)

It was a very strange feeling for me to be standing
in a forest in the middle of Ruritania in front of a
person who looked exactly the same as me. For a few
minutes, the future King of Ruritania and | stood looking at
each other in silence. Then | bowed to him and he finally
spoke.

“Colond, Fritz: whoisthis gentleman?”

| was about to answer when Colonel Sapt stepped
forward and spoke quietly to the King. As the Colonel
talked, the King listened patiently, staring at me now
and then. While they were talking, | examined him
carefully. He certainly looked very like me, although
there were some differences. hismouth was perhaps less
wide and my face was a little thinner. But in most ways
wewereidentical.

Colonel Sapt stopped talking and the King suddenly
began to laugh loudly. Then he stepped up to me, still
laughing, and said, “It's good to meet you, cousin! You
must forgive me if | seemed surprised, as it’s not every day
that you see your double!”

“I hopeyou’'renot angry,” | said.

“Whether | like it or not, you can’t help looking like
me. No, I'll happily help you. Where areyou travelling to?”

“To Strelsau, sir. To the coronation.”

TheKing looked at the two other men and smiled.

“What would my brother Michael think if he saw us
two together!” hecried.

“But &ir,” said Fritz von Tarlenheim, “I don’t think it
would beagood idea for Mr Rassendyll to visit Strelsau now.”

“Really? What do you think?” the King asked Colonel Sapt.

“I agree. Hemustn’t go,” said theold soldier.
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“Don’t worry, sir. | understand the problem,” | said. “I'll
leave Ruritania today”

“ You don’t need to go now!” said the King.“ Please, first you
must eat with me tonight. You don’t meet a new cousin every
day!”

“ Remember, sir, that we have an early start tomorrow,”
said Colonel Sapt.

“ We can still eat well,” said the King, “and good food is more
important than deep! Now Mr Rassendyll, what’s your first
name?”

“Thesameasyours,” | answered, bowing again.

“Come, then, cousin Rudolf. | don’t have a house here, but I'm
staying in the place my brother Michael usesfor hunting. It’s not
the palacethat I’m used to, but it will dofor afew days.”

So | walked with the King for half an hour through the forest,
talking happily until we reached a small wooden hunting lodge
between thetrees.

The King's personal servant came out to meet us. The other
servant was the mother of Johann, the man who | had met earlier
at theinn.

“Isdinner ready yet, Josef?” the King asked the servant. The
servant said it was and showed us into a dining room where a
tablehad been laid out with generous amounts of food. After
my walk | washungry, so| ate alot and the food was delicious,
but I noticed that Colonel

Sapt and Fritz von Tarlenheim did not want to eat too much
because of the eventsthe next day.

“ The Colonel and | have to leave here at six tomorrow
morning,” Fritz explained. “We ride to Zenda and return with a
guard of soldiersto takethe Kingto the station. ”

“ It’s very good of my brother to let me use his guards,” said
theKing.

“ But Rudolf, forget these two men! We don’t need to get up so
early, so eat some more, cousin! ”

We continued to eat and Josef continued to bring in more food.
“The Duke said | was to give you this at the end of your meal,”
said the servant ,putting some cakesin front of us.
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“ Well done, Michael! He knows me well!” said the King
happily, and he ate the cakes hungrily, as if they were the
first thing he had eaten all day. | ate one of the cakes, but

| had really eaten enough, and when the King seemed to
have finally finished eating, | asked to go to bed. That is all |
remember of that evening.

The next thing | remember, I woke up suddenly covered
in water. | looked up and saw Colonel Sapt standing in front
of me, with Fritz von Tarlenheim next to him.

“ That wasn’t funny,” | said, when | realised the Colone
had thrown water over me.

“ Nothing else would wake you up. It’sfive o’clock,” said Sapt.

“ Fiveo'clock? But it’'searly and ...”

“ Rassendyll,” said Fritz in a worried voice, “you must come
and look at this.” He took my arm and led me to the next room.
The King was lying on the floor. His face was red and he was
breathing heavily.
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“ We've been trying to wake him up for half an hour,
but we can’t,” explained Fritz.
| bent down and felt his pulse, which was very weak and slow.

“ It must’ve been those cakes that he ate last night! Do you
think hewas poisoned?” | asked .

“Wedon’'t know,” said Sapt. “We must get adoctor. ”

‘ There's no doctor for fifteen kilometres and even a
thousand doctorswon’t make him better today,” said Fritz.

“ But what about the coronation?” | cried.

“ We must tell the people of Ruritania that he's ill,” said
Fritz.

“ If he's not crowned today, | don’t think he'll ever be
King,” said Sapt.

“ But why?” | asked.

“ The whole country’s waiting for him today. Most of
the army is waiting too, with Duke Michael leading it.
They won’t be happy,” said Sapt.

“ We must tell everyone what’s happened and make the
most of it,” said Fritz, getting up to leave.
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Sapt stopped him. “ Do you think that he was poisoned?” he
asked me.

“Yes, | do,” | answered.

“ Thenwhodid it?”

“ 1t must have been Duke Michadl!” Fritz said angrily.

“ Yes, he did this so that his brother cannot be
crowned,” continued Sapt. “You don’t know what the
Duke is like, do you, Rassendyll? If Rudolf doesn’t become
King, Duke Michael will take the crown.”

We all sat in silence while we thought about what we could
do. Then Sapt suddenly stood up. “I have an idea! It was
lucky that we met you yesterday,” he said excitedly,
looking at me, “because you can go to Strelsau to be
crowned! ”

“ Me? That's impossible!” | laughed. “ People would realise
that I’'m not the King! And don’t forget that I’'m English! ”

“It would be easy to forget that,” said Fritz, “because your
German’s perfect. And if we dress you in different clothes, no
onewill know .

