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Thank you for reading with me!

Mondrala Press publishes English translations of

great Polish books—books with a track record of international

critical and commercial success but which, for political reasons, have never been published in English. And now, finally, they are!

I have grown up reading these great books and I have been telling my American friends about them all my life. And they have always asked: “When will you translate these books so we can read them, too?”

And now, finally, I am. And it is fun and I am absolutely delighted to  share this with you.

To see my newest titles or to subscribe to our mailing list or just to say “Hi!” please visit:

www.mondrala.com

The Greatest Books You Have Never Heard of

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Mr. Wheels has been a huge smash hit in Eastern Europe for decades. 160 volumes of fan fiction (!), three cinematic releases (including one in 2023), two TV series, comics, games, toys! It’s bigger than Tolkien and Dune put together. And never a peep in English!?

Well, until now!

Unlike his professional colleagues—the English Sherlock Holmes or the French inspector Maigret—the Polish Mr. Wheels does not deal with vulgar serial killers or psychopaths; he tracks gentlemen (and gentlewomen) thieves, forgers, and smugglers of... art. His mysteries come with the sort of original settings, fast action, humor, and attractive characters you expect from mystery best-sellers but also feature something unique: each has a different and fascinating historical or art-historical background.

This is another episode in the 15-volume series. Further volumes will appear every six weeks. If you would like us to let you know when new titles in the series appear, drop me a line here.
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FROM YOUR TRANSLATOR

Translating and publishing this series is a labor of love for me, and I am thrilled to share it with you. It won’t make me rich, but if you enjoy the book, would you write a review of it? Your opinion will help other readers find the book.

THANK YOU!
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An Important Note:
On the Spelling of Polish names
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In this book, I use a phonetic spelling of Polish names. 

Some of you may be familiar with the Polish script and may be surprised that I write “Helmno” instead of “Chełmno” or “Wooj” instead of “Łódź.”

I do this because I have discovered that people unfamiliar with Polish script cannot pronounce these names, and because they cannot pronounce them, they cannot keep them straight. One of my readers put it best: “I can’t keep track of who is who because they all have long names, and most start with an S.” 

Now, phonetic transcription of foreign names is a matter of course. Translators of Tolstoy write Trubetskoy, not Трубецкой. Translators of Chinese write Li Bai, not 李白. So, why not write Helmno instead of Chełmno? No spelling convention should ever stand in the way of a good book, right? As a translator and editor, I have the duty to make my books readable and fun, and I find that this phonetic spelling helps my British and American readers.

But for those of you who are familiar with the Polish script and would prefer to see it in this book, contact me via www.mondrala.com. I will send you a version of this book with Polish spellings free of charge. 
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From Your Translator:
The Teutonic Knights and their Legacy
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If you read volume 1 of this series (Mr. Wheels and the Templar Treasure), you are familiar with the Teutonic Knights, an order of warrior-monks, born, like the Templars, in Palestine during the Crusades. The order went on to play a very important role in Eastern Europe. The Knights arrived on the Baltic to defend local Christians against pagan Prussians. But then they went a step further: they wiped out the Prussians and created their own independent state; and then went on to have further territorial ambitions—in Poland and in Lithuania. To this day, their massive castles and churches dominate the landscape of northeastern Poland.

After a century of wars, the victorious Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth broke up the Teutonic state, absorbed half its territory, and made the rest its feudal subject. But that was not all: the ecclesiastical state run by a military religious order became a private dukedom owned by the nephew of the King of Poland. 

150 years later, this entity would declare itself the Kingdom of Prussia and go on to participate in the Partitions of Poland, and, eventually, reunite Germany and become its largest federal state. 

The legacy of fraught ethnic relations between Prussia’s German and Polish settlers would reverberate down the centuries and culminate in the destruction of the Third Reich and the complete expulsion of Germany and Germans from the former Prussian territory.
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The Break-up of the Teutonic State in the Peace of Torun (Thorn) 1466

Much of the state was absorbed by the Polish Commonwealth. The rest was “privatized” in 1522.
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CHAPTER 1: THREE PRICELESS COINS
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​

After my return from the Loire. A new assignment. Who shall be in charge of the riddles of Frombork? Colonel Koenig’s first cache. Three priceless coins. A mysterious couple. What the investigation has revealed. Code-name “The Ducat of the Elbow-High.”

I returned from a month-long vacation in France and barely had time to resume my usual duties at the Ministry of Culture when I was summoned by Director Marchak, my immediate supervisor.

