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			Depths of Night

			The sleek northern vessel crested the rolling wave and glided downward.  Low to the water, the longship cleaved through the sea with elegant grace.

			At any other time, Ragnar would have taken pleasure from the smooth motion of the vessel, the view of gentle waves sparkling in the rays of the sun, and the salt-tinged breezes coursing through his long locks.  At the moment, his thoughts and eyes were locked on the dark, triangular shape cutting through the water to the right of the bow.

			The tall black fin belonged to a massive hunter of the deep.  The close presence of the creature sent a deep unease rippling through the longship’s crew, most of whom plied at their oars, pulling the vessel closer and closer to the shore now in sight ahead. 

			Four other vessels of similar size and shape traversed the undulating waves in the near vicinity.  Though continuing to work at their oars, the men and women aboard the other longships were well aware of the great fin slicing the water.  

			Their heads turned incessantly in the direction of the ship carrying Ragnar.  Monsters from the oceanic depths always a source of fear and concern for seafarers, chagrin and trepidation reflected from every face.

			“So close to land!” a stocky man to Ragnar’s left exclaimed, vexation emanating from his terse expression.  His long, braided beard of gray and brown whipped about as he looked fast from the fin to the shoreline. 

			The leader of the raiders and a veteran of the seas, Strala exhibited much less anxiety than all but Ragnar, but a heated frustration could be seen within his eyes.  Loosing a torrent of curses, he pounded his right fist down on the edge of the highest strake.  

			“And now this!” he shouted.   

			“We have not far to go,” Ragnar said, his ice-blue eyes remaining on the dark fin drifting slow through the water. 

			“Where there is one of those brutes, there are bound to be more,” Strala said, eyeing the sea predator.  

			Behind them, those laboring at the oars pulled the vessel though the water at a regular pace. A cadence guided them, called by a man set near to the main mast, its square sail now furled. 

			Cries broke out on the other longships.  Ragnar looked back to them and saw the cause of the commotion.  Near the last vessel in their group, two more fins had broken the surface.

			“What is their purpose? “ Ragnar asked, glancing back to Strala.  “Curiosity?  Or a hunt?”

			“I do not know,” Strala replied in a low voice. .  

			Loud cracks of wood and cries ringing out answered Ragnar’s question a few moments later.  Timber pieces exploding into the air within a great spray of water, a massive black and white form slammed into the side of one of the other longships. 

			The violent impact cast a number of men and a couple of women into the sea.  Shouts and cries rife with fear carried to Ragnar’s ears.  Those in the water flailed and thrashed about, as tall, dark fins converged toward them. 

			“The bastards knew damn well what they were doing!” Strala said, loosing another series of curses. 

			The crippled longship floundered in the water, all oars having come to a stop.  The others continued forward.

			“Use archers, and swing this vessel about, we do not abandon our own,” Ragnar told Strala.  

			“Have you lost your wits?  We can do nothing against those brutes,” Strala said. 

			“We can only do nothing if we do nothing!” Ragnar thundered, anger brewing in his eyes.  “Turn this vessel around!”

			“You forget yourself, this is my longship!” Strala retorted. 

			“We do not abandon our own,” Ragnar said in a firm voice. “Act now, before others are cast into the waters.”

			The look on Strala’s face, a mix of fear, anger, and shock, told Ragnar that his meaning had not been missed.  Glaring at Ragnar, Strala’s jaws tensed.

			A moment later, Strala gave the commands to turn the vessel about.  Several of the rowers were then told to cease and take up weapons, but enough remained at the oars to maneuver the vessel well and propel it along the surface at a fair pace. 

			Those with bows positioned themselves wherever one of the sea hunters drew closer, readying to shower the beast with arrows should it make a move to attack the longship.  For the moment, the creatures did not threaten the vessel. 

			Many gathered at the bow with Ragnar and Strala, and looked toward the other longship now languishing in the waves.  Nothing could be done when some of their comrades bobbing in the water began vanishing beneath the surface.  

			Carried high upward, and face contorting in agony, a man screamed within a great explosion of water.  The lower half of his body held within the jaws of a black and white monstrosity, the hapless man was dragged below a moment later, as the great bulk of the predator fell back into the sea with a tremendous splash.

			Seeing the threat in their midst, those stranded in the waves began swimming toward the damaged longship.  Making slow progress, a few more disappeared from view, falling victim to the leviathans roaming among them. 

			“The bastards are playing with them!” Strala exclaimed. 

			Ragnar could not dispute the man.  Not far away, an ill-fated man was tossed out of the water, falling into an area hemmed in by three of the huge beasts.   A hot, bitter-laced furor came over him, seeing that the monsters did not kill the man outright, but rather humped and tossed him about.  

			“Swim to the ship!” Ragnar roared at those still in the water.   

			When Strala’s vessel drew alongside the other longship, Ragnar and others worked fast using bearded axes, ropes, and other implements to hold the two ships close.  

			Many on the other longship began climbing over into Strala’s vessel, while a few remained on the stricken vessel to help pull survivors out of the water.  Boarding the other longship, Ragnar joined in the effort, lifting a couple of men up and into the vessel as they reached its side.   

			When Ragnar turned back toward the water, after helping the second man aboard, he recognized a dark-haired woman named Thorsalla swimming toward the longship.  Near to her, a man went down suddenly, engulfed in the maw of one of the sea hunters. 

			“Make haste!” Ragnar shouted at her.  

			The woman needed no encouragement, striving hard to cross the last few body lengths remaining between her and the vessel.  Kicking hard and arms churning fast, she covered the distance in swift fashion. 

			Reaching down, Ragnar grabbed Thorsalla’s forearm, plucking her up and out of the water with a single, great heave.  Soaked and cold, Thorsalla landed heavily on the deck.  Getting her feet underneath her, she stood up.   

			After catching her breath for a moment, Thorsalla said to Ragnar, “I thought you wolves would flee to the shore.”  

			“You know little of me then,” Ragnar replied, with a trace of irritation.  Looking back to the water, he eyed another man making his way along the surface toward the longship.    “I do not abandon my comrades.”

			“I am not so sure of the others,” Thorsalla said, looking away to where the other three longships continued toward the shore.

			Keeping a watch on the incoming swimmer, Ragnar glanced toward her.  “All that matters is I am sure of myself.  And you are alive.” 

			“You did save my life, and I’ll let you know more of me ... later,” Thorsalla said, with a lusty glint in her eyes that echoed in the grin she gave him. 

			“First, get yourself out of here!” Ragnar told her in a raised voice, irritated at her banter and indicating Strala’s longship.  “This is no time for talk!”

			“Being close to death makes one hungry for life,” Thorsalla replied with another grin, though she heeded his words and strode toward the other vessel, her long dark locks dripping seawater.  

			Ragnar paid her no more attention.  The man he had identified in the water had drawn close.  

			Ragnar shifted his position over to the spot where he gauged the man would reach the vessel’s side.  Grabbing him by his tunic and one arm, Ragnar pulled the man upward.  Looking half-drowned, the man slumped onto the deck,

			“No time to slumber, get aboard Strala’s ship now!” Ragnar commanded the man, a warrior many years older than him.   

			Ragnar continued until he had pulled six more men from the blood-filled water, all of whom made it over to the deck of the other ship.  Not long afterward, everyone but Ragnar had boarded Strala’s longship.  

			Eyes searching the water’s surface, Ragnar took one more survey of the area in the hopes of finding other surviving comrades.  Walking to the bow of the longship and casting his gaze all over, he could see no sign of anyone
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