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The Culled Crown 

Swimming Pool with Cohen 
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"And do you want to be queen?" Cohen asked. "I mean, really?" 

"I want to survive." 

"That wasn't my question." 

I hesitated. His eyes were so focused; his posture leaned forward towards me, all of 

him so intent of hearing an answer. I didn't want to disappoint him. I didn't want to dash 

whatever dream he'd conjured up. I knew that, in the grand scheme of things, Cohen liked 

me because I was honest and I was familiar. I wasn't his mother. In me, or someone like me, 

he would have a partner to rule alongside, not a tyrant.  

But he was honest with me and I owed him the same courtesy.  

"No." I whispered. "I don't think I do. I don't even know what a queen is supposed 

to do. I'm good at other things, like cooking, and making my brother's laugh and keeping the 

horses fed and running faster than Kace and collecting eggs and canning vegetables and—" I 

stopped, breathless. "I just want to be normal. I guess maybe that is cliché, but I never really 

wanted to be anything else. Still don't." 

"You really love your brothers." 

I nodded. "As much as you love your sisters. Yes." 

"Did they want you to join the Culling or did they want you to run?" 
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"Ambrose supported me doing what I thought I needed to do, Kace wanted me to 

run." 

Cohen nodded, "And your parents?" 

"My mother didn't want me to go." My throat burned just talking about it and, just 

for a second, I had to stop and regain control. "She knows that the odds of my survival are 

slim. To spend your whole life trying to prevent something, only to have your child go 

against you and do it anyway..." I trailed off and shrugged. "She was really upset." 

Cohen face changed as I spoke, grew thoughtful and creased with worry. "And your 

father?" 

"He's dead. Died when I was a baby. But he moved us to the Wilds to get me further 

from Government and further from the queen, so I guess that's answer enough." 

Cohen's face fell. "I'm really sorry." 

I shrugged and pulled harder at the stray threads on the mats below me. "Don't be. I 

can't really remember him so it doesn't make me sad anymore." 

"Anymore?" 

"Well, when I was a kid I used to dream him up, create him in my mind as this 

heroic person who was going to come sweeping in one day, alive and well. I guess, I sort of 

mourned the loss of that made up person. But I got older and the relationship with my 

brother's solidified. Ambrose really stepped up—he was my protector." 

"And Kace?" 

I opened my mouth to answer him but stopped, I felt like I'd been talking for hours. 

He was looking at me so intently, like my words were oxygen and he was suffocating. 

Cohen's gaze was always so heavy, the sort of focus that came with someone who was trying 

to understand something—someone.  
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He was trying to understand me—maybe understand why it was me sitting in that 

room with him and not Kinsley or any of the other girls. 

His brow furrowed at my sudden silence. "What is it?" 

"Do—" I bit my lip, "Don't you wanna do something?" 

"I am doing something." 

My face was a hundred degrees. "Something other than this." 

He raised an eyebrow, "Like?" 

"Well," I looked around us, "What do you do for fun around here?" 

Cohen smiled so big that it seemed to make his eyes light up. "Let me show you." 

 

I spent the next three hours learning to swim. Cohen had pulled me down flights of 

stairs, down into a large basement filled with card tables and a music room, and then down 

further into a system of rock-hewn tunnels that opened into a monstrous cavern, so large 

that the slightest of sounds echoed. 

In the middle of this massive cave, was a swimming pool, made of white and blue 

tiles with curved edges and water so crystalline I could see the wiggly lines made from the 

tile grout at the very bottom. The smell of chemical and wet stone filled the closed in space. 

The room itself was beautiful. Dangerous looking stalactites and low handing electric 

lamps hung from the ceiling. They bathed the whole room in a white sort of ethereal glow. 

Off to one side were to doors labeled as changing rooms, and another two doors, one 

labeled as an emergency exit and the other, made from thick frosted glass, seemed to lead 

out to a private garden.  

But the pool was the real work of art. 
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Cohen pulled me toward it, his sweaty palm in mine, twirling us both in a large circle 

so I could take it in. I knew, with clarity, that I did not want to be close to it. Admire it from 

afar, sure; but the depths of that water was the last place I wanted to be.  

He didn't seem to notice my hesitance. He kept tugging my arm, like an excited child, 

thrilled to be showing this treasure to me. This, I realized, was a secret, something meant 

only for the royal family. Once again, Cohen Warwick was breaking Culling rules for me.  

It wasn't supposed to be here and, just like with Britta's tears, this felt too private, 

too vulnerable a place for me to wander. Not yet, not with so much standing between me 

and having this boy. If I let myself, I could fall for Cohen. It would be so very easy to do. 