Gone were the days of my work in provincial museums, when I dabbled in solving historical puzzles and searching for cultural treasures lost during World War Two. Nor was I the curator of a small museum in the countryside any longer. I now had an apartment in Warsaw and a full-time position at the ministry. Officially, I was only a humble clerk in the Department of Museums and Historic Preservation, but in reality, I was a detective for special assignments. No, I was not guarding display cases or chasing burglars through museum halls (though, unfortunately, such incidents do occur quite often). My job involved cases that sometimes had no apparent characteristics of a crime at all and yet could expose our country to significant cultural losses. For example, I often visited stores to observe transactions and to ensure that valuable artifacts (whose worth was sometimes not known to the seller) did not fall into the wrong hands. I also observed the activities of various antique and art dealers.

I had plenty of work; the work of protecting the antiquities is full of surprises and puzzles. Those who follow the press might remember the sensational news about the discovery of an El Greco painting in a small country church; of a Lucas Cranach painting found in an old attic; and the affair of the priceless stained glass window. I was involved in all these matters as an appraiser for my department. My work also included the search for art collections lost during World War II. My activities and my numerous adventures on the job could fill many pages.

And if I find the time, I will also describe my stay in France, where I had been invited by Karen Petersen, the daughter of famous treasure hunter, Captain Petersen. Throughout July, Karen and I were engaged in solving the mysteries of one of the most beautiful castles in the Loire Valley. We experienced many dramatic and fascinating adventures worthy of a separate book.​[1]

But by now, I had returned to Poland. It was the first of August and the first day of my work after the summer vacation.

“I’ve been eagerly awaiting your return,” said my supervisor, Director Marchak. “I have a new and very important task for you.”

“I can guess what it is,” I replied. “It involves the riddles of Frombork?”
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The city of Frombork on the map of Poland.

“Oh, you have heard about this? But you only arrived from France yesterday.”

“The French press wrote about it. Anything connected with the city where Copernicus made his great discoveries interests the world. I wish to assure you that I will take on the riddles of Frombork with great enthusiasm.”

Director Marchak shook his head. 

“Unfortunately, I must disappoint you there. Your colleague, Dr. Parsley, has been in charge of the Frombork business for three weeks now. He has already found one of the three hiding places where Colonel Koenig had hidden the art he had stolen in Poland. We have recovered priceless works of art, Mr. Thomas, and therefore, I see no reason to take the Frombork business away from Dr. Parsley and hand it to you.”

“I haven’t heard anything about the discovery of Koenig’s cache.”

“We have kept it under wraps. There was way too much hype about the discovery of Colonel Koenig’s corpse and the map showing his three caches. We don’t want amateur treasure hunters to descend on Frombork. After we locate all the caches and recover all the treasures, we will hold a press conference. But for now—radio silence! For your information, though, Dr. Parsley has discovered one of the caches, and its treasures are in the basement of the National Museum. If you want to see them, contact the director; he will probably agree to show them to you.”

“Hm...” I grunted sadly.

“Do not hm,” Director Marchak said. “I dislike it very much when you hm. I know that there is a lot of animosity between you and Dr. Parsley. He has repeatedly complained that we give you all the most interesting cases and leave him in the shadows, unable to demonstrate his detective talents. And I confess that I was glad that you were abroad when the Frombork business came to light because I could assign the case to Dr. Parsley with a clear conscience. And it was a good thing, too. I am very pleased with his work. He has already found the first cache.”

I solemnly placed my hand to my heart.

“I declare, Director, that I will not meddle in the mysteries of Frombork. Dr. Parsley can work peacefully without fear of my interference. And now, I look forward to the task you will assign me.”

“Well, alright, then. Let us get down to business,” agreed Director Marchak, opening his notebook. “As you know, Mr. Thomas,” he said, “we monitor purchases made by Polish museums, and we strive to be fully informed of these purchases, especially if they involve objects of great value. Well, over the past week, I’ve received the following reports from three different museums in three different Polish cities. First, the museum in K. has acquired from a private collector a Gnezdun civitas. The museum in L. acquired the denarius of Meshko I...”
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Meshko I (Mieszko I) (ca. 960-992).

The first historically documented ruler of Poland. His decision to accept baptism in AD 966 placed Poland off limits for slave-hunting by Christian rulers.

“What?” I sprang up from my seat.

