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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.

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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​PROLOGUE
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A few days before the end of the school year, Bashka came to see me. We spread a map of Besh’chady on the table and spent long hours tracing routes across it with the tip of a pen.
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Besh’chady (Bieszczady) is a mountain range that runs from the extreme south-east of Poland and north-east of Slovakia through to western Ukraine.

Bashka, who had just finished his second year of high school, had recently become a squad leader in one of the Warsaw scout troops. His geography teacher, an avid hiker, had suggested they take a several-day trek through a region of his choice. Bashka decided to bring his squad along on the trip, received permission from his home troop and the scout district, and then turned to me with the question of where they should go. 

Without hesitation, I declared: Besh’chady. 

I had a hidden agenda in this. Bashka—the name is the Polish nickname for Barbara—and you’ve probably guessed by now that Bashka was a boy, though his delicate features had earned him a feminine nickname—had shared several adventures with me. Together, we had faced down the gang of Black Frank in the Lake Country, and in Frombork, we had unraveled the mystery of a buried Nazi treasure. I had great confidence in the boy and now felt that I could entrust him with a certain mission... 

So we wandered over the Besh’chady map with our pens. Bashka led his squad along the mountain tops, starting from Hrysh-chata and Volosan, through Habkovtze, Yaslo, Rabia Skala, Chertezh, Kshemenets, and Greater Ravka. 

He picked a trail through practically uninhabited areas, magnificent forests, nature reserves with rich wildlife and crystal-clear mountain streams. It was a trail for the strong, as one had to carry tents, sleeping bags, a field kitchen, and food on his back. 

“And from Upper Ust’shiki, Mr. Thomas,” Bashka continued his arduous march, “we’ll make a trip to Wide Verh, Tarnitsaa, Halych, and then return through Kshemen to Bukove Berdo.” 

But my pen walked through the valleys. 

“But I would advise you to first visit Lesko and its surroundings,” I said. “Then Hochev, Uhertze, Ustianova, Lower Ust’shiki, Hoshov, Charna, and Lutoviska. After that, return to Lower Ust’shiki and march on to Liskovateh and then up to Kuzmina and Tarnava, from where you can reach Sanok through the Slonne Mountains. There’s a beautiful regional museum there.” 

Bashka made a surprised face. 

“And that’s supposed to be a trip to Besh’chady? You want us to go through villages and valleys, through inhabited areas, instead of the mountains? We were thinking of a tough and challenging expedition.” 

I nodded and smiled. 

“Certainly, up there, from the peaks of Hrysh-chata or Greater Ravka you can see many beautiful views. But who knows whether more interesting adventures aren’t waiting for you in the valleys?” 

Bashka looked at me carefully. 

“I think I understand. You’ve already been to Besh’chady twice this year. Why? What’s on your mind?” 

I leaned over the map. Next to a small village near Zagoozhe, I made a small cross with my pen. 

“And I’ll be there for the third time soon. Leave a message for me with Jan Sekundus near Zagoozhe. I will hope to find a certain piece of information in it.” 

And I let Bashka in on the business that had kept me in suspense for the past two months. 

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: ]

A typical view in the Besh’chady upland
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​CHAPTER ONE: ENTER THE BEAST
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Director Marchak’s bad mood. A smuggling gang. My great failure. Who’s buying icons? The strange story of a dog. Enter the beast. Trouble with Prot. When a beast loves cars. A way to handle Prot.

Director Marchak returned from Vienna in a very bad mood. Again, two old icons had been sold right in front of his eyes, at an auction in the salon of Paul Schubert—icons that Marchak was convinced had been smuggled out of Poland. When the director asked where these icons had come from, Paul Schubert explained that such information could only be provided to the Viennese police. And the police would need evidence that the artwork sold at the Schubert auction had been stolen. And this, Mr. Schubert pointed out, had never happened before. Marchak couldn’t provide such evidence, for there had been no reports of any collector or museum in Poland having lost its icons. But there had been reports that for the past six months someone had been buying icons from Polish art galleries. Later, the same icons appeared at auctions in Paul Schubert’s salon. In other words, icons were being smuggled abroad. 

Word had also reached us that someone was going around the villages of the southeastern edge of the country, buying old icons from the locals. While this wasn’t in itself illegal, when combined with the information about the increased supply of icons at foreign auctions, it seemed suspicious. 

In socialist Poland, anyone could sell, buy, and own works of art. The only thing that was prohibited was exporting them abroad without permission. Obtaining such permission was not easy—the war had robbed Poland of many valuable artifacts, and the government was eager to keep what was left in the country. Therefore, if any old work of art makes its way out of Poland, one can be almost certain that it happened illegally.