I made myself stop, pulling Cohen to a halt before we could reach the edge of the 

pool. He turned to look at me, still holding my hand in his. His brow furrowed with 

concern. "What is it? What's wrong?" 

I slipped my hand from his grasp and backed away on shaking legs. "I can't swim, 

Cohen. I—I don't know how. I think maybe I should go back." 

He opened his mouth and then closed it, at a loss for words. "Would you want me to 

teach you?" 

I looked down, examine the green and blue floral dress I'd worn to brunch. While it 

was knee length and covered my chest and shoulders, I didn't have anything special 

underneath it. It would be revealing at best. Cohen seemed to be processing this at the same 

time I was. 

"We have a locker room in the back," he pointed towards the doors I'd noticed 

earlier. "You could borrow one of my sister's swimsuits, I doubt they'd mind." 

"I don't know that I should." I held up my hand, reminding him of my mark. "Fire, 

you know." Water deeper than my knees made me uneasy. Plus, I just shouldn't be doing 
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this at all. Cohen needed to act like a prince. If I die, he will marry whoever wins the Culling. 

If that is Kinsley or Nadia or Grier, he needs to be prepared. We couldn't keep pretending 

that everything was normal, that he wasn't the Crown Prince and I wasn't a goddess-touched 

girl. This couldn't possibly end well for either of— 

"But you take baths, right?" Cohen was smiling, his hand outstretched towards me, 

an invitation I wanted so badly to accept. "Come on, Roe. I'm a good teacher, I promise." 

 

And he was a good teacher. 

I put on one of Uri's swimsuits, which was just slightly too big in the chest and hips, 

and threw my dress on over top of it to cover what it didn't. Cohen just took his shirt off, 

leaving him in his loose black training pants. We left our shoes and what remained of our 

clothes at the entrance to the tunnel and slowly, eased our way into the pool. 

I hadn't realized just how afraid of water I was, not until I was chest to chest with 

Cohen, clinging to him for dear life as he pulled me deeper into the water. At that moment, 

it didn't matter to me that he was a prince or that he was a boy, he was the only thing 

keeping me from completely freaking out.  

He stopped when we were waist deep and pulled out of my death grip. My feet were 

on solid ground, but the water around me swished with every movement Cohen or I made. 

It pulled at my middle and limbs, making me feel like I was off-kilter. Like I might be carried 

away by it. 

Cohen sank down into the water until it just barely brushed the top of his 

collarbones. Without a word to me, his arms moved out, waved away from his sides in a 

circular motion and propelled him further back, further out of reach.  
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There I was standing waist deep in water, my dress ballooning around me, trying not 

to show him just how terrified I was. This wasn't just discomfort at the unknown, this was 

instinctual. The last place I, a goddess-touched girl blessed with fire, needed to be was 

submerged in twelve feet of water. Nope. Bad idea.  

I'd just decided that this wasn't something I was interested in doing when Cohen 

splashed water at me. I froze, caught off guard and suddenly terrified to move. 

He saw the panic in my eyes and said, "I'm sorry. Just walk around a bit. Get the feel 

of it. You're fine. I swear." 

I wanted to believe him.  

I did believe him.  

Step by step, Cohen pulled me deeper into the water. He taught me to float on my 

back first, promising me that this was the easiest maneuver. I disagreed on the level of 

difficulty, finding it a bit more challenging than I was willing to admit to him. But I learned. 

I'd been so hesitant to get into the pool with him for so many other reasons, I hadn't 

even realized the level of closeness learning to swim would entail. Cohen never left my side, 

he was always within reach, his palm cupping my elbow, his fingers supporting the weight of 

my back, his hands holding me up when I couldn't figure it out on my own. His wet hair was 

always inches from my face, flushed cheeks warm against my skin as he held me up, pulled 

me further into the deep end.  

And I was in deep.  

So deep that I couldn't see how any of this could possibly end.  

I didn't want it too.  
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His smile so wide and hopeful I couldn't help by return it. And, even though we 

were close and soaking wet and I'd inhaled more chemically water than could be healthy, it 

was really fun. He was really fun. 

For just a few hours, Cohen wasn't a prince. He was just a guy who knew how to 

swim and could hold his breath for two full minutes. Just a boy who could do a back flip 

into the pool. A boy with a laugh that sounded like bells when it echoed inside a cave.  

I liked him so much better this way, with wet hair and chlorine red eyes; without the 

questions and expectations and pressure. I liked the way he smiled when I said something 

funny or when he was telling me a story.  

I loved the way I felt when he was smiling at me that way. With that smile, I could 

do anything, be anyone. Even a queen.  

It was easy to forget that the Culling existed. That together we were on a path of 

destruction. I wished we could just stay there, hidden in a cave, surrounded by crisp, clean 

water, forever. 

 
 