“Yes, yes, please. The denarius of Meshko I. And sit down, Mr. Thomas,” said Director Marchak. “Sit down and hold on tight to your seat because this is not the end of the revelations: an anonymous collector offered the bracteate of Yaksa to the museum of Wooj.”
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WOOJ (ŁÓDŹ)

Wooj is the fourth largest city in Poland, home of its textile and film industries, the setting of the great Reymont classic The Promised Land, and the hometown of both Zbig Nienacki and of Mr. Wheels.

“What!?” I exclaimed, not believing my ears. This time, however, I did not spring up but held firmly onto my chair.

“Yes, Mr. Thomas,” continued Director Marchak. “I share your amazement. In a single week, the numismatic market saw some of the most interesting and oldest Polish coins appear all at once. What is more, although all the specimens were simply priceless due to their rarity, the sellers offered prices that were not exorbitant—even if they reached tens of thousands of zloty.”

“Unheard of!” I could not contain my amazement.

“Each of the museums mentioned jumped on the unique opportunity offered and made the purchase quickly, without special formalities. It was only here, in the department, as we received information about these purchases, that anyone grew uneasy.”

“Was the seller one and the same person in each case?”

“That’s just the thing. No. The museum in K. bought the denarius of Gnezdun civitas from a man. The museum in L. bought the denarius of Meshko I from a woman.”

“Usually, with this type of transaction, there is a bill of sale showing the personal details of the seller,” I said.

“And there you have it, Mr. Thomas. We investigated the matter. It turned out that in every case, the seller was a proxy.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“The transactions took place as follows: first, there was a phone call to the museum. An anonymous man offered to sell a priceless coin and set a meeting at a cafe to view the item. When asked where he got the coin, he replied: I will not answer any questions. Do you want to buy? If not, goodbye. Since they were unique specimens and the price was relatively low, every museum wanted to buy. At any rate, the seller has no obligation to disclose the provenance of the goods. He can always say: I found the coin in an old trunk in the attic, and who will prove that this was not the case? 

“So. The transactions were consummated: the proxy collected the money and then went back to the actual seller. He handed over the money and received a commission of one thousand zloty. According to the descriptions these proxy sellers gave us, the actual seller was a different person in every case: sometimes an elegant lady, sometimes an elegant gentleman.”

“Which doesn’t mean it wasn’t a group acting together,” I said.

“Of course. It is almost certainly the work of several people. After all, it can’t be a coincidence that as many as three unique coin specimens were offered for sale in one week.”

“Have you notified the militia?”

“Yes, thanks to the militia, we learned that the sellers of the coins were proxies and that someone else was hiding behind them. Of course, this is suspicious but it does not warrant a formal investigation and certainly not the involvement of law enforcement agencies. It is just not a crime. Anyone in Poland has the right to sell some old antique coins in his or her possession as he likes within the country. Of course, it is rather suspicious for someone to send someone else in his place and then pay him a commission, but such a seller can always say that he has many other coins for sale and doesn’t want to be pestered by numismatists. You know how it is with those coin collectors. When they find out that someone has a big collection, they start to pester him, ask to view the collection, exchange, sell, or buy, and so on. So, such a person may justifiably prefer to remain unknown. It certainly looks suspicious, but it doesn’t make him a criminal. And in this case, no one has reported these coins as lost, or stolen, or missing. So, the specimens sold to the museums are not, as far as we can tell, the proceeds of a crime, and therefore, there are no grounds for a formal investigation. They may have been accidentally found somewhere. After all, quite a few collections of various kinds were lost during World War II. And one should only be glad that the anonymous finder, instead of hiding his precious coins in some safe or bank vault where they would never be seen by the public, offered them to the museums for an unaffordable price.”

“Maybe the seller had no idea about the value of the goods he offered?”

“That doesn’t seem the case. In his telephone conversations with museum curators, the man described the coins professionally and said that they were priceless but that he was aware of the modest financial resources available to the museums, which was why he proposed such a low price. He explained further that he did this because he wanted these coins to end up in museums and not in private hands.”

“This seems like a very patriotic stance.”

“Yes. And that is another reason we don’t see the need to involve the militia. Instead, we assign this business to you.”

I thought for a moment. 

“How do I get on the trail of this mysterious someone?” I asked.

“As I said, the museum in Wooj received a proposal to buy the bracteate of Yaksa, issued by Yaksa, the prince on Kopanitsa, about AD 1210.

––––––––
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Yaksa of Kopanitsa (Jaxa of Köpenick) (flourished 1151–1157) 

was a prince of the West Slavic Sprevan Principality of Copnic (Kopanitsa). He was an opponent of Albert the Bear during the formation of Brandenburg in 1157. Kopanitsa was a Slavic state located more or less on the site of today’s Berlin. It was captured in the early 12th century by the German-speaking Margraviate of Lusatia. Today, it is Köpenick, a suburb of Berlin.

