountain hut. The re-emergence of Hrvoje Beg was the first domino to fall, which would, in a short time, result with various theories, some from the officials, some from the true crime fanatics on socials, all thanks to some police information leaking to the public, and the fact that Hrvoje still can’t, to this day—almost a year after the event—explain what had exactly happened to him.

Today, this case should’ve been old news, still intriguing only to the most hard-core conspiracy theorist, but, deeply unfortunate, the podcast The Cursed Expedition of Velebit’s Hidden Gold—hosted by the popular true crime podcasters Vesna Hani-Kriletić, Igor Morinić, and Tonija Zvončarić—reinvigorated the general public’s interest in the mystery. At this time, the podcast is nearing its final episode, which will, knowing this particular trio, surely be dramatic. Not to mention how, with each new episode, they’re reopening wounds that had never fully healed in the first place.

If you ask me, I have no idea how this podcast got so popular. All of the information they had was already well-known—chewed up, ingested, and vomited out in perpetuum—and while Hrvoje is lost in his own mind, potential new findings are going to stay undiscovered. Still, that’s not deterring the clout-chasing bastards trying to dig through his trauma to find answers. Which brings us to my reason for collecting this material and publishing it this way.

A quick eye has probably caught the tidbit that Hrvoje and I share a surname. It’s not a secret that he’s my younger brother, which is why I’ve also had a lot of problems with tiresome journalists, nosy youtubers, and true crime vultures. You may have heard that I’ve refused all interview invites, including a guest spot for the aforementioned podcast. Simply said, the whole situation was nauseating, and I was acutely aware of the ghoulish exploitation of my family’s tragedy for profit. Neither Hrvoje, nor our parents, nor his partner Saša, nor I, are clowns dancing for public amusement. What my family needed, desperately, was some peace and quiet, so my little brother could recover, without constant surveillance and analysis of his every movement, no matter how unimportant and small. We couldn’t get that one thing. And, recently, with this renewed interest in the case thanks to the podcast, some amateur investigators crossed the line. They managed to bribe the medical staff of the psychiatric hospital in Lopača to get Hrvoje alone for an interview, which, of course, ended catastrophically. That’s the source of that infamous video that circulated all over the Internet before we managed to get it removed. (But everyone knows that what gets posted once on the net is never truly gone, and I know for a fact that too many people downloaded the video before it was taken care of.) As if the psychotic episode of a heavily traumatized person is entertainment. Truthfully, the only reason why I write this Preface in the safety of my home, and not a prison cell, is because my brother needs caregivers, not avengers, but oh my, I’ve wanted to run somebody over with my car so much, that’s for sure.

(I don’t care that my threats will become public once I publish this, bless selfpub, where I can do whatever I want, and if you are reading this, you can be ashamed, I hope you won’t get a second of peace in your miserable life, always looking over your shoulder, never sure if there’s somebody lurking in the shadows.)

So, you could say that I have a personal stake in this case. From that first unsettling moment when my phone call to Hrvoje went unanswered for the fifth time, to the vertigo when I heard from Saša that his calls aren’t getting through either, culminating in the moment of dissociation when we first spoke to Croatian Mountain Rescue Service (HGSS), learning that my brother had gotten lost. From all the sleepless nights I’ve spent crying, imagining Hrvoje lying somewhere on the rocks, broken and dead. Even though I’m eternally grateful to all the gods and creatures that can hear me for his return, I find myself in a constant state of worry about what lies on the other side of his mind’s locked door. I want to know, as is normal, what happened. Not only to settle my nerves, but also to be able to give him better support and help to heal and move on.

Besides, I’m still in contact with the families of the rest of his missing group and I’m deeply empathizing with their pain over the lack of information. For them, the suffering didn’t stop, didn’t get reduced with Hrvoje’s resurfacing. I can only hope that one day we’ll have all the answers, that Hrvoje will be better enough to tell us the truth, even though they’re all pretty sure, at this point, that their loved ones are long dead. I know that, if nothing else is possible, they would like to find the bodies for burial, to get some closure.

