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There was a tiny silver moon, as thin as a rind, when the queen of the Seven Kingdoms heard a tap on the bedroom window. She opened it, and found a tired and very bored stork balancing on the windowsill with a big parcel under one wing.

‘Sign here,’ his beak yawned as he pushed a scroll with wax seals at her.

‘I don’t think that we …’ said the queen. ‘King? Did you order anything?’

But the king was singing in the bath and did not hear her.

The stork shoved a fat parcel into her hands.

‘Oh! But this is for the king and queen of the Far Away Mountains!’ the queen protested, reading the label. ‘It’s not for us.’

‘They’re not at home,’ said the stork. ‘You’re their registered safe place.’

‘Yes, but …’

The stork flew off into the night. It was his last delivery. ‘I shouldn’t be working this late,’ she could hear him complaining as he disappeared into the darkness. ‘Anybody would think I was an owl!’

‘Bother the king and queen of the Far Away Mountains!’ said the queen. ‘They’re always getting their stuff left here. I don’t know why they can’t leave it under the drawbridge like everybody else …’ Then she ripped the fastening of the parcel and said, ‘OH!’ And then she said, ‘It’s a baby.’
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It was the most adorable little prince that anyone had ever seen. The queen, who already had one child – a daughter called Florizella – was delighted to have another. ‘Look what’s arrived!’ she said as the king came out of the bathroom. ‘We’ve got a baby prince at last.’

‘Good thing too!’ said the king. ‘Excellent! Excellent!’ And he got into bed and went to sleep at once, while the queen dressed the baby in the royal christening gown and put him in the royal cradle and rocked him gently.
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In the morning the baby had grown and was about the size of a four-year-old child. ‘It seems like only yesterday that he was a baby,’ the queen said.

‘It was yesterday, wasn’t it?’ the king asked. ‘You’d better hurry up and get him christened if he’s going to grow this quickly.’

So the queen invited everyone in the kingdom and sent the messages out by a flock of pelicans. She was just posting the last envelope into the huge open beak of the last pelican when Princess Florizella came into the room.

‘What’s this?’ Florizella asked, looking from the windowsill where the flock of pelicans were squatting, beaks bulging with invitations, to the little boy sitting on the floor and building a train set.

‘This is the new king of the Seven Kingdoms!’ The king was delighted.

‘Your little brother!’ the queen exclaimed.

‘Prince …’ The king paused – he could not think of a name. ‘What shall we call him, my dear?’ he asked. ‘Usually you call a prince after the circumstances of his birth. So I was christened Prince Gooseberry – because my parents found me under a gooseberry bush. And Florizella’s friend was called Prince Bonnet because his mother found him in a hatbox.’

‘Bennett,’ Florizella said. ‘His name’s Bennett.’

‘He didn’t like Bonnet for some reason,’ her mother explained. ‘So, what shall we call this boy – who came to us by mistake of the delivery stork?’

‘Prince Courier,’ the king said happily. ‘Good name. And then King Courier – has quite a ring to it.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ Florizella said. ‘What d’you mean “king”?’

‘Well, of course, he’ll be king when we’re gone,’ the king said cheerfully. ‘Won’t you?’ He picked up the little boy and bounced him up and down on his knee. ‘Um-tiddly-um! Who’s a little king then?’

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Florizella again. ‘It’s me who inherits the kingdom. This is my kingdom, and my palace, and everything.’

‘Yes, but now we’ve got a boy, a prince,’ the queen said. ‘Boys come before girls. Everyone knows that.’ She saw that Florizella was looking astonished. ‘You know that, Florizella.’

‘I know it IN THEORY,’ Florizella said carefully. She looked at Prince Courier. ‘IN THEORY is when it is a plan, or a thought, or even a fairy story. But it’s a very different thing when you see it happening in real life. It’s especially different when you see it happening in your own life.’

‘Where are you going?’ the queen asked as Florizella headed for the door.

‘I’m going to see another prince,’ Florizella said crossly. ‘On my pony. Unless, of course, he’s Courier’s pony now?’
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Prince Bennett was in a hammock in the orchard of his palace, reading a fairy tale, when Florizella marched in. ‘Hi, Florizella!’ he said as soon as he saw her. ‘You know, the weirdest things happen in books …’

‘Something rather weird has happened here as well,’ Florizella said shortly.

‘Great!’ Bennett said. ‘I love it when something happens. Was it SUDDENLY? I like it best when it’s SUDDENLY. Are we going on an adventure? Shall I get my sword?’

‘It’s more of a thinking adventure,’ Florizella said. ‘Bennett – if you had an older sister, would she be queen and you stay prince all your life?’