Here: a 16th century representation of Yaksa at the Royal Palace of Vavel in Cracow

This time, the offer was made by a woman. She proposed to make the transaction at the Honoratka cafe tomorrow at 8 pm. The curator of the museum is supposed to meet her and bring the money in cash. The mysterious woman said she knew the curator by sight and would approach his table to talk to him. She would hand him the coin and collect the money. So, Thomas, I suggest you go to Wooj tomorrow and appear in the cafe a little before 8 PM and see the lady for yourself. The rest is up to you.”

“And should I allow the transaction to proceed?”

“Oh, yes! This is a priceless coin, and she only wants thirty thousand zloty for it. Just see what you can learn; perhaps follow her or speak to her. I leave this up to you. And for future reference, in case we need to speak in code, I give this case the code name of....”

And just at that moment, the phone on Director Marchak’s desk rang.

“Yes, this is Marchak,” he said into the earpiece.

After a moment, an expression of astonishment arose on his face. Then he shouted into the phone:

“What?! You want to sell me the golden ducat of the Elbow-High?
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Vladislav Lokietek (Ladislaus the Elbow-High) 1260-1333 

Nicknamed for his small stature (an elbow being a measure of distance equal to about two feet), he was born a ruler of a tiny principality in central Poland. He ended a period of 120 years of civil wars by reuniting the country under his rule in 1320 and fighting off a joint Czech/ Teutonic invasion in 1331.

Here: his tomb effigy at the Vavel Cathedral.

“But this must be a joke! The Elbow-High ducat is unique! There is no other coin of that issue. There has never been one, as far as anyone knows. What’s that? You say that you have a second coin?”

Tiny drops of sweat appeared on Director Marchak’s forehead. His fingers, tightly clenched on the handset, turned white.

“Ma’am, I agree to all your conditions!” he practically yelled into the phone. “Please tell me where and when we can meet. Yes, I will bring the money, but you must first show me this coin. I do not believe it exists. No one has ever seen another example of the ducat of Vladislav the Elbow-High... What? You will call me back?... Hello! Hello?” cried Director Marchak into the phone. 

But he called out in vain. The woman had hung up.

Director Marchak slumped into his chair and sat there speechless for a long time. Then he said quietly, as if out of all energy, “I give this case the code name The Ducat of the Elbow-High.”

And he added pleadingly, “Mr. Thomas, you’re my only hope.”

​​
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CHAPTER 2: ENTER THE EVIL GENIUS
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​

National treasures. The numismatic Yetis. Trouble with Prince Yaksa. Villains or collectors. My secret mission. In Honoratka. Enter the Evil Genius. Batura answers some questions. The gauntlet is thrown. One-zero for Batura.

The following day, I drove to Wooj. I made the journey in my vehicle because I felt that I had to be prepared for all eventualities when trying to establish the identity of the mysterious lady willing to sell the bracteate of Yaksa. The circumstances of the case, and above all, that strange phone call to Director Marchak, made me think that I was in for a difficult challenge. So, did I regret that I had not been assigned the Frombork case of treasures buried by a Nazi thief? Well, that case sounded fascinating, to be sure. However, I felt certain that the codename The Ducat of the Elbow-High was equally likely to electrify public opinion.

The road to Wooj is wide and straight, easy on the driver. My trusty vehicle carried me safely, and I knew it would not give me any unpleasant surprises. During my stay in France, as a reward for my participation in unraveling the mysteries of the castle on the Loire, Captain Petersen had bought a new engine for my vehicle and new tires from the Italian company Pinin Farina. The total cost could have bought me a new Peugeot. But I didn’t want to part with my vehicle, which had carried me through all sorts of dangers so many times. I treated it as my best partner and friend. Equipped with a new engine and new tires, how could it fail me? 

As I drove it on the good road to Wooj, I reflected on the task I had been assigned by Director Marchak. I knew I had to execute it carefully, with the greatest possible tact, for who could know whether some famous collector was not behind the transaction? However, national treasures were at stake, and it really did seem necessary to learn where they had come from.

National treasures! When people hear this term, they imagine huge museum halls hung with tapestries, paintings by old masters, crown jewels, weapons, and magnificent furniture. But these particular national treasures, the provenance of which I was to discover, could be hidden in a child’s hand. Why, the fist of a newborn was large enough to contain all three. None of these rare and priceless coins exceeded the size of a grown man’s fingernail, and none was much thicker than a fingernail. Yet these tiny objects are guarded in our museums as carefully as our gorgeous tapestries and our magnificent paintings. And they are guarded like this because they were just as important in the history of Our Nation. They are mentioned in many books and textbooks—but you will never find them in any sales catalog because—they do not have a price.