Considered as missing, presumably dead, are: Lorena Matić, her wife Marina Kružić—the two were the organizers of the whole trip—their mountain guide Slobodan Relić, and Silva Horvat, the folklorist. I feel an obligation to write a few words about them, so it’ll be easier for you to follow the material in the case you have lived in a cave this last year or if you’re reading this booklet somewhere down the line in the future, when, hopefully, this case isn’t in constant public spotlight.

Lorena and Marina are popular youtubers with the channel Hidden Croatia, dedicated to touristy vlogs with a focus on local folk tales, myths, and urban legends of the places they visited. They used to frequent small Croatian villages and municipalities, towns and cities, both isolated places and popular tourist destinations, then publish their video travelogues in which they showcased the location and its stories. They used to have medium-level popularity on YouTube with some 250k followers (in the meantime, the number has jumped to one million). They filmed in Croatian with subtitles in English, German, Italian, and Spanish, which is the reason for their popularity among tourists and Croatians alike. Often, they got brand deals and sponsorships from tourist agencies of the places they visited. Lorena majored in Cultural Studies at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences in Rijeka, and she was also a registered tourist guide, with a talent for travel vlogs. On the other hand, Marina was the one who dealt with their social media presence, PR, and video editing, while her day job was a position at a marketing firm I’m not going to name here, since it’s irrelevant.

Silva Horvat is their close friend, and this was the first time that she joined in on their travel. She worked at the Institute for Ethnology and Folklore in Zagreb, and the main reason she decided to join was her work on a paper about oral traditions of Northern Velebit. Her husband was born and raised in one of the small towns in the foothills of Velebit, and he explained how Silva wanted to collect stories from the elders that still live in the more isolated, harder to reach villages from that region, and publish them in her paper.

Slobodan Relić, originally from the town of Karlobag, was hired as a mountain guide for the group. The tough fifty-year-old was an experienced hiker and a Velebit expert, and as a member of a hiking club, he was used to leading hikers and tourist groups on multi-day trips all over the mountain, telling them local stories. Silva’s husband was the one who recommended Slobodan.

The fifth member of this group was, of course, Hrvoje. My brother knows Lorena and Marina from their college days, and he used to occasionally help them with their videos. For him, this trip was supposed to be, more or less, a vacation, lending a hand with equipment included (though we can see on the video recordings that he took over the role of cameraman, probably of his own accord). He was also on a quest for inspiration for his podcast about ghosts and cursed Croatian locations, which had a smaller, but very enthusiastic audience. Of course, the podcast’s popularity exploded with his return, and is now astronomical. I hate that it wasn’t his hard work and creativity that made him so popular instead of a tragedy, but that is, I guess, human nature for you.

There are multiple theories about what could’ve happened to the group. Lorena and Marina never talked about the nature of their relationship in videos and they could easily pass for friends sharing an interest, but once the case became a media sensation, the truth was brought out into the open. Since they were a lesbian couple, along with the fact that my brother was loudly out and proud on his socials, resulted in the most popular speculation—supported by police officials—that the group suffered a hate crime by some unidentified locals. With Slobodan and Silva as accidental victims. That theory is supported by my brother’s documented injuries, consistent with the signs of a brutal physical attack as well as bites from a large dog. Hrvoje, though, vehemently refuses that version of events, but is unable to verbalize what actually happened. The police believe that Hrvoje had managed to run away from his attackers, and survive several weeks lost and alone on a mountain, without any food or water sources, while the rest of them are lying somewhere in a shallow grave or at the bottom of a slope. I don’t think I need to explain to you that I believe my brother, wholeheartedly.

On the other hand, the camera (damaged), Hrvoje’s mobile phone, Lorena’s dream journal (half soaked through and bloody), found on Hrvoje, tell another tale. The more fantastical one, spawning theories about fairies and werewolves. Of course, it’s way more probable that all of the written notes were a result of hallucinations created by a dehydrated brain, rather than proof of something supernatural happening on the mountain. You can clearly see how both Hrvoje and Lorena became unhinged with time, which is completely understandable in their situation. People hiking on the mountain during the summer without plenty of water can easily and swiftly get lost in mental delusions. Just because they wrote it down, doesn’t make it real. But Hrvoje’s psychosis doesn’t help eliminate these kinds of theories, especially not after that short video showing him trying to peel his own skin off with his nails, believing that he’s a werewolf imprisoned in the body of a human. Oh, how I hate that video.

