The Sunken Palace
Ireland
Once upon a time, in a valley far in the South of Ireland, there was a king who was blessed by
having a well that was filled with the clearest, sweetest water anyone had ever tasted.
So sweet was this water that he built his whole castle around it.
So sweet was this water that he named his first and only child Fior Usga (Spring Water) in
honour of the well.
So sweet and clear was this water that everyone came from miles around to fill their drinking
vessels. The rich and the poor, the young and the old, the brooding and the joyful, all came to the
king's courtyard to quench their thirst at his well.
This did not please the king. It was tiresome to have people constantly knocking at his gate,
clamouring to fill their jugs and water skins, their goblets and barrels, their jars and their flagons
with the clear, sweet water. After all it was his well, in his courtyard, enclosed by the tall walls and
ramparts of his castle! What good was it to be king, if he was to be constantly surrounded by
crowds of subjects?
His daughter enjoyed the crowds. When the king complained about the constant queues of
people littering up his courtyard, she shrugged. No matter how much water was drawn, the well
never ran dry. In fact, the water always seemed sweeter on days when many people had come to
draw up the bucket. And everyone was so grateful, stopping to thank her if she happened to be
crossing from the Great Hall to the kitchens, which she made sure to do many times a day when
crowds had gathered. It made her feel important and happy to be thanked by them.
One day, it took the king an entire hour to cross from one side of the courtyard to the other,
because there were so many people wanting to tell him how generous and kind he was. When he
finally reached the Great Hall, he sent for his stone mason and instructed him to build a high wall
around the well and to fit it with a thick oak door, guarded by a heavy, iron lock.
The king had two golden keys made. One he kept on a chain around his neck, the other he gave
to his steward, whom he trusted above everyone else.
Now when people came to the castle carrying their flagons and jugs, their water skins and
barrels, they were turned away. “The water belongs to the King,” said the guard at the gate, “and he
has decreed that it be kept exclusively for his household’s use.”
Now when the princess crossed the empty courtyard, there was no one to thank her, to bless her,
to ask after her father's health. The sound of her footsteps echoed hollowly off the wall that
enclosed the well. Soon she stopped crossing the courtyard. Then she stopped leaving her room.
Some days she didn't even bother to get out of bed.
The king worried about his one and only child, his Fior Usig, his Clear Water. He announced
that he would hold a ball in her honour. He'd heard that princesses like balls, and it seemed to work.
The very next day, she sprang out of bed early in the morning to begin writing invitations.
On the night of the ball, the princess was radiant, smiling and greeting each new arrival. Several
charming young men had accepted her invitation, including a prince or two. Once the music started,
she was kept busy dancing with them. One particularly handsome prince caught her fancy. He was
dashing and graceful. When she was in his arms, her feet scarcely touched the floor. She danced
with him more than once.
And then there was the feast. The wooden tables creaked and groaned with the weight of all the
food. It was more than the whole company would be able to eat, even if they stayed an entire
fortnight. But there was no water.

The princess led the handsome prince to the high table to meet her father. The king asked him if
he was enjoying the ball.
“The company is delightful,” he said, smiling at the princess, “the food is delectable, but with all
this dancing, my thirst is great. I would love a taste of the clear, sweet water that your castle is
renowned for.”
This was the moment the king had been waiting for. While his daughter had been planning the
ball, he had been conspiring with his goldsmith, who had created a water jug made of pure gold.
“My daughter will fetch you some of my clear, sweet water,” said the king, clapping his hands.
The steward stepped forward carrying the gold jug and the gold key. The crowd exclaimed at the
beauty of the jug, but the princess frowned. She did not like being ordered about like a common
serving girl.
Her beloved prince, sensing her displeasure, bowed to the king. “Kind sir, it would be my honour
to escort your daughter on this important errand.”
“Suit yourself,” said the king, dismissing the pair with a wave of his hand, wondering how much
this prince's kingdom might be worth.
The princess felt quite breathless as she led the handsome prince through the Great Hall and out
into the moonlit courtyard. She fumbled with the golden key. The prince took it from her hand and
turned it easily in the lock. The door swung open and he followed her inside.
The princess looked down into the well. It was the first time she had been near it in over a year.
The level of the water was lower than she remembered, almost out of reach. She lowered the
golden jug towards the water, but it seemed to pull away from her. Not wanting to disappoint the
prince, she leaned even further over the rim of the well, the golden jug heavy and awkward in her
grasp. Still she could not reach. She stood up on her tip toes and stretched her arms as far as they
would reach, and lost her balance. She fell, tumbling headlong into the well, still clutching the
golden jug.
The prince shouted, lunging after her, holding out his hand. But he was too late. She
disappeared beneath the surface of water, which was now rising at an alarming speed.
He tried to reach for her under the water, but the force of it gushing up out of the ground pushed
him back as it spilled out of the well and washed him out into the courtyard.
He sprang to his feet and ran towards the Great Hall, hoping to warn the king and his guests, but
the water got there first. In a matter of minutes, the entire castle was submerged underwater.
The next morning, the sun rose over a new lake, where once a valley had been. On a clear day, it
is still possible to see the castle, deep under the water, and all the guests still dancing and eating.
The princess is there too, with her prince.
Now anyone can go down to the shore of the lake and enjoy the sweet, clear water that the king
tried so hard to keep for himself.
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