Do you now understand why, when I heard the first words of Director Marchak, I sprang up from my seat and listened to his story with amazement?

Consider the denarius of Meshko I: the first Polish coin ever. Until then, the Polish people had either used barter, or Arabic, or even ancient Roman coins. Or, sometimes, lumps of silver. But then Meshko I issued his denarius—probably soon after he accepted baptism in AD 966, and now, for the first time ever, Poland had its own coinage—just like France, or Bohemia, or Germany did. Back in those days, a coin featuring the name of its ruler was a visible sign of the country’s sovereignty, proof of its existence—not only to his own subjects but to everyone who ever accepted the coin in payment.
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The denarius of Meshko I

It has since been proven to have been issued not by Meshko I but by his grandson, Meshko II.

Have there been many of these coins? Experts calculate that the denarius of Meshko I was minted in twenty or thirty-five thousand copies. How many of these coins have survived to our time? There are forty-seven known specimens. But the fact that this coin has not been offered for sale at any major auction in a century is a testament to its extreme rarity. That little coin is more than a thousand years old—it is as old as the Polish State. It is made of silver, has a diameter of twenty millimeters (about three-quarters of an inch), and weighs only 1.97 grams (or 1.7 pennyweight).  On the obverse, it shows a crowned eagle (or, possibly, a chicken) and the distorted name of the ruler. On the reverse, it has a simple cross, and in the four corners of its arms—four spheres.

And this particular denarius was now sold to the museum in L.!

But even more electrifying was the sale to the museum in K. of a denarius with the inscription Gnezdun civitas.
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Gnezdun civitas

Among Polish coins, this one ranks second only to the coin of Meshko I. The denarius with the inscription Gnezdun civitas was minted on the orders of Boleslav the Brave to commemorate the famous Congress of Gnezno in the year 1000. Its value, however, exceeds that of the Meshko denarius, for it is unique: only a single copy of it is known to exist. This copy is held by the Emeryk Chapski Museum in Cracow. Chapski was a rich landowner who put all his vast wealth into his collection of Polish coins. On his deathbed, he donated the collection to the Nation, and it can still be seen in Cracow today.

Rumor has it that a second copy of the Gnezdun civitas has once existed—found in a treasure hoard unearthed in Rihnov in Vonbzhezhno County. Supposedly that copy then entered the Cracow collection of the famous banker Bohenek in or about 1863 but later disappeared without a trace. Before World War II, the well-known numismatist Felix Mojinski of Warsaw claimed to own it. But numismatists are like anglers, they are fantasists, and not everyone believed him.

Gnezdun civitas is even smaller than the Meshko denarius. It has a diameter of eighteen millimeters and weighs 1.68 grams. The obverse shows a man in a diadem with a necklace of pearls. The reverse shows the familiar cross with four bullets and the inscription Gnezdun civitas.

And now, a second copy of this denarius was sold by a mysterious someone to the museum in K. for (only) seventy thousand zloty! Where had that copy come from? How did it find its way into the hands of this mysterious someone?

Do you now see why this event has excited Director Marchak? And then, to top it off, as if these revelations were not enough, the museum in Wooj notified Marchak that a bracteate of Yaksa, the prince on Kopanitsa, was now on the market!
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Bracteate of Yaxa of Kopanitsa

A bracteate (from the Latin bractea, meaning ‘wafer’) is a coin so thin that it can only be minted one-sided because the negative of the stamp shows up on the other side. It is difficult to say exactly how many bracteates of Yaksa survive in the world—in any case, there are very few; only a few museums have it in their collections. This coin is extremely interesting not only because of its rarity but also because of the person of Yaksa, the prince who had minted it. According to historians, the Slavic prince Yaksa had his seat in Kopanitsa in the early twelfth century—more or less where Berlin stands today, or more precisely, its Köpenick district.

This Yaksa fought hard against the German margraves during his reign, especially Albert the Bear, for the control of the principality of Brenna, which later received the German name of Brandenburg.​[2] Yaksa was able to seize Brenna first, but Albert pushed him out in AD 1157. What happened to Yaksa afterward is unknown. Some say he died in exile in Poland.
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A map of present-day north-east Germany about AD 1100

showing the names of the Slavic tribes (Obodritii, Veletii, Stodoranii, Sprevanii, etc.) and their strongholds (Brandenburg on the Havel, Köpenick). These nations have eventually been “ethnic cleansed” by the Germans.