The easiest of all the conclusions is that they simply got lost. Slobodan was already older, maybe he suffered a sunstroke, and in his condition, wandered off the trail, the group in tow. Then they perished of natural causes—either falling down the slopes, snake bites, or from dehydration. Velebit is full of nooks and crannies, wild trees and underbrush, where their bodies could be hidden from the rescue searchers’ view. That, of course, doesn’t explain Hrvoje’s injuries. Except that he may have run into a wolf—which isn’t impossible, there are wolves on Northern Velebit, it’s just that it’s rare for people to encounter them on the trails. But if he was alone, and quiet enough, he could have ended up finding a she-wolf with her litter, which would be dangerous in any situation, but especially in his condition. Or he encountered a hungry lone wolf, which saw in him the potential for a meal. I’m only glad that, whatever happened, Hrvoje was the one who got out of that encounter alive.

The booklet you currently have in your hands is the result of Saša’s and my investigation. Some of the things here will be familiar to you from before because they were leaked, like some of the recordings or Hrvoje’s notes, but some will be completely new information, published for the first time. The collected material consists of emails, journal entries, Viber and text messages, and transcripts of all the video footage. I won’t publish the raw video recordings until I have all the necessary permissions. I’ve tried to arrange these materials into a coherent narrative to the best of my ability. A lot of it was thrown out simply because it was unimportant; for example, I didn’t include the first recorded video in which Lorena and Marina are presenting the rest of the Velebit team to their future viewers, because I already wrote down all the information relevant to the case, so it would’ve been redundant. Besides, photos posted on their socials before they disappeared, the YouTube channel, and Hrvoje’s podcast, are all available for your perusal if you wish. This booklet is simply my attempt to give voice to the people who aren’t here to say what happened to them, and the one person who isn’t of sound mind to do that.

The map I’m attaching at the beginning is a product of Saša’s and my hard work researching possible points where the group could’ve walked off the path, since we didn’t get anything sensible from the police. I didn’t edit any of the written records of the group, not even to proofread mistakes and fix typos; I’ve just added context for each at the beginning, so it makes for an easier reading experience. I even added all of the links as they were used in the emails, so you can click on them and check them out yourself (of course, if you read this in print, no clicking for you, but you can google the names and see for yourself). I’m publishing all of this in the hope that full transparency will erase the constant barrage on my brother, who, in any case, wouldn’t tell you anything different from what is collected here.

Read this, come to your own conclusions over what had happened, believe in whatever you want to believe, and leave my family, and the family of the missing ones, alone. All of the information you need and want is here. There will be no new info from us because this is all we have.

Here you go, I give you absolutely everything, so now fuck off.


May 2nd, 2025

Karla Beg


The Collected Material


1. A scan of my hastily drawn sketch of the Northern Velebit National Park area (only the pertinent section). I’ve been informed by my legal help that I can’t just attach a scan of the map Saša and I used to orient ourselves while searching for clues. Instead, here’s my drawing. If you want the real thing, you should get yourself the map by Zlatko Smerke, published by SMAND. I know that plenty of amateur investigators fooled around with Google maps, however, in this case, Google is completely useless. You need to use a professional hiking map.
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2. Email correspondence between Lorena, Silva, and Hrvoje, about the original idea, plans, and attachments (I’ve accessed the emails from Hrvoje’s account)


From: Lorena Matić <lori.dreamer@skrovitahrvatska.hr> 24. 04. 2024 17:45

To: Silva Horvat (hotmail.com)

Cc: Hrvoje Beg (gmail.com)

Subject: an idea for a new video


Hello, guys,


as promised, I’m sending you the folktale that I wrote down to the best of my memory. Silva, I’m so sorry that my recollection is spotty and for forgetting the name of the teller haha teller! I had been a brooding teen then who had no idea that I’ll be a youtuber one day, nor did I know what a teller is, and the old woman who told me the story was only a regular ancient Croatian baba™ Problem is, we had vacationed a few summers in a row in the Stinica camp, so my best guess is that I heard the tale either in the summer of 2003, 2004, or 2005. I have no idea how to find the baba since I forgot her name, and since she had been as old as Methuselah when I was a teen, I’m going to assume that she’s not with us anymore.