For the past year, however, old icons from the southeast region had been appearing in the salon of Schubert, a famous and reputable art dealer. Old icons had recently become very fashionable and were fetching high prices. At the Department of Museums and Heritage Protection, we became convinced that a gang specializing in the smuggling of icons operated in Poland. We notified the Police and the Customs Office, but—so far—there had been no results. The gang continued to operate, as Director Marchak had just seen during his visit to Vienna. 

No wonder he returned in a bad mood. And he immediately summoned me to his office. 

“What are the results of your investigation into the icons?” he asked me after a brief greeting. 

“None,” I replied, honestly admitting failure. 

And it wasn’t just a failure—it was a complete disaster. I worked at the Department of Museums and Heritage Protection of the Ministry of Culture and Art as an officer for special assignments, something akin to a detective. My duties included monitoring the activities of various antique dealers, keeping a close eye to ensure that no valuable cultural artifacts left the country. I was also tasked with locating collections and art objects that had gone missing during World War II. In my job, I had found several valuable art collections that had been considered lost forever, and unraveled several historical mysteries that led to the discovery of national cultural treasures. But now, for the past two months, I had been running in circles like a hamster on a flywheel, vainly trying to pick up the trail of the smuggling gang. This case haunted me day and night. I had traveled hundreds of kilometers in an attempt to uncover the mysterious gang. And all for nothing. 

“You’ve achieved nothing?” Director Marchak was astonished. “What’s happened, Thomas?” 

“Unfortunately, I must admit to a complete failure,” I shrugged helplessly. “This case is beyond my abilities...” 

Director Marchak turned red with indignation. 

“So you think we should give up on it? I’m not asking you to arrest the smugglers—that’s the job of the police. But surely, it is within our capabilities to find out who’s buying up old icons from the peasants in the Rzeszów region. Then the police can follow the thread to the spool, and the gang will end up behind bars.” 

I sighed heavily. 

“As you know, Director, buyers of art in art galleries aren’t required to show identification. And despite my two trips to the Rzeszów region, unfortunately, I have not managed to find any trace of the individual who’s been buying old icons in the villages. It must be someone who knows the local situation well and knows who owns what. The people who sold the icons didn’t go around broadcasting it left and right, either. Despite this, I managed to reach two individuals who said that the buyer was a young man on a motorcycle. Unfortunately, I couldn’t locate him.”

“You’ve already been to the region twice. Now, you’ll go a third time. Today. We must find that young man and put an end to this smuggling!” 

“Yes, Director,” I replied distractedly, scratching my head. “It’s just... today I have to deal with the matter of the dog...” 

“A dog? Are you joking? We need to take immediate action against the smugglers!” 

“I’ve sent letters on this matter to my expert contacts in the capitals of the other countries in the socialist bloc,” I explained. “Perhaps they’ve also come across the gang’s activities and can provide us with some information about them. As for the dog...” 

“And you go on about the dog?” Marchak was indignant. “What does a dog have to do with our case? I’m giving you... let’s say, a month to track down the smugglers.” 

“Yes, Director,” I agreed obediently. “It’s just that I can only go to Besh’chady tomorrow. Because... this dog, Director...” 

He didn’t let me finish. 

“Alright, alright, go tomorrow, since you can’t go today. But I don’t want to hear another word about any dog. We’re not in the Kennel Club; we’re in the Department of Museums and Heritage Protection!” 

I left the director’s office and, in the hallway, absentmindedly scratched my head again. The thought of the dog kept troubling me. 

Yesterday, a doctor friend of mine had called me and asked me to babysit his pooch. 

“I got it from one of my patients at the hospital,” he said over the phone. “The patient, unfortunately, passed away. The dog came to me a month ago. It’s very friendly. But I’m leaving for India tomorrow for an extended period, and I can’t take the dog with me. Another cholera outbreak has occurred there, and our government is sending a medical team. So I am stumped: what to do with the dog? I thought of you. You’re single; you could use a friend. Come by today, and I’ll tell you more about it. If you can’t make it today, my housekeeper will give it to you tomorrow. I can’t leave him with her; it’s too much trouble for an elderly lady. Please, take the pooch, Thomas. You won’t regret it.” 

I owed many favors to my friend. I gave in. I promised I’d come and collect the dog.

As it happened, urgent tasks kept me at the ministry until late that night. And the next day, as you know, Director Marchak summoned me to his office. How could I set off for Besh’chady when I had to go pick up the dog? 

What does this dog look like? Will it be able to bond with me? I wondered. And, more importantly, will we be comfortable in my tiny bachelor apartment in the Old Town?

I had a small room and a minuscule kitchenette. In the room, there was a sofa bed, a desk, two armchairs, and bookshelves lining the walls. For a dog, of course, I could manage to carve out a little space. “A dachshund could sleep under the desk,” I thought. “But maybe it’s a poodle? Yes, it’s probably a poodle.” 