The bracteate minted by Yaksa has a diameter of eighteen millimeters and weighs only 0.83 of a gram. It shows the bust of a bearded prince holding a sword in his right hand and a palm branch in his left. The background is decorated with three stars and the inscription IACZA DE COPNIC.

This thin coin once caused German nationalists a lot of trouble: that the city of Berlin had once been a Slavic capital simply could not be accepted by them. The Nazis searched for the coin in all Polish museums and private collections in order to destroy it and thus erase from memory the fact that a Slavic prince named Yaksa once dared to have a stronghold in today’s Köpenick district of Berlin.

And now a mysterious woman offered to sell this coin to a museum in Wooj. How did it end up in her hands? Who was this person who possessed such a priceless coin?

And what to make of the astonishing phone call to Director Marchak about the gold ducat of Ladislaus the Elbow-High? If the woman caller had not been lying, another revelation awaited us, even bigger than the sale of the denarius Gnezdun civitas. The one hundred thousand zloty the woman demanded was nothing compared to what she would have received at a foreign auction. So maybe there really was someone honorable behind these sales who simply found himself or herself in financial difficulties and was willing to part with some specimens of his or her collection for a price affordable to museums?

Still, a second copy of the Elbow-High ducat? 

No, it was too fantastic.

You should know that for many years, scholars believed that Poland had never had any gold coinage before the sixteenth century. Only the year 1847 changed this opinion.

That year, in Bosnia, near Cracow, a local goldsmith bought a gold coin discovered in the ground by municipal workers digging to lay sewage. He earmarked it for melting down and was about to throw it into the crucible when it came to the attention of a visiting numismatist, a landowner named Nejelski from nearby Senjeyovitse. He bought the gold coin for six guilders. The coin turned out to be a gold ducat of Vladislav the Elbow-High, most likely minted to commemorate his coronation in the year 1320.

Then, Emeric Chapski brought the ducat and bequeathed it, along with the rest of his vast collection, to the National Museum in Cracow, where it remains to this day. It is the only copy of this coin in the entire world.

Precisely because of its rarity, there is a dispute among numismatists as to whether the ducat was a circulating coin or simply a commemorative medal minted on the occasion of the coronation. In the latter case, only a few, or at most, a few dozen such coins were ever minted.

One specimen! Think about it! How many collectors around the world would give up a fortune to acquire such a specimen?

In the world of numismatists and collectors, rumors arose from time to time that someone, somewhere, had seen a second copy of the Elbow-High ducat. Even newspapers reported such stories sometimes. But museum professionals only shrugged their shoulders. The existence of a second copy seemed like Yeti, the Himalayan Big Foot: much talked about but never seen. This person or that person claimed to have seen it, but no one has ever produced any tangible evidence.

And now, a mysterious lady was offering to sell a second copy of the golden ducat to Director Marchak! Was it a joke? Did a second copy really exist?

The whole situation seemed very complicated, and only my role in it was simple. I was supposed to discover where these rare Polish coins came from. The instructions I received from Director Marchak greatly narrowed my scope of action. I was to get on the trail of the mysterious seller, but I was not allowed to impede the transaction. I was only to witness the act of purchasing the bracteate of Yaksa.

I had plenty of time. First, I contacted the custodian of the numismatic cabinet in Wooj, Mr. A. G., a great expert on all matters related to Polish coins and the author of many works in this field. We agreed that we would go to Honoratka separately. We would sit at different tables, the custodian would make the transaction, and I would remain an observer. Then I would tail the lady who sold him the bracteate.

[image: ]

A commemorative plaque on the building where the iconic Honoratka Café once was. Efforts to revive it are opposed by the bank who runs its most profitable branch from the same location.

I found myself in “Honoratka” half an hour before the appointed time and took a table near the door. Everyone who entered or left the café had to pass by me. It’s a small cafe: one small room with a dozen tiny tables. In the evening, it was usually frequented by people from artistic circles, mostly from the world of film, since Wooj is the home of Poland’s largest film studio. And in the evening, you could see lots of girls and boys from the art school there. The cafe is famous for its excellent coffee and excellent tea, great cheesecake, and tasty apple pie. Most of the regulars know each other personally or by sight. An old-fashioned cuckoo clock keeps the time.

The custodian of the numismatic cabinet came in at ten to eight. He sat down two tables away from me and, to while away his wait, leafed through some scholarly journal.