I think that she was from Jablanac, but when I try hard to remember the details, my memory becomes fuzzy and all mixed up, just like with the correct wording of the story—I’m absolutely certain that, that summer, we went from the camp to Jablanac town for ice cream and pizza. I’m certain that, when I talked with the old woman, it was in front of her house—you know very well how our elders sometimes sit in front of their open doors in summer—but in my head, the image is a bit different. In my memory, there’s one vision of the baba standing upright, not hunched over, as is the usual case, carrying a cane from some sort of stunted wood in her wrinkled but strong hands, with a headscarf so green that it was competing with the greenery of the nature around us, because we were in the forest, near the camp. I remember the incessant chirping of crickets sawing my brain, and the smell of salt in the air. But that doesn’t make any sense, because, what would a baba do in the midst of the forest, all alone? And I’m 100% sure we were alone. Anyway, that’s just the short impression left in my brain, probably copied over from some other memory and superimposed over the real one, because I’m also sure I talked with her in Jablanac, where the old woman was draped over her cane, hunched down by the weight of the years sitting on her shoulders. And she didn’t wear a green headscarf, but black, just like the rest of the clothing was black.

I’m certain that, when she told the story, it was in some sort of dialect or local idiom, but I have no idea how to retell it authentically, so this is my best reconstruction.

And, in the end, you’ll probably find this funny, but sometimes I see her in my dreams, the one with the green headscarf, and in my dreams, she opens her mouth, except, it wasn’t a mouth but jaws filled with sharp canines, and I’m screaming my throat raw, running back to the camp, but the camp is empty and desolate, and in the sea I can see corpses floating, bloated from water and salt, and among them are my mother and sister, completely green and swelled in their faces, and then I wake up drenched in sweat, on my pillow soaked in tears, and in that few moments before my mind catches up, I’m completely sure they’re dead, that they have been dead all this time.

I’m mulling over whether I should also tell my dream in the video or not. I mean, the creepy dream is great, no? It will spice up the whole story, and you know how people love spooky shit. But on the other hand, the dream is a bit too personal, you know? What do you think?

Anyway, I’m rambling. Silva, there’s a chance your husband might recognize the folk tale. I already have some plans on how we could organize the trip, but I’m sure you’ll have a much better idea! Marina is fine with anything, she just wants to hike, take bunch of photos, and swim hahaha

Hrvoje, what are the chances of Saša getting a vacay so he can also join us? I’m going to guess none, but you can always hope. He also deserves to take some time off.

This is so exciting! I’m so so happy.

Talk to you soon,

Lori


Email attachment—the folktale Lorena had heard on a summer vacation when she was a teen


[I don’t remember the correct beginning of the tale, was it “once upon a time”? but no, I think not, in my memory it starts like this, I will put down anything I’m not 100% certain about in square brackets]

The Turks came here, where we stand now, but the mountain didn’t love them. The rocks didn’t want them. The stones didn’t want them. Nor did the trees nor did the grass [nor the well nor the snakes]. But wherever the Turks went the blood followed. And the blood was [sweet? strong?]. Cutting down, spilling the blood, hiding, ravaging the land, they stumbled upon a door. On the other side there was gold [treasure? but no, I think it was gold because of the rest of the tale], so shiny that it beamed like a torch seen all the way to the other mountain top, that the night became the day because it shone brightly like the sun in the sky. And the Turks crossed over for the gold, their eyes overshadowed by lust [greed?]. They didn’t come back. The mountain was happy. [And satiated. Finally fed and watered.]

The gold is still there, on the top, behind the doors, bright as a star, voracious like wildfire. It waits and waits for someone to finally find it and hold it in their hands. [Do you want to see the treasure? I can show it to you, just come with me. Come, girl, come. Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the old, feeble granny.]



From: Hrvoje Beg <beg.hr90@gmail.com> 24. 04. 2024. 18:17

To: Lorena Matić (skrovitahrvatska.hr)

Cc: Silva Horvat (hotmail.com)

Re: Subject: the idea for new video


fuck me, Lori, I got chills. all right, all right, I see you’re planning to steer into no sleep reddit vibes. croatian folklore but like a horrorish urban legend has so much potential. you have my support for both the dream and this gimmick with the luring baba. the follower count will grow like shrooms.

and to answer your question—no, saša can’t come with us, the supermarket would topple down like a tower of babel if they were to give him vacation time in june. you know how it goes. hashtag exploitation. but he’s cool with me going, and he says hi!