My workday ended, I left the ministry, got into my vehicle, and drove to the doctor’s house. 

I stopped in front of a large apartment block and rang the bell at the green door. An elderly woman with a scarf on her head opened the door. 

“The doctor isn’t here. He’s already left for his trip,” she announced somewhat curtly. 

“I’m here for the dog,” I explained. 

Her face lit up. 

“Oh, thank goodness. He’s always wanting to go for walks, and I have arthritis and can barely move. The doctor told me you’d come. Please, take him.” 

She led me into the hallway, all the while grumbling a bit: 

“I don’t like dogs. And especially a dog like this—I wouldn’t want to keep him for anything. He’s as mean as a hundred devils.” 

As she said this, she opened the kitchen door a crack. I emphasize—she only opened it a crack, but I immediately saw a huge paw in the gap, and a second later, an enormous steel-gray monster burst into the hallway. He must have been three feet tall at the shoulder, with a head as big as a calf’s and ears that stuck straight up. He was long, too—he’d barely fit in the back seat of my car. 
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The Great Dane is a German breed of large mastiff-sighthound, which descends from hunting dogs of the Middle Ages used to hunt bears, wild boar, and deer. They were also used as guardian dogs of German nobility. It is one of the two largest dog breeds in the world, along with the Irish Wolfhound.

He charged into the hallway and came at me with such impetus that I backed up against the wall. 

“Go away!” the housekeeper shouted and swung a dishcloth at the beast. 

He seemed to respect her, because he laid his ears and just sniffed me, growling softly. 

I don’t know much about dog breeds. But there was no doubt in my mind that I had never seen one this big. 

“The doctor said it was a pooch...” I muttered, terrified. 

“Well, it is a pooch,” the housekeeper said. 

“No! This is a horse, ma’am,” I said firmly. 

“What, you’re not taking him?” she asked, alarmed. “You promised the doctor. What am I supposed to do with him? Have some mercy. You promised the doctor you’d take his dog.” 

“Horse,” I grumbled.

The massive animal, which had been watching me intently throughout our conversation, suddenly sat back on its haunches and extended a huge paw toward me. 

“What does it want?” I asked. 

“Don’t you understand? He’s decided to greet you,” the housekeeper explained. 

With some trepidation, I took the rough paw in my hand and shook it a few times, as if greeting an old friend. 

“What’s his name?” 

“Prot. Protasius, sir. I’ll bring the muzzle, collar, and leash right away,” she said, and hurried off to the kitchen. She probably thought that since I’d greeted the dog and asked his name, I’d take him. But I was torn. The thought of keeping Prot in my cramped apartment terrified me. On the other hand, I had indeed promised the doctor I’d him. Only, the doctor had mentioned a pooch, not a percheron! 

But to leave the old woman with such a huge animal? She wouldn’t be able to hold him on a leash if he decided to pull. 

She brought the collar, muzzle, and leash. Prot started wagging his tail, thinking he was going for a walk. His tail, long and strong like a whip, thumped loudly against the wall. 

“What does he eat?” 

“Everything, sir. Everything a person eats. But he likes milk with bread, beef, cooked porridge, and blood sausage best.” 

She put the wire muzzle on his snout and fastened the short leash to the collar. 

“Will he get used to me?” I was still full of doubts. 

“Why wouldn’t he, sir? He’s trained. He’s only two years old. He got used to the doctor, so he’ll like you too. He’s fierce, but he’s scared of my dishcloth,” she said, not without satisfaction. 

I was inclined to agree. I’d read in some book that in the old days, in manor houses where they kept many fierce dogs—dogs ready to tear anyone to shreds—the dogs always had respect for the cooks. One wave of the cook’s dishcloth would drive even the fiercest animal out of the kitchen. 

But when I took the leash, the dog growled softly. He probably thought the old housekeeper was taking him for a walk. Suddenly, it turned out that some stranger was taking him away. 

“Come on, Prot,” I said commandingly, because I’d heard that’s how you should handle dogs. A man must impose his will on the animal. 

The housekeeper quickly opened the door. 

“Come,” I repeated sharply and tugged on the leash. He followed me onto the stairs. 

“Well, what will be, will be,” I thought as I opened the car door for him. The instant Prot saw the vehicle, he wagged his tail joyfully and, without a second thought, quickly settled himself in the back seat. 

“Well, I’ve got you now, buddy. I’ll win you over with this,” I thought with satisfaction. 

I’d heard from many people that dogs loved car rides. It’s quite strange, but it’s a fact that dogs, almost uniquely among animals, have quickly come to enjoy the pleasures of traveling in motor vehicles. I know a forester who owns a very fierce mastiff. This half-wild beast can’t be bribed with the tastiest sausage, but let someone show up in a car, and the dog just waits for the right moment to slip inside. And anyone with a car can take him away from the forester’s lodge—that’s how much he values the joys of motorized travel. 