When it struck eight o’clock, the custodian was flipping through a scientific journal, and I was keeping my eye on the door, expecting the mysterious lady to open it any minute.

And the door did open, but instead of the lady, my former college friend, Valdemar Batura, walked in. He looked around the café, spotted me, and bowed politely. He then approached a phone on the buffet, dialed a number, and talked to someone briefly. One would have thought that he had entered the café only to use the phone.

Having finished with the call, Valdemar Batura took off his coat, hung it on a hanger, and walked over to my table.

“Good evening, dear Thomas,” he said. “What are you doing in Wooj? We haven’t seen each other for a thousand years. May I join you?”

“By all means,” I replied politely. I had already figured out that the mysterious lady would not come to the meeting with the custodian. The presence of Valdemar Batura made this clear.

Who was Valdemar Batura? A slender, medium height with smoothly combed dark hair, he had a face as delicate and as beautiful as a woman’s. He once had sported a refined small mustache but was now cleanly shaven.

He had been a star student in college. He was considered, and not without reason, to be the most talented student in our year. He possessed a tremendous amount of knowledge in history and art history, and at the same time, like me, he had the investigative instinct. While still in our senior year, we solved some interesting historical puzzles together and detected the forgery of a famous painting.

Then, our paths diverged. We started working in provincial museums. I soon learned that Batura had left his post, and his name became well known in the antique dealers’ circles, not only in Poland but also abroad. Batura traveled abroad several times a year: to Italy, England, and West Germany to, as he claimed, further his study of architecture. In reality, he was probably involved in the antiques trade. He was very successful, dressed elegantly, and always had a state-of-the-art car. He was very shrewd, he only took up business where the line between legality and crime was vague, and so far, he had only once—and that was because of me—fallen afoul of the law.  However, he had been sly and was never arraigned for the crime, but only for a minor incident related to it.  You see, he had attempted to rob a huge collection of priceless Masonic antiquities but all that was ever proven against him was the breaking of a few floorboards of an old mansion.​[3]

As for me, I have always considered Batura an extraordinary mind, a great connoisseur of antiquities and works of art, and an excellent detective. If only I had had a friend and an ally in him, I am sure that none of my great puzzles related to lost collections would have remained unresolved. But Batura was very fond of money, exquisite clothes, and a lavish lifestyle, for which his modest salary as a museum worker could not provide. And therefore, he was not my ally but my opponent. And he was an uncommon opponent, an individual of extraordinary intelligence and cunning and grace.

As soon as he entered Honoratka, I knew that the deal was off. His appearance here could not be a coincidence. Obviously, he was behind the sale of all those rare coins to our museums.

“Will you have a cup of coffee?” I asked politely.

“Of course,” he replied with a smile. “That’s why I came to the cafe.”

“Is that so? Didn’t you come here to check if the custodian had arrived and whether it was safe to proceed with the transaction? And then, when you saw that I was here, didn’t you call off the whole thing and signal to the woman who was supposed to do the transaction not to come? Yes? No?”

“What are you talking about, Thomas? What transaction? What woman?”

“Well, I don’t know her, you do,” I replied. “But you have the Bracteate of Yaksa.”

“Bracteate of Yaksa? Dear Thomas, you must be joking. That’s a very rare coin, and as you know, I am not a collector.”

“Really? So, you do not own the Elbow-High Ducat, either?” I asked, ignoring his evasions.

He sighed heavily. 

“Thomas? Hello? Do you really think a second copy of that ducat exists?”

“Imagine this, Valdemar! A woman telephoned Director Marchak yesterday, offering to sell him this very ducat. For a mere hundred thousand zloty. What do you think? Isn’t it a prank?”

Batura paused in thought, and I watched him carefully, thinking that his response would tell me everything I wanted to know, for if he made fun of the situation, he was likely not involved. But if he took it seriously, it would confirm his connection to the business.

“A second copy of the Elbow-High ducat?” Batura pondered aloud. “Such a joke wouldn’t go far. Who would ever believe it? But then again, there have long been rumors of the existence of a second copy. Maybe the person owns it and wants to sell it to you? A hundred thousand isn’t much for such a rare coin.”

“Why ask a hundred thousand and not a million?” I pressed.

“How should I know?” He shrugged. “Maybe the seller is a realist? Maybe he knows that our museums do not have huge budgets? They might afford an Elbow-High ducat for a hundred thousand, but not for a million.”