B


From: Lorena Matić <lori.dreamer@skrovitahrvatska.hr> 24. 04. 2024. 18:45

To: Hrvoje Beg (gmail.com)

Cc: Silva Horvat (hotmail.com)

Re: Re: Subject: the idea for new video


Hrvoje, I’m not sure what exactly prompted your reply, the story isn’t any bloodier than the rest of our folk tales. :D But I agree with you that Croatian folk horror is a bit underused, especially in tourism. I know that there were some tours like that, I heard about that ghost tour happening in Veprinac in Opatija, with štrigas, moras, and werewolves, which, if you ask me, is such a great idea for catching the tourists’ eye! But I wasn’t planning on horror vibes, my current video idea is more in the style of hunting for a hidden treasure, which I believe no one has tried to use before! Like, National Treasure, just without the kidnapping of the Croatian president.

I’m guessing that Silva is still writing a dissertation for the reply haha I’m giddy with excitement to see what she has for us!


Lori


From: Silva Horvat <silva.horvat85@hotmail.com> 24. 04. 2024. 20:23

To: Lorena Matić (skrovitahrvatska.hr)

Cc: Hrvoje Beg (gmail.com)

Re: Re: Re: Subject: the idea for new video


Dear Lori and Hrvoje,


here’s my reply, which, no, Lori, it’s not an academic paper. :)

I read your folk tale to Roko, but he’s never heard of it. The story that his grandma used to tell him was about the lost ninth Roman well. For those who don’t know—according to the stories, Velebit has eight Roman wells, and a ninth that is lost to us, but in which the hidden Roman treasure lies, and the only way to find this ninth well is to locate it in your dreams. It’s guarded by a snake, and in some versions of the tale, you can find an imprisoned maiden with the treasure, and sometimes you need to kiss the snake to release the girl.

Now, your tale isn’t so unusual on its own. It has more than a few common elements of the oral folklore of the Velebit foothills: first the obvious—the hidden Velebit treasure; in some stories, the treasure was originally from the Ottoman conquerors, sometimes, it’s the gold of the king Bela, or it’s a hajduk treasure, or even fairy treasure, and sometimes, as mentioned, it’s from the Romans.

The Turkish people are another common motif in these tales and it’s not unusual for the story to be so bloody—obviously, because of the Ottoman invasion; I believe I don’t need to explain why it was that they were the go-to villain in old stories—for example, there’s a tale that the village called Lomivrat got its name because it’s the place where Ottomans literally broke their necks when they fell down the gorge, and that to this day, you can see their floating corpses where they landed in the Adriatic sea (I think you can connect this trivia to your own dream, if you wish to use this parallel for the video). Snakes are also a very common story motif, so it’s a good chance that the teller mentioned them, especially if she mentioned wells, so there’s a possibility it was a reference to this other tale of hidden Velebit treasure (I say this because of what you wrote in one of the square brackets).

It’s in my opinion that the folk tale you heard is actually a version of the story about the hidden treasure up on Strogir. Strogir (pic here) is a mountain monolit above Jablanac town, very popular with alpinists, near the pass called the Turkish Door (another pic!) which I believe is what the teller meant when she said that the Turks […] stumbled upon a door. One of the stories about the hidden Velebit treasure mentions the gold brightly lighting up the hilltop during the night, which is seen by a married couple in the tale. It is an old belief that the treasure is hidden at the top of Strogir, so that whoever manages to climb to the top will get rich. And how did it get there? Well, the tellers will say that this particular treasure was left by the fae folk, though, you’ll have them truthfully disclosing that they can’t say for sure it’s the truth, but that it’s what the stories tells us (as is common for our tellers, to sound more credible during storytelling).

There’s a great academic paper about the oral traditions of the Velebit foothills, short and easy to read, with the collected folk tales I mentioned here, by the author Matija Dronjić, who explains that the reason
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