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@ A Groom for the Sea-Lords Daughter

A Groom for the Sea-Lord's
Daughter

%eneath the Aegean Sea, claimed the Greek storytellers, lay a
kingdom of mystery and magic, peopled by mermaids,
monsters and its own subaqueous nobility. The ruler of this realm
was Nereus. Although he had long since been supplanted by
Poseidon as supreme deity of all the world’s waters, Nereus’
powers of prophecy were still formidable. On one occasion he
used these faculties to foretell the fate of the most beautiful of his
own daughters, the Nereids, and thus helped to avert a tragedy of
misplaced love that could have threatened the gods.

It was Nereus” fame as a seer that once brought Poseidon himself
to seek his predecessor’s guidance. Cleaving a path through the
waves, which, like good servants, made way for their master, he
dived to the sea bed, startling schools of glinting tuna and shoals of
sardines. He found the venerable sea-king celebrating the birthday
of his youngest daughter, Thetis. Poseidon was received with all
due honor, and Thetis herself came to wait upon him. Her beauty
'so entranced him that he had no appetite for the pink flesh of the
oyster or the wine of the sea grapes. Instead he stared, bedazzled,
at the nymph who offered them.

Diaphanous robes moving with the current, starfish curling around
her toes, the nymph fixed him with the light of her sea-green eyes.
The god had never seen a fairer creature. He barely glanced at her

sisters, all beauties in their own right, when they danced in her
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@ A Groom for the Sea-Lords Daughiter

honor.

As Poseidon watched her, his desire grew. Nereus did not need
his gifts of prophecy to see what was happening between the Lord
of the Sea and his youngest daughter. The King’s craggy features
grew severe as he observed them.

When at last the dancing stopped, Nereus called Thetis to him
and placed a crown of pearls on her head. The sea-spawned circlet
was her dowry. Raising her bowed head, Thetis looked up at
Poseidon. Their eyes caught, and the enchantment was complete.

Rising, Poseidon announced that he intended to marry Thetis.
He expected no quarrel from the nymph’s father. When the old
King dared to object to the match, Poseidon’s fury made the crabs
scuttle for the safety of their caves as the sea bed shook. . Nereus
asked Poseidon to listen to his vision of what lay in store for
Thetis before he decided to marry her, but the hcadstrong
Olympian refused. Wiser, if less powerful, than the younger god,
Nereus trusted in time to solve the problem and promised that if
Poseidon waited for a year and a day, he could make Thetis his
bride.

oseidon had to accede, but visions of the nymph haunted
him thereafter. Whether she had used the sea’s ancient magic to
enthrall him or whether her own beauty had been enough, he was
spellbound. Even in the sun-drenched palaces of the empyrean,
where the great gods and goddesses banqueted on nectar and
ambrosia, her laughing face came before his eyes, making him
insensible to all that went on around him.
At one such feast, a dangerous subject arose. Quick-tongued Her-
mes, the fleet messenger of Olympus, and ill-favored Hephaestus,
blacksmith of the gods, began to debate the relative beauty of the

goddesses. Their discussion soon became heated. All present took
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@ A Groom for the Sea-lords Daughler

sides, advancing the cases of their own particular favorites. The
ladies in question did not scruple to argue their own good points
to the assembly. The rivalry among them was deep rooted. Soon
Hera was angry, Aphrodite petulant and Athena appealing to her
ever-indulgent father to settle the matter in her favor.

Zeus, anxious to avoid the problem, turned to Poseidon and
requested him to speak his mind. The sea-god astonished the
company when he said that the most beautiful being in creation
was not a goddess but a nymph. The goddesses, sure of their
superiority, laughed at Poseidon for being as moonstruck as any
mortal fool: It was well known that the sight of a nymph drove
human men mad with love.

Poseidon then painted a picture of Thetis, describing her beauty
as she danced on the moonlit seashore. The goddesses were not
convinced by his description, but the lustful heart of the master of
the gods was warmed, and his own interest in the nymph aroused.
Lord of fertility, Zeus perceived it to be his obligation to mate
with the fairest females, mortals or divine.