“ If you don’t go to Strelsau, Duke Michael will be King
tonight, and the King will either be dead or in prison,” said
Sapt.

“ | understand what you're saying, but the King would
never forgivemeifl...”

“ Our country needsthis!” cried Sapt .

Standing up, | walked round the room in silence. The clock
ticked sixty times, then seventy, eighty. | looked at the
poor King lying on the floor and realised | had no choice.
Sapt clearly read my expression, because he smiled even before
| said quietly, “Very well, I'll go.”

“ Wewon’t wait for Michael’s guards but leave for Strelsau
at once “,said Sapt. “We can hidethe Kingin the cellar so when
theguardsarrivethey’ll think noone shere,” said Sapt.

“ What if they search the building?” asked Fritz.

“ Josef will say the hunting lodge is empty,” said Sapt.
“This is our only chance.”
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“ How will we get theKing to Strelsau?’ | asked.

“ Tonight we sleep in the palace,” said Sapt. “ As soon as we
arealonein the King's bedroom, you and | will leave and
come back here on our horses. Fritz can stay and guard
the King's bedroom in the palace, and | will tell Josef to
get the King ready for the journey back. The King will
then return to the palace with me in the dark. Meanwhile, you
will ride as fast as you can to the border and try to leave the
country beforeit’slight .Do we all agreeon thisplan?”

“| agree,” | said.

“ It'sagood plan,” said Fritz.

Sapt and Fritz picked up the King and began to carry
him out of theroom, but we realised we were beng
watched by Johann’s mother, who looked at us with a
strange expression before walking off.

“| think she heard us” said Sapt. “After we've moved
the King, I'll speak to her.” Meanwhile, Josef began to dress
me in some of the King's clothes. When Fritz returned, he
looked at me and said, “You know, | think we can do this.”

“ What happened to Johann’s mother?” | asked.

“ She'slocked in the cellar with the King,” said Fritz. “ Josef
will let her out later, after Michael’s gone. But I’m sure, when
they find that the King is not here, Michael will realise we
know about hisplan.”

“ Let’sgo,” said Sapt, returning into the room.

“ Isall safehere?” asked Fritz.

“ No, nothing's safe anywhere, but we must do our
best,” answered Sapt.

We were now all in uniforms and set off on horses. It
was a cool morning and Sapt immediately began to tell me the
history of the King's life: of his family, likes, interests,
weaknesses, friends and servants. Hetold me how | should
behave in the palace and said he would always be at my side to
tell me who the people were that | met. Soon we reached the
station. Fritz told the surprised-looking station
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guard that the King had changed his plans, and we got on the
train to the capital .I looked at my watch — or | should |
say, the King's watch — and asked Fritz if he thought Duke
Michael had found the King.

“ | hopenot,” said Fritz.

After a short time we passed the towers and buildings of the
capital and | could see we were near the station .

“ How areyou feeling?” asked Sapt.

“ Nervous,” | replied. “I"m not made of stone, you know. ”

“ You'll befine. But we are an hour earlier than they expect,
so there'll be no one to meet us. We must send word to the
palace. So meanwhile... ”

“ Meanwhile, I'll have some breakfast!” | cried. “ The King
ishungry!”

Sapt smiled at me, then took my hand. “Let’s hope
we're all alivetonight.”

The train stopped and | breathed deeply as we stepped
out onto the station at Strelsau. A moment later and
everything was suddenly busy :men ran up to us, then ran
away again, soldiersrode off on horses, other men showed me
to the station restaurant. As | ate my breakfast, | could
hear music and people cheering “God save the King!” in
preparation for thecoronation .

“ God save both Kings,” said Sapt.

When we left the restaurant, we saw that a group of soldiers
had arrived to welcome us. It was led by a tall old man whose
jacket was covered in medals.

“ That is Marshal Strakencz,” said Sapt, so that | knew
who he was:a very important person in the army. The
Marshal greeted me and said he was sorry that the Duke
could not meet me at the station but that hewould see me
shortly. | answered as politely and formally as | could, and
began to feel less nervous when no one seemed to realise
that 1 was not thereal King. But | saw that Fritz was still very
nervous when he shook the Marshal’s hand.
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The soldiers led us out of the station, where we got
onto horses that were waiting outside. | began to ride through
the capital with the Marshal on my right and Sapt on my
left. As we were riding, | saw that the city was partly old
and partly new. There were wide, modern streets where the
rich people lived in big houses. These were the people
who had always lived well under the King's father, and who
would support the new King because they knew that nothing
would change. But behind the modern streets was a very
different area that made up the old town. Here thousands of
people were crowded into tiny houses which were old and
hot in the summer, freezing cold in the winter. These narrow
streets were where the city’s many poor people lived, and these
people did not want things to stay the same. For that reason,
they did not like the King and supported Duke Michael, who
told them he wanted things to be different and gave them
hope for a better future. | knew that this area would not be
very safefor me, the King.

We continued towards a great square where the palace
stood. There were coloured flags and colourful ribbons
everywhere and peoplelined the
streets, clapping and cheering. | waved to them as we passed
and people threw flowers down from the balconies above me.
One flower fell on my horse, so | picked it up and stuck it onto
my coat. Seeing me do this, the
Marshal looked at me, but | could not tell from his expression
whether he was happy or angry .

Nevertheless, | smiled happily at the Marshal. | have written
“happily “but that is really how | felt. The truth is, at that
moment, | really believed that | was actually the King. | looked
up and laughed, delighted to see so much colour and so many
happy faces. Then | looked again in surprise :there on a
balcony above me, was the proud smile of thetraveller on the
train, Antoinette de Mauban. As she stared at me, her
expression changed .Surely she knew who | was. Surely she
would call out, “That is not thereal King!”
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