“So why not sell it abroad? The seller would get enough money to live comfortably for years. Smuggling the ducat would be easy; it’s as thin as paper and as small as a fingernail.”

“I don’t know, Thomas,” Batura shrugged again. “You’re asking me to read someone else’s mind.”

I wasn’t giving up. 

“What about you, Valdemar? If you had the Elbow-High ducat, wouldn’t you rather sell it abroad for a hundred thousand dollars rather than give it away for a hundred thousand zloty?”

Batura shook his head. 

“Now you wrong me, Thomas. I know that you think that I’m a scoundrel because you see every artifact as a national treasure, and I dare to trade in such things. But it’s not that simple. Sure, I deal in old oil lamps, sabers, and armchairs, but that doesn’t mean that I’d sell something priceless, like a second copy of that ducat abroad. I’m a patriot, too, Thomas, just in a different way. And believe me, if I knew someone who was trying to sell a priceless relic to foreigners, I would report them to the Authorities. That does not mean I will stop dealing in antiques, but I will never be a scoundrel.” 

Sincerity rang in his voice, and I couldn’t help but respect him for it. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the custodian growing impatient. Unable to wait for the mysterious woman any longer, he folded his journal, paid for his coffee, and left the café. Like me, he must have concluded that the mysterious woman was not coming and that the transaction was off. 

For a moment, I considered ending the conversation with Batura to follow the custodian and discuss the new situation. But I decided to stay because I thought that I might learn more by staying. If I could confirm that Batura was behind the coin sales, my task would be as good as accomplished. Besides, I could call the custodian later and arrange another meeting if the woman contacted him again.

“I’d like to believe you,” I said to Batura. “And there’s no reason for me to hide from you the purpose of my presence here in Wooj. Recently, several of our museums were offered some very rare Polish coins: the denarius of Meshko I, the Gnezdun Civitas, and the Bracteate of Yaksa of Kopanitsa. And, if the last phone call was not a hoax, the golden Elbow-High ducat.”

“Did the prices seem excessive to you?”

“Oh no, they were quite reasonable. That’s why the denarius of Meshko I and the Gnezdun Civitas have been purchased. Today, here, a third transaction was supposed to take place: the purchase of the Bracteate of Yaksa. But the woman offering it didn’t show up. Instead, you did.”

“I see. So, you suspect me of being involved,” he nodded.

“All the previous transactions were handled by intermediaries. Someone else is behind them. You, of course,” I said.

Valdemar laughed. 

“Surely, you are joking, Thomas. Do you think I’ve suddenly dug up some treasure?”

“No, I don’t think so. Among all the coins that our farmers plow out of the ground from time to time, there may be a rare one, sometimes. It is hard to believe that a treasure that included the denarius of Mieszko I, and the Gnezdun Civitas, and the Bracteate of Yaksa, and the Elbow-High ducat was happened upon accidentally.”

“So, you think I stole the coins somewhere?”

“No. I think you came into possession of a very interesting old coin collection lost during World War II. And I appreciate that you’re offering them to our museums instead of selling them abroad.”

“But you are not really sure I am behind this,” Vademar said.

“Tomorrow, I’ll know exactly where these coins have come from. Our department has records of all major collectors and their collections, both pre- and post-war. Not many collectors owned the Bracteate of Yaksa.”

I was bluffing. Our records were sparse, and many private collectors kept their collections secret. But did Batura know it?

“I don’t see the point of your investigation,” Batura said. “Even if you’re right, and these coins do come from some collection you can identify, could it not be that the collector is simply selling off some duplicates?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ZBIG NIENACKI

AND
THE MYSTERIES
OF THE CITY

THE INTREPID POLISH DETECTIVE
WILL SOLVE EVERY DARNED MYSTERY

MONDRALA

PRESS






OEBPS/d2d_images/image051.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image035.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image038.jpg
Chysanii
Obodritii

Veletii

Dolenci

Polabanii

Dosanit

Ratorovii

Veletii

Stodoranii

BRENNA O
Moricanii
WITTEMBERGO

O KOPANITSA

Sprevanii

POLAND






OEBPS/d2d_images/image018.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image019.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image060.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image045.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image024.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image046.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.jpg
Teutonic State O MEMEL
in 1410

Poland in 1410

Polish border —
in 1466

\\\ JO- KOENIGSBERG——.
GDANSK

~ ,,?J/O/FROMBORK
ELBLONG'O
MALBON‘g il
f

o

0

TORUN (THORN)
~o





OEBPS/d2d_images/image048.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image008.jpg
AND

THE MYSTERIES
OF THE CITY





