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Author’s Note- 
The New York Public Library has in its permanent collection a terrestrial globe known as 
the Hunt-Lenox Globe. Dating from 1510, it is the only known historical map with the 
inscription HC SVNT DRACONES—“hic sunt dracones,” or “here are dragons”—over 
terra incognita. Less than fifty years later, the legend discussed in Mannheim Rex made 
its first printed appearance in Conrad Gesner’s celebrated treatise Historia animalium 
III, of 1558. Although these are the oldest documented sources I was able to find, there 
is evidence that this legend dates as far back as 1230. 
After three-quarters of a millennium, there is still much in the way of terra incognita. 
—Robert Pobi 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Below is an excerpt from Mannheim Rex: Chapter 9 

9 

 The creature barely moved. Except for the signals sent to its organs from the 

primitive brain, and the slow pulse of its gill plates and finely sculpted jaws, it was 

motionless. It lay in the deep water, sixty feet down, its muscular scaled body hovering 

within the boundaries of the weed bed, the long snout opening and closing slightly with 

the throb of the current washing by. It had no memory, no sense of time, but it had age. 

Millions of years of evolution and the happenstance of selective breeding had made it a 

king of its kind, an apex predator that knew no enemies. This was its home and it was 

comfortable. But a new sensation had crept into its existence lately. The small brain had 

no logic, no deductive reasoning, only the ability to function on instinct and experience, 

and this minimal computing mechanism understood that something within the closed 

system of its world was wrong. It was having trouble finding food. 

 The beast had no sense of self, no personal awareness, just synaptic impulses 

that fired in its misshapen head and delivered the most rudimentary of messages. The 

concept of survival meant nothing to it. All that it understood was that it felt hunger. It 

had to feed. It was what it was made for. 

 The small sphere of its senses detected motion. The lateral sensory system, 

common to many creatures of the water, picked up the vibrations of distress in the black 

depths of the lake. At sixty feet the visibility, in human terms, was nil. But this being 

could not be described in human terms. And it did not hunt with its eyes, it hunted with a 

sense of feel, and now it felt food in its vicinity. Something large. 



 

 

 With a pulse of its muscles it surged forward, scattering a school of yellow perch 

that had set up by the edge of the weed bed where the creature had lain. Perch were 

not big enough to consider food, not anymore; the beast had grown too large for them 

decades ago. It needed something more. 

 Surging along the bottom, it negotiated by feel, the elongated snout sensing 

pressure changes as it approached underwater structure. In this way it moved quickly, 

without impedance, toward prey. 

 It reached the epicenter of the vibrations and knew that food was above it. It 

angled sharply up, amazingly agile for its enormous bulk, and thrust for the surface. 

 Toward food. 

 

*** 

 

 Finn was having a hard time breathing and it took a concerted effort to get the 

steroid puffer out of his pocket. He didn’t have asthma, but the permanent bend in his 

frame put pressure on his lungs, and he often needed the inhaler to clear the vessels 

and open up his breathing passage. Especially when he was agitated. 

 He clamped his teeth around the plastic nozzle, pressed down on the aluminum 

canister, and sucked in greedily. He felt better instantly. 

 The boy slowed the motor. 

 

*** 

 



 

 

 It was above. The vibrations coming off of it were erratic and panicked. The 

creature turned into its path, picked up speed, and headed for the prey. 

 Now it was visible, struggling; the water around it rippled with its efforts. It was a 

shadow against the brightness of above. The creature didn’t recognize it as prey by 

sight, only by its movement. It was in the water. It moved. It was, therefore, food. 

 There was heat in its system as the lactic acid filled its muscles and it felt the 

rush of power. It moved in on its prey. 

 The shadow on the surface was now growing rapidly as the beast closed in. 

 

*** 

 

 Okay, Finn told himself, that guy was mad. Angrier than heck. He sucked in the 

damp late-summer air. Why was he—and the thought died as he saw it. 

 A few feet ahead, just under the surface, a shadow was coming. Straight for his 

boat. 

 It hit. 

 The bow rose out of the water and Finn felt himself tilt back. There was nothing 

he could do but hope the boat wouldn’t capsize. He was strapped to his chair—there 

was no jumping overboard for him. An adrenaline ball of fear flooded his stomach. 

 Then the boat passed over whatever it was, and there was a moment when the 

prop made a sickening noise and it thud-thud-thudded into something hard and meaty. 

Then the boat was on its way again, seesawing back and forth. 



 

 

 Finn circled around to see what he had hit. Out here in the deep water it could 

only be one thing—a submerged log. But logs didn’t move. There was nothing else that 

it could be—it had to be a log. And Finn knew that it was his responsibility to mark it off 

so that no one else would hit it. He kept an empty bleach bottle in the boat for just such 

an occasion—hand-painted with a big orange smiley-face and ten feet of yellow Dacron 

rope to tie it off. 

 As the bow swung around, Finn saw the black slick, an inky cloud in the water. 

Was that blood? 

 

*** 

 

 The beast was puzzled. The prey did not feel as it should. It had not been soft. 

 And the tiny brain relayed another message, a more urgent one. Its system was 

not right. Something was not as it was supposed to be. It did not understand that it was 

injured, but it knew that its own body was not reacting as it should. And there was pain. 

 But it still had to feed. 

 Its senses switched from its own system to the panicked fluttering above. 

The rhythm had changed again and the beast’s brain came to the same conclusion it 

had before; the thing above was acting like food so it must be. It turned back to the 

surface. 

 

*** 

 



 

 

 Finn saw the shadow close on him. This time he braced for the impact. 

 It hit the boat and the bow jumped out of the water again and he had to grab his 

rod to prevent it from going over the side. As the boat tilted back and up, the wind pulled 

off his sombrero and it rolled over the side and disappeared. It hit the boat again. And 

again. And again. 

 The gunwale dipped under the cold surface and a thick surge of water rushed in. 

For a second the boat bobbed up, and then there was another loud crack! as the hull 

caved in. More water flowed in. Finn’s legs had no feeling, but the sensation of cold 

washing over his whole body filled every corner of his brain. 

 And the little boy began to scream. 

 