Prot settled in comfortably and seemed delighted at the prospect of the ride. As for me, however, I didn’t seem to interest him in the slightest. 

“Prot, little Prot, dear Protasius,” I said to him. “Don’t sulk at me, because deep down, I’m a decent person and I like animals. You’ll be fine with me, even if we’ll be a bit cramped. Luckily, I often travel for work, and you’ll become my companion. Sometimes I find myself in rather dangerous situations, so you shouldn’t complain about lack of excitement. I’m a bachelor, and since you’re also single, I think we’ll find common ground.” 

I spoke to him this way because I’d read in The Story of San Michele​[1] that one should speak to animals gently and monotonously, and then they become kind and develop affection for us. I don’t know how it was with Axel Munthe, but as for Prot, he pretended not to hear me. Even my most tender words made no impression on him. Not a twitch of an eyelid, not a movement of an eye. He stared out the window—cold, aloof, indifferent, and hostile. 

I fell silent because I felt like I was nothing to him—air, worthless dust, a void unworthy of even the slightest attention. 

I was convinced that he hadn’t spared a single thought for me, assuming, of course, that dogs think at all, which isn’t entirely proven. In any case, I was the one doing the thinking. Primarily about the deep truth of the proverb: “The old lady had no troubles, so she bought herself a piglet.” 

I decided to set up a den for Prot in my small hallway. I bought a piece of rubber foam and a cheap blanket, and then I stopped the car in front of a delicatessen, got out, and stood in line for blood sausage. When I returned to the car half an hour later, Prot was sitting in the front seat. That is, in my seat. And he had his paws on the steering wheel. 

“Be so kind as to move to the other seat and give me back mine,” I said to him very politely. “Surely you don’t intend to drive the car?” 

He didn’t budge. He kept his paws on the steering wheel and even moved it a little, like children do when they pretend to drive a car. 

“Prot, little Prot,” I pleaded. “Look, I bought you some tasty blood sausage.” 

I unwrapped a corner of the paper so he could see and smell the treat waiting for him. But he didn’t even twitch his ears. He didn’t look at me, just kept staring through the windshield at the people walking down the street. 

“Move over,” I said, a bit angrily, and tried to nudge him to the other seat with my hip. 

He growled. He was muzzled, but I still got a little scared. 

“What am I going to do now?” I thought frantically. 

All sorts of ideas came to mind, like calling a policeman and asking him to remove the intruder from the vehicle. Maybe the sight of a uniform would make Prot come to his senses? But what if the policeman said, “That’s your dog, you deal with him, don’t bother me”? 

“Prot, little Prot,” I tried again, my face pleading and my voice begging. The beast didn’t budge. It looked like he really intended to drive the vehicle. 

Director Marchak came out of the delicatessen. He was carrying a rather large package—apparently, he’d done some serious shopping. 

I crouched behind the car so he wouldn’t notice me, but the distinctive silhouette of my vehicle immediately caught his eye. 

“Ah, it’s you!” he called out cheerfully from the sidewalk. “I’m so glad I ran into you. Taxis are nowhere to be found, and I’ve got this heavy package. Could you give me a lift home?” 

I don’t know if there are any employees who can refuse to give their boss a ride home when the boss is carrying a big package. 

“Of course,” I said. “It’s just... the dog...” 

“What, the dog again?” Marchak exclaimed in surprise. “Jesus and Mary, can’t you free yourself from this dog-related persecution mania?” 

Then he saw Prot sitting in the front seat of my vehicle. 

“Hmm...” he grunted and asked, “What’s this?” 

“A... pooch, Director. I received him as a gift from a certain doctor. Just this morning, as I mentioned it to you...” 

“I don’t know why you need a dog. In any case, he doesn’t bother me. You’ll give me a lift, right?” 

“I’m afraid that might be impossible,” I stammered, shifting from foot to foot. 

“Why?” 

“Well, I’m trying to get him to move from the front seat so I can take the wheel.” 

“And he’s not listening?” 

“He’s growling at me.” 

“Amazing,” Marchak said. “You probably don’t have the right approach to animals. You have to be firm with them; they need to know their place.” 

With that, Director Marchak strode decisively toward the vehicle and called out to Prot: 

“Alright, move it! Get out of there, doggy.”

You should have heard the terrible growl that came from Prot’s throat. I thought the dog would lunge at Marchak. Thank goodness he was muzzled. 

“That’s a rabid beast!” the director grumbled, jumping back from the car. “I’d rather look for a taxi.” 

“Director, please don’t leave me in this situation.” 

“What can I do to help you?” 