‘No,’ Bennett said. ‘I’d be the king and she’d stay a princess all her life unless she was lucky enough to marry a king. That’s the Prince Permit. You know: princesses have the Princess Rules and we princes have the Prince Permit, which tells us how everything happens and everything we should do.’

Florizella was fascinated. ‘I knew about the Princess Rules, because I had to learn them and everyone wanted me to obey them, but not about the Prince Permit. What sort of things do princes have to do?’

Bennett laughed. ‘We don’t have to do anything! It’s a permit – it allows us to do things; it’s not like rules that tell you what you can’t do. It’s a prince thing. We get the throne, no matter how many older sisters we have, and we write the laws – no matter what people say about them. We own all the land and we get really, really rich, but we never, ever talk about it. We get a twenty-one gun salute on our birthday, and people bow to us. We’re first in the charge into battle but last into lifeboats – I think the lifeboats is the only time we’re ever at the back of the queue, and of course that hardly ever happens. We get to fight all the dragons and monsters, while princesses can only watch. We get the best horse and we get to choose our bride. She can’t choose us, and she can’t say “no”. We can behead people if we want to. You know, just regular prince stuff.’

‘But that’s not fair,’ Florizella said. ‘I get the Princess Rules, and you get a whole load of permissions?’

Prince Bennett shrugged. ‘It’s not fair at all!’ he agreed happily. ‘It’s completely in favour of princes. But it’s always been like that, so nobody questions it—’

‘I’m questioning it!’ Florizella interrupted him.

‘Yes. But we princes don’t. And most people don’t even think about it because it’s always been this way. Best of all is when they say it’s “natural”. As if us getting first place in everything is how it’s always been, and always has to be.’

‘But it isn’t natural!’ Florizella exclaimed. ‘It’s been made up so princesses don’t get a fair chance at things! It was invented by princes, and enforced by kings!’

‘I know!’ Bennett grinned. ‘And we can be bad princes too – which princesses never are. We can be bad kings. We can grind the poor—’

‘Grind them?’

‘Be mean to them. We can declare wars for no reason, we can be tyrants and tell everyone what to do, and if people object, we can say that’s treason, and cut their heads off. It’s just great being a prince.’

‘I can’t be a bad princess,’ Florizella said regretfully. ‘A princess can get locked up in an unscalable tower for just being eighteen. Imagine what people would do to a princess who was actually bad!’

‘Put her to sleep in a glass coffin?’ Bennett suggested.

‘Snow White got that just for being pretty,’ Florizella said gloomily. ‘Little Red Riding Hood got swallowed by a wolf just for visiting her granny.’

‘And Sleeping Beauty …’ Bennett reminded her.

‘Don’t even get me started on Sleeping Beauty! But anyway – that’s not what’s just happened.’

‘Something’s happened? Oh! Yes! You said. Was it SUDDENLY?’

‘It was rather suddenly,’ Florizella agreed. ‘We’ve suddenly got a prince. A mistaken delivery. It was supposed to go somewhere else.’

‘Take it round to them?’ Bennett suggested. ‘When they’re in?’

‘I thought of that, but they don’t want it. They meant to order a Baby Belling, not a real baby. It was a substitution. A really bad substitution.’

‘What’s a Baby Belling?’

‘A sort of cooker,’ Florizella said gloomily. ‘So you can see they don’t want a real baby. But my parents really do. And they’re saying he’s going to be king. Of MY kingdom.’

‘Well – that’s the risk you take,’ Bennett said cheerfully. ‘When you’re born a girl.’

‘But I don’t want to take that risk,’ Florizella replied. ‘I didn’t mean to take it.’

‘Those are the Princess Rules,’ Bennett replied. ‘Like the Prince Permit – it’s just how it’s always been done in fairytale land.’

‘Well, I don’t obey the Princess Rules,’ Florizella objected. ‘You know I don’t. I have my own horse, Jellybean; I’ve killed my own dragon. I get a twenty-one gun salute on my birthday, all to myself. And I am going to inherit the Land of the Seven Kingdoms.’

‘You were going to inherit the Land of the Seven Kingdoms,’ Bennett corrected. ‘But not any more! Not now they’ve got a prince.’

Florizella thought hard. ‘Well, this is one Princess Rule I’m going to break for sure,’ she said. ‘I’m not giving up my kingdom.’

‘Then you’ll have to teach your little brother not to use his Prince Permit,’ Bennett said. ‘Because the Prince Permit says that boys are better than girls, that they become king whether or not there is a girl. And you’re going to hate that.’
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