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At the end of the street is an old junk shop. It’s gloomy and shabby and nothing ever happens there. At least, that’s what most people think. . . .

Among the odds and ends and things of no use, a dusty ship in a bottle sits gathering cobwebs on a shelf. But when the world isn’t watching, a tiny pirate crew comes out to explore.

And when you’re smaller than a teacup, a junk shop can be a pretty dangerous place. . . .
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A black beetle clung tightly to the back of Button the cabin boy. Button gasped and puffed as its hook-like feet buried themselves into his sides and shoulders. His hands gripped the shoelace hard, but he made the mistake of looking down and felt sick. It was a long way.

“Just a bit further,” he grunted.

Finally he grasped the edge of the shelf and pulled himself up with all his might, his arms burning. He lay flat, breathing heavily.

After a moment he got to his knees and pulled the beetle from his shoulder. It scurried off into a corner, receiving a warm welcome from its family. They darted around Button’s legs, clicking excitedly.

“There you go,” he said. “Make sure you don’t let your little ones wander too near the edge next time.” And the beetles scampered off, click-click-clicking their thanks.

“Ah, you’re such a good friend to the animals, Button. Well done.” It was Button’s shipmate Lily, back from a morning stroll.
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“Poor little chap,” said Button. “He’d fallen all the way down into the book box. It’s a good thing he has that shell on his back. And those mice would have made a good supper of him.”

Further along the shelf Captain Crabsticks, head pirate of the pocket-sized crew, had spotted a new book. “There’s not much gets past the old Captain,” he muttered to himself. Though it must be admitted that the book was the size that a small castle would be to you and me, so it wasn’t too impressive that the Captain had noticed it.

He ran his hand along the spine and tipped his head sideways to read it. “Secret Treasures of the Ancient World.”
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For the rest of the morning the Captain was lost inside the book. He enjoyed it so much that lunch wandered by unnoticed. He was, in fact, missing out on a rather large portion of hard-boiled egg.
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“Where is the Captain?” mumbled Button, filling his face.

“Tried calling him,” said Lily. “No answer.”

Jones the ship’s cat meowed under the jam-jar-lid tabletop and Button fed him a scrap.

“Well, all the more for us then,” said Old Uncle Noggin, who wasn’t going to miss the chance of an extra slice.

“Hmmmmmm, fascinating,” said the Captain to himself as he started to make his way back toward the old ship in the bottle.

He screwed up his face and scratched his chin. “I’ve discovered a very serious problem,” he continued. “I’m going to have to rally round the rest of the miniature pirate crew. Our position as rulers of the old junk shop shelves is at great risk. The buccaneers need to know why, and the sooner the better so that we can get this sorted. Now where is that work-shy lot, I wonder?”

By now, Button was sneaking an afternoon nap in the bottom of a broken egg cup at the back of the shelf. The soles of his shoes pointed up at the ship in the bottle as it towered proudly above him.

Inside, the rest of the crew were busy at their work. Well when I say “busy at their work,” I mean Old Uncle Noggin was starting to eat his way through a clump of sticky marshmallow he’d found, while Lily was lying in her hammock mending holes in her socks. She was using stolen strands of silky spider thread, pinched from Mr. Dregby’s web. The house spider would not be pleased if he found out!

Button woke with a start when the Captain sounded the ship’s horn. Lily almost fell out of her hammock: it was her turn to climb the mast and blow into the snail shell to announce dinner. This was a duty that only fell to her or Button: Old Uncle Noggin was too chubby to climb the mast, and of course the Captain was too important.

Button looked up at the face of the wristwatch hanging on the wall. It was five o’clock already. And there was the Captain climbing down from sounding the ship’s horn. What could be important enough to get him to scale the mast?

In a moment, the crew were ready. They were never happier than when poised for a pirate dinner. But Captain Crabsticks was making an announcement.

“Now listen here, my fellow buccaneers. We have a major problem. Something is MISSING.”

“WHAT?” asked Old Uncle Noggin, keen to get to his dinner.

“Well, what do you think?” continued the Captain. “Tell me, what do we have on board our ship?”

“We’ve got everything we need,” said Button. “There’s food, there’s a good water supply from the leaky pipe. We’ve got blankets made out of that pair of giant purple underpants, our mustard-pot bathtub, and we’ve even got fresh fruit!”
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“It’s a rotten apple core,” pointed out Lily.

“Errm, true,” butted in Old Uncle Noggin, “but we’ve got a quarter of a custard cream, a whole thimbleful of sugar, and three types of cheese.”

The conversation wasn’t going the way the Captain had wanted.

“Never mind all that. I wasn’t talking about our shopping list!”

“Three types of cheese? I didn’t think we had three. Name them!” insisted Button to Old Uncle Noggin.

The Captain gave up trying to make his point. He stood, hands on hips, and waited patiently for his rowdy crew.

“Well, there’s a whole slice of Cheddar, a bag of crumbly bits of Wensleydale and cranberry, and the other one begins with a G but I can never remember the name of it. . . .”

“Gruyère?” suggested Button.

“No.”

“Goat’s cheese?” said Lily.

“No.”

“It must be Gorgonzola,” snapped the Captain.

“No, it’s none of those.”

“Well I can’t think of anything else,” said Lily.

“Ah, I remember,” announced Old Uncle Noggin with a smile. “It’s grated.”
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