“Maybe you could try again to convince him to let me take the wheel. All the employees  in our department listen to you—surely a mere dog would obey you too?” 

My words seemed to flatter the director. 

“Well, alright, I’ll try. What’s his name?” 

“Prot, Director. Short for Protasius.” 

“Ah, I see. Alright, I’ll give it a shot.” 

He walked up to the open door of the vehicle and spoke sternly: 

“Move to the back seat, Prot! Off to the back seat!” 

The dog didn’t budge. 

“He’s not listening to you,” I observed. 

“I can see that he’s not listening,” the director snapped, feeling his authority had been undermined. “This dog has been poorly trained. I’m going to look for a taxi. I suggest you do the same. Take a taxi home and come back here in a few hours. The dog will get a bit hungry and become more compliant. See you later.” 

And he walked away. 

“Prot. Little Prot...” I whispered pleadingly. The beast didn’t move an inch. 

I would have probably stood there until the end of time—or, following the director’s advice, gone looking for a taxi—if I hadn’t suddenly remembered what the doctor’s housekeeper had told me. That Prot had been trained. 

“Prot!” I commanded sharply. “Heel!” 

In the blink of an eye, the dog jumped out of the vehicle and stood by my left leg. 

He glared around furiously, searching for an opponent to fight. 

And I quickly hopped behind the wheel. I opened the back door of the vehicle. 

“Prot! Place!” I called, pointing to the back seat. 

He obeyed instantly and settled in the back. I started the engine. Then I drove off toward the Old Town. At one point, as I was driving down the street, I thought I spotted Director Marchak among the crowd of people waiting for taxis. But maybe it was just my imagination? 

I parked the vehicle in the garage. I said firmly to Prot: 

“Let’s go. March!” 

At home, I took off his muzzle. I wanted to pet him, but I chickened out. 

“This is one hell of a beast,” I thought. “He might bite me.” 

I fed the dog the blood sausage I’d bought in town. He ate his fill, and then—despite me pointing to the rug by the wardrobe—he jumped onto my couch and stretched out on it. I sighed heavily, lacking the courage to chase him off.
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​CHAPTER TWO: I AM IN A PICKLE
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A letter from Prague. A good lead? Break-in at Sekundus’s house. How to recognize a Halych icon. What it is like to own a dog. The first benefit of Prot. On fighting dogs. “You’ve got yourself in a pickle”. The struggle for dominance in the pack. Will Protasius take my job? On the hunt for smugglers.

I checked the mailbox and found a letter from Prague, in the Czech Republic. It came from Mr. Yaroslav Dohnal, an expert on Prague’s art shops. 


Dear Mr. Thomas, 

In response to your inquiry regarding old icons, I hasten to report that we don’t seem to have your problem here. Such items appear very rarely in Prague. However, recently—to be precise, four days ago—I was asked to appraise an icon that had been consigned for sale. It was an icon from the “Halych School,” and it was brought in for sale by a certain Zdenek Blaha. I don’t know if this will interest you, but as per your request, I’m informing you of anything that might be related to icons. If my letter prompts you to come to Prague, I’d be delighted to host you at my home. Especially since I have a little mystery for you, and I know you enjoy such things. 

Warm regards, 

Yaroslav Dohnal 



I set the letter aside and fell into deep thought. 

Did the information sent by Mr. Dohnal have anything to do with our smuggling gang? 

The Halych School icon could have made its way to Prague many years ago, perhaps even centuries ago. But I also had every right to associate this sale with the activities of the smuggling gang, since the route from Poland to Vienna passes through Czechoslovakia. But why would smugglers sell a smuggled icon in Prague when they could undoubtedly get a better price for it in Vienna, and in hard currency at that? 

“Should I go to Prague or head back to Besh’chady?” I pondered for a long time. 

The tidbit from Prague didn’t sound particularly significant to me; it didn’t raise any alarms. But I’d already been to Besh’chady twice, and apart from the addresses of people who had sold icons to someone, I hadn’t found any leads. Should I go there again, given the paucity of results thus far?

Well, those trips hadn’t been entirely fruitless. True, I hadn’t found any leads on the gang, but I had managed to do something good for the cause of protecting cultural heritage—specifically, the Halych icons.

Large and really priceless collections of these icons are held in the museums in Wantsoot, Zheshov, and Sanok. A rich and fascinating collection of icons was also owned by a private collector named Jan Sekundus, who lived in a small village near Zagoozhe, not far from Lesko. 