The next night, Zeus secretly left Olympus and assumed the
form of a sea eagle. He ranged high over the waves, searching for
the Nereid’s haunt. Against a background of gleaming white sands
and moon-dappled water, he spied Thetis dancing. Zeus landed on
a nearby rock, watched for a few moments, and lost his heart to
the graceful nymph. He returned to Olympus and announced that
he wanted her for himself.

Poseidon protested that Thetis had already been promised to him
by ber father, Nereus. Like two dogs fighting over a bone, the
great gods argued. In their anger, the very rock of Olympus began
to shake and thunderbolts to fly about over the heads of the
immortals.
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oV

ust as war threatened to break out between the two
brothers, Themis, goddess of justice and daughter of Mother Earth,
arrived. The fray was stilled as the gods and goddesses paid her

homage. Themis was privy to the secrets of past and future, and
she revealed the sea-princess’s destiny to the assembly: Any son the
nymph bore was fated to be more powerful than his father.

The import of the message was not lost on the brothers. If sired
by an immortal, such a child would overthrow the gods of
Olympus. Faced with such a disastrous prospect, both Zeus and
Poseidon agreed to curb their lust.

The company now considered Thetis” fate. While she remained
unmarried, she was a danger, for she might become the bride of
one of their fiercest enemies, the giants, who had once nearly
defeated the gods in battle. Any son greater than one of these
awesome sires would be an intolerable threat indeed. The goddess
of justice therefore advised them to marry Thetis to a mortal so
that her children would be destined to die like all men.

A youth named Peleus was chosen for the honor of becoming
Thetis” husband. The son of a King, he had been unjustly exiled,
rescued by the gods and sent to safety in the forest where he lived
with the centaur Chiron. There the wise centaur taught the youth
all he knew, while Peleus waited patiently to see what the gods
had in store for him.

After a visit from Hermes, the Olympian messenger, Chiron sent
Peleus to gather yellow sea-poppies at the full moon: His pretext
was the need for them in some healing salve. Approaching the
shore, Peleus was drawn forward by the sound of musical voices
and saw a group of young maidens dancing in a circle on the
strand. One nymph — Thetis — was lovelier than all the rest. He

watched, fascinated, dizzied with desire. A pause in the dance
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@ A Groom for the Sea-Lords Daughter

found him face to face with her. She gave a startled cry, then
turned and fled into the sea.

The centaur was not surprised when Peleus returned
brokenhearted and without the poppies he had been sent to
gather. He informed Peleus that the nymph he had seen and now
loved had been chosen for him by the gods. But to win her, he
would have to undergo a test. The next night, as she danced on
the shore, he was to catch her and hold her fast, without letting
go, no matter what happened. Peleus, his body hardened by a life
of hunting and wrestling, readily agreed, thinking the slender
nymph no match for him. As soon as Thetis appeared, Peleus,
more in love with her than ever, caught her in his arms and held

her tightly. But then the ordeal began.

/S he maiden’s beautiful face turned into a mask of fury. Her
fair skin sprouted black fur, her lips stretched and widened into a
snarl, her pearly teeth lengthened and sharpened into fangs, and
her nails, now claws, dug into him savagely. From her throat came
the menacing growl of a panther as she writhed in his arms,
struggling desperately for her freedom. The panther’s lashing tail
wrapped around his leg, then transformed itself into a cold,
constricting snake. The reptile vanished, replaced first by a searing
column of fire, then by a roaring waterfall, and then by a sea eagle
that churned the air with its wings. Peleus held fast. At last the
nymph’s powers of metamorphosis were exhausted and she
returned, defeated, to her own form.

He was, she told him, the first mortal ever to win a nymph as a
bride. Only because the gods had ordained their match had he
been given the strength to subdue her. They passed the night in
one another’s arms. The mortal could not gaze long enough at the

nymph’s face, nor breathe deej.y enough of the salty perfume of
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