During my two trips to the region, I visited Sekundus and tried to convince him to at least deposit the most valuable pieces from his collection in one of our state museums. However, the old man remained very stubborn on this matter. This former teacher had spent his entire life collecting old icons and was deeply attached to them. When the war reached Besh’chady, he often risked his health and even his life to save icons from burning churches and to buy them from local residents. He had amassed a truly magnificent collection, but he kept it in his small house on the outskirts of his village. The house was not secured against theft, and the old man lived there alone, which could encourage thieves and lead to irreversible losses. In fact, there had been a break-in just a year earlier. Fortunately, the thief only made off with a book, though a very old and very valuable book by David Katz, which discussed the magical properties of precious stones. This David Katz had been a famous sorcerer and Kabbalist in the sixteenth century. He had been born, died, and been buried in Lesko. Mr. Sekundus took great pride in owning this book and was very upset to lose it. 

Who stole it? And why? 

We agreed that it must have been some crazy collector of rare books, as nothing else was stolen, and Sekundus’s house contained far more valuable objects, including sixteenth-century icons. The break-in had occurred shortly after a newspaper article was published about Sekundus’s small museum. The reporter had described the interesting collection in detail and even listed the rare items in it. Presumably, the thief had learned from the article that Sekundus possessed Katz’s work and had broken into the house to get it. 

But it was precisely this incident that helped me convince Sekundus to at least deposit his most valuable pieces in a state museum. During my second visit to the region, Sekundus promised me that he would follow my advice the following year. And so, even though I hadn’t managed to uncover any leads on the gang, I couldn’t consider my trips entirely fruitless. 

Nevertheless, the mysterious business of icon-smuggling remained the most pressing issue. And unfortunately, I hadn’t come a single step closer to solving it. 

And now, this letter from Prague had arrived.

At this point, a little explanation is due to my readers. 

There are various types of Orthodox icons. The fact that someone somewhere sold or bought an old icon does not, of course, necessarily raise suspicions. But—as I have already mentioned—this was about an icon from the Halych School, which is a type of painting found in Ukraine and Poland. It was the artistic expression of the culture of the Orthodox and Greek Catholic population inhabiting the southeastern region of our country, and it developed relatively late, in the 14th century. Of course, the influence of this school does not align with the borders of the Polish Commonwealth—it extends to the former Red Ruthenia and the Subcarpathian region, reaching as far west as the Mushina River. The main production centers were likely Lviv and Pshemisl, but workshops also existed in Yavorov and Pohaiv, and icon painters worked in Sambir and Novy Sonch. Therefore, an icon from the Halych school could have ended up in the hands of someone like Zdenek Blaha and made its way to a shop on Venceslas Square from various places, at various times, and through various routes. 
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A Halych School icon at the regional museum in Sanok

So, how does one recognize an icon from the Halych school, and how does one distinguish it from others, given the great variety of icons in the world? Well, the Halych school has its own unique character. Its distinguishing features include a specific sort of naive realism in its approach to the subject, a fairy-tale fantasy feel, a clear, monumental composition, and a strong, vivid color palette, often limited to a narrow color range. It is also significant that this style of church art emerged in contact with the art of the Catholic church during the Renaissance, which left a particularly distinct mark on these icons. We find Renaissance details such as depth of perspective in them, which icons from other regions do not possess. In short, a good art historian would quickly recognize such a Halych icon among many others. Therefore, if Mr. Dohnal wrote to me that he had appraised a “Halych” icon in a shop on Venceslas Square, I believed him. 

And this made me think that I should investigate how the icon ended up in Prague at a time when icons were being smuggled from Poland to Vienna. 

“I’ll let Director Marchak decide that,” I decided in the end. Protasius was still lounging on the couch. “How to get rid of him?” I wondered for a moment. 

Then I picked up the leash and whistled for the dog. 

He immediately jumped off the couch, very excited about the walk that awaited him. I took him out onto the street and headed toward the Vistula. 

I walked deep in thought, still pondering the letter from Mr. Dohnal, and perhaps that’s why I didn’t immediately notice that passersby were behaving rather strangely at the sight of us. 

First of all, people seemed unusually eager to make way for me—some even stepped off the narrow sidewalk onto the road. Women walking Pekingese and dachshunds quickly scooped up their pets, and the noisy, scruffily dressed group of men who usually loitered around the beer kiosk parted before me with great respect and said “Good Afternoon.” 

Of course, it wasn’t me they were reacting to, but the enormous steel-gray dog walking by my side. Well, it’s not every day you see a dog as big as a calf on city streets, with a massive jaw and ears that stick up like horns, giving the impression that it’s ready to attack at any moment. And woe to anyone it might attack, because just the sheer weight of its powerful body could easily knock over a grown man. One swipe of its massive paw would flatten any Pekingese or dachshund on the sidewalk. 

Yet, there wasn’t a trace of clumsiness in that enormous frame. Protasius moved with the grace and lightness of a ballerina on stage, taking small, springy steps so as not to outpace me or fall behind. 

“He’s beautiful,” I thought to myself. 

And another friendly thought about him crossed my mind. It was a warm early evening, and I had gone out for a walk. If it weren’t for Prot, I would have been sitting in my apartment at this hour, as usual, hunched over some books or papers, and I would have spent the entire evening like that, late into the night, without even realizing how beautiful a June evening by the Vistula in Warsaw could be. 
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Warsaw Old Town seen from the Vistula

Soon, I made a series of other observations and suddenly realized that owning a dog makes you a completely different person. 

How many dogs are there in Warsaw? I had never thought about it before; dogs, in general, had never really interested me. But now, walking Prot on a leash, I suddenly noticed that there were a great many dogs in Warsaw; all kinds of them—big and small, beautiful and ugly. And, actually, they all seemed lovely, even the scruffy mutts running along the riverside. They wandered around the squares, sniffed along the riverbank, and walked solemnly with their owners. Poodles, shepherds, Pekingese, dachshunds—as I mentioned, I don’t really know much about breeds. I also had no idea what breed the giant was. 

I’ve lived in the Old Town for several years now. Up until now, I hadn’t gotten to know anyone from my stairwell. But then, a tall, thin gentleman who lived one floor above me bowed politely and said with a note of admiration in his voice: 

“What a beautiful dog. What’s his name?” 

“Prot,” I replied with pride. 

My neighbor had a poodle. And that’s how we got to know each other, even though until then we had only known each other by sight. It turns out that people become closer to one another if they both have dogs. 

A few minutes later, I saw a very beautiful woman from the neighboring stairwell walking with a dachshund. How many times had I dreamed of meeting her someday and striking up a conversation? But how was I supposed to do that? Approach her on the street? That was impossible. So, I often passed her without a word, bidding her farewell with a sad glance. And now? Here she was, walking with her dachshund, and I was leading Prot. 

“Excuse me,” I ventured. “Do you also feed your dog blood sausage?” 

“No, I usually buy him lungs,” the beautiful lady replied politely, because there’s nothing inappropriate about a dog owner striking up a conversation with another dog owner during a walk. 

Except that this beautiful lady had a deep, rough, masculine voice. And all the charm vanished in an instant. She no longer seemed beautiful or interesting to me. Here was another benefit of having a dog—it helps you shed your illusions. 

I returned from the walk after two hours. Prot jumped back onto the couch and sprawled out. 

“Get down!” I ordered him. 

But he just growled, baring his teeth. 

“He’s going to bite me, the beast,” I thought with fear. And, as I had read in Axel Munthe’s book, I began speaking to Prot in a gentle, monotonous voice, asking him to get off the couch and make room for me. 

Unfortunately, it didn’t work. Maybe Axel Munthe had dealt with different kinds of dogs? Or was my specimen some kind of exception? 

I gave up. I prepared myself some dinner, then sat down in the armchair with a book. 

Night fell, and I began to feel sleepy. But my couch was occupied by a large dog who had no intention of giving up his spot. 

“Does he want me to sleep on the floor?” I mused gloomily. 

And so, I turned to books for help. I had a few books about dogs in my library. It was already late at night, and most of the lights in the Old Town apartments had gone out, but I was still flipping through canine wisdom. And the more I delved into my kynological books, the greater unease grew within me. 

First, I looked through the photographs in the books depicting various dog breeds. And it made my hair stand on end. 

There, I saw a photograph of a dog that looked exactly like my Prot. Beneath the photo was the caption: “Great Dane.” Further on, I found information that the “Great Dane” belongs to the group of so-called “fighting dogs.” It is the largest dog on the European continent, and even the mastiff is shorter, though it has a more robust build. But mastiffs are very rare. 

The Great Dane stands at three feet or more in height and weighs at least eighty pounds. In the past, Great Danes were used to guard caravans and military camps, to fight wild animals in arenas, and to hunt large game such as aurochs and bison. There are black, brindle, fawn, harlequin (with black patches on a white background), and blue Great Danes—this last has a steel-blue coat. 

And that’s exactly what my Prot was. He was probably a magnificent specimen of a blue Great Dane, as he had only a few white spots—one on his chest and another on the inside of his legs, just above the paw. 

“Great Danes,” I read in the book, “are formidable fighting dogs, quiet companions, and excellent protectors. Unfortunately, there are very aggressive specimens, which is why training them requires great composure and an understanding of the psychology of a fighting dog. Only a capable handler can achieve good results. We do not recommend them to amateurs.” 

And me? Was I composed? Did I know anything about the psychology of fighting dogs? After all, I had never owned a dog—any dog—in my life. 

So, I continued flipping through the books to understand the psychology of a fighting dog, without which—as the experts claimed—I would not be able to coexist with a Great Dane. 

And here’s what I read: 

“Dogs are pack animals, where the strongest individual, the so-called alpha-dog, rules. A human can take on the role of the leader, provided they can subordinate the dog. This especially applies to large fighting and guard dogs. The struggle for leadership between a human and a large fighting dog can take on a dangerous character. Unfortunately, if the human fails to subordinate the dog, the large fighting dog will try to subordinate the human.” 

“Well, that’s just great,” I thought with terror. 

The worst had happened. Prot was lying on my couch, and in his opinion, I was supposed to sleep on the rug by the wardrobe. 

“Get down,” I said threateningly, approaching the couch. 

He growled, baring his teeth. And his mouth was enormous, huge teeth sticking out like the keys of a piano. 

I shrugged and stepped away from the couch. I took a warm blanket from the wardrobe and settled down to sleep in my armchair. 

“Tomorrow you’re going back to the doctor’s house,” I thought vengefully. I wasn’t leading caravans loaded with goods, I didn’t plan on hunting big game, and I wasn’t performing in a circus arena. I also had absolutely no intention of wasting my energy on a battle for primacy in my own home. 

Unfortunately, the next morning, I found the doctor’s apartment locked up. I knocked so persistently and for so long that finally, the door of the neighboring apartment opened, and a woman in curlers peeked out. 

“Are you here for the doctor?” she asked. “He’s gone abroad.” 

“What about his housekeeper?” 

“She’s gone too. Last night. To her relatives in the countryside. She got rid of the dog and left Warsaw as quickly as she could. Oh, what a beast that dog of theirs was, sir...” 

I didn’t listen to the rest of her ramblings. I already knew very well what kind of a beast it was. I rushed out of the stairwell, got into my car where Prot was waiting, and of course, took him back to my house. Then I hurried to the Ministry of Culture and Art to inform Director Marchak about the letter from Prague. 

I started with complaints, though. 

“I didn’t sleep a wink all night. That devil of a dog...” 

And I told the director all about my troubles with Prot. I thought Director Marchak might show me a little sympathy. Instead, he rubbed his hands together with gleeful satisfaction. 

“Well, you’ve got what you deserve, Mr. Thomas. I quite like your dog. He took over your couch and pushed you onto the rug? Splendid, splendid,” he chuckled merrily. “If only he could also catch smugglers of old icons, we could hire him in our department. Since he’s taken your couch, maybe he could sit at your desk too. What do you think, Mr. Thomas?” 

I wasn’t in the mood for jokes, as every bone in my body ached after a night spent in the armchair. So, to change the subject, I pulled the letter from Mr. Dohnal in Prague out of my pocket and handed it to the director. 

“Do you think this is some kind of lead in our case?” Marchak asked after reading the letter. 

“Indeed,” I nodded. “It seems to me that this could be a trail left by the smuggling gang.” 

“You’re using the term ‘gang,’ which suggests we’re dealing with several people. What if it’s just one person causing us all this trouble?” 

“Oh, that doesn’t really matter, Director. But in my opinion, several people are involved in the case. First of all, there’s someone, a young man on a motorcycle, who travels around the Rzeszów region buying old icons from people. I don’t think the same young man is transporting the icons across two borders and selling them in Vienna. I’m more inclined to think that the young man is buying icons for someone else, perhaps without even realizing that the icons are later smuggled abroad. So, there are at least two, maybe three people involved in this operation...” 

“Hmm,” Director Marchak grunted deep in thought. “Only one thing doesn’t add up here: the icon was put up for sale in Prague, not Vienna. Have the smugglers suddenly developed a preference for Czech crowns over Austrian schillings?” 

I shrugged helplessly. 

“I can’t explain that, Director. However, if we assume the icons are being smuggled by car, we also have to consider that they would have to cross two borders: the Polish-Czech and the Czech-Austrian. We don’t know the circumstances of the case, so all we have are guesses. But it’s easy to imagine a situation where, after safely crossing the Polish-Czech border, the smugglers suddenly learn that checks on cars have been intensified at the Czech-Austrian border?” 

“They’d leave the icon with someone for a better opportunity,” Marchak replied. 

“Yes, indeed. But I had another idea, too. You’re not a car enthusiast, Director, so you can’t even imagine the various troubles that can arise when driving your own car through a foreign country. You might hit someone and damage their car. Someone might hit you and wreck your car, making it impossible to continue. Or some part might simply break down, requiring a replacement. Of course, cars traveling abroad are insured. But by the time the insurance is processed, by the time you’re compensated, time passes, and you’re in a hurry, so you decide to repair it at your own expense, only later claiming the insurance. And where do you get the money to buy the spare part? Money is needed for everything, and then some. In my opinion, the smugglers found themselves in Czechoslovakia in just such a situation and were forced to sell the icon for Czech crowns.” 
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