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CHAPTER 1 FEAST FOR TWO

A full moon, round like a wheel of cheese, shone bright over The City. Streetlights lit up signs on every street corner. And I, Ratnip, was in rat paradise.

Why? you might ask. Well, because I was eating the biggest feast of my life!

Just a few moments ago, I had been walking around The City. I was doing my nightly rounds, looking for something interesting to add to my treasure collection—candy wrappers, string, stuff like that.

[image: Ratnip walks with his skunk friend Tuffy along the city street.]
Tuffy, my skunk friend, had tagged along too. He isn’t a treasure hunter like I am. But ever since I met him in the alleyway behind the ice cream store, he loves joining me on walks around The City.

So far this evening, I hadn’t found anything on our walk except a few used tissues. Yuck!

[image: Ratnip looks surprised as he finds scraps of food on the pavement.]
“Let’s try the next street,” I said. “Maybe we’ll have more luck there.”

We hadn’t gotten very far when Tuffy pointed at something lying on the sidewalk up ahead.

“Look! A bottle cap!” he said.

[image: A simple illustration of a round, metallic bottle cap with ridged edges and a shiny surface.]
We circled around the bottle cap, sizing it up.

“Hmmm,” I said, stroking my whiskers.

Bottle caps were easy to find in The City. I had to choose carefully which ones to add to my collection, or else my treasure room would be overflowing with them.

[image: Ratnip finds a plain white bottle cap on the city sidewalk but decides it is not special enough for his collection.]
This bottle cap was plain white, and it didn’t have interesting patterns on it. So I left it alone.

Just a few steps ahead, we found another bottle cap. This one was yellow with a picture of a lemon printed on it.

[image: Ratnip discovers a yellow bottle cap with a lemon design and happily adds it to his bag.]
“Oh hey! This one is cool!” I said. I showed it to Tuffy before putting it in my bag.

“Whoa,” Tuffy said. “What is with all these caps?”

I looked ahead and gasped. All along the sidewalk, bottle caps were strewn everywhere!

[image: A collection of bottle caps scattered across a flat surface, viewed from a low angle.]
Like I said, bottle caps are common on The City streets. But so many of them, all on the same sidewalk?

Something was going on.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy follow a trail of bottle caps scattered along the city street.]
Tuffy and I followed the trail of bottle caps down the block, around the corner, and all the way to… the biggest, stinkiest dumpster we had ever seen!

The dumpster was big and green, and it had gigantic wheels. It was standing in the street, resting beside the curb. And—best of all—it was overflowing with trash!

[image: A garbage truck filled with trash, driving through a city street.]
“WOW!” Tuffy and I shouted.

“Forget bottle caps,” I said. “That dumpster must be filled with all kinds of treasures!”

“Including treasures that go in our tummy,” Tuffy added, rubbing his belly.

[image: Tuffy the skunk rubs his belly, smiling at the thought of tasty treasures.]
We scampered up the wheels on the dumpster. Then we dove right into the sea of trash.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy dive into a mountain of trash, surrounded by popcorn, burgers, cups, and scraps.]
“This is AMAZING!” I squeaked. “It’s so amazing, it’s almost too good to be true!”



[image: A illustration of a jar labeled “Dill Pickles” surrounded by pickle slices and bread pieces, with a cityscape in the background.]
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CHAPTER 2 JUST A LITTLE RATNAP

That was how Tuffy and I found ourselves in city critter paradise.

Inside the dumpster, we discovered so much food. I’m talking sandwich crusts, hot dog buns, pickle juice, and apple cores.

The farther we burrowed into the garbage, the more food we found.

There was even a whole container of mac and cheese!

We gobbled everything down. Then we flopped onto our backs and sighed with happiness.

“My tummy feels like it’s going to burst,” I said.

[image: Ratnip lies back happily in a pile of garbage, looking full and content after eating.]
[image: Tuffy the skunk lets out a huge burp, looking amused as gas clouds puff around him.]
“Me too,” Tuffy agreed. He let out a loud, stinky burp, and we both giggled.

“I should go get Cookie and my siblings,” I said. “They would love this dumpster too.”

RATNIP FACT: Cookie the raccoon takes good care of my four siblings and me. She can also eat more than the five of us combined!

[image: Cookie the raccoon eats eagerly with Ratnip and his siblings gathered around her.]
“Great idea,” Tuffy said. “There’s enough food here for your whole family—and then some!”

My mind was telling me to get my family. But my body, so heavy with food, was saying it was time for a nap.

“Maybe I’ll just take a little break first,” I murmured, my eyelids already drooping.

Tuffy responded with a snore.

[image: Ratnip yawns while Tuffy sleeps soundly in the trash with a bottle clutched in his arms.]
[image: Ratnip and Tuffy are tossed in the air among trash as the dumpster rumbles.]
I didn’t know how long we ended up napping. But the next thing I knew, the whole world was shaking and groaning!

“What’s happening?” I shouted over all the noise.

“I have no idea!” Tuffy wailed.

Vroom. The dumpster let out a loud growl, and the shaking got a hundred times worse.

Tuffy and I wrapped our paws around each other and held on for dear life. We were tossed this way and that way.

“Ouch!” I cried as I smacked into a plastic carton. Or did the plastic carton smack into me?

Either way, we had to get out of here!

[image: Ratnip gets knocked by a food carton while struggling inside the shaking dumpster.]
[image: Ratnip and Tuffy tumble through the trash, their faces worried as debris swirls around.]
Together, Tuffy and I swam through the trash, trying to make it to the edge of the dumpster. But with everything shaking so much, I could barely tell which way was up.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy peek nervously over the dumpster’s edge into the smelly garbage.]
Finally, Tuffy grabbed the side of the dumpster and popped his head out of the sea of trash.

“Uh-oh,” he said.

A second later, I reached his side and poked my head out too. And then I understood.

The dumpster wasn’t just shaking back and forth.

No, it was moving forward. Fast!

We were racing through The City on the dumpster’s big wheels!

Where were we going? I had no idea. What I DID know was that Tuffy and I were in for a wild ride!

[image: A garbage truck releasing trash and fumes on a city street, with overflowing trash bins nearby.]


[image: Ratnip screams with paws raised high, panicked as chaos surrounds him in the city night.]
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CHAPTER 3 A WILD RIDE

Now that we could see how fast we were going, jumping out of the dumpster was impossible.

“Please, Mr. Dumpster!” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “Please let us out!”

“Dumpsters don’t talk,” Tuffy pointed out. “I would know. I live inside one.”

“Well, guess what?” I replied. “Last I checked, dumpsters didn’t go on wild rides, either!”

It sure didn’t seem like the dumpster could understand us. At least, it definitely wasn’t interested in stopping for us.

All we could do was hold on tight and wait for the dumpster to reach wherever it was going.

[image: Ratnip hugs Tuffy tightly, eyes shut in fear, while Tuffy winces and holds him close with concern.]
Vroom! Vroom!

We squeezed our eyes shut and hugged each other close. I could feel Tuffy shaking, just like I was. We were scared out of our minds!

After what seemed like a lifetime, the shaking finally stopped.

Everything was quiet.

“Do you think it’s all over now?” I asked, opening one of my eyes.

[image: Tuffy looks down at Ratnip in his arms, both characters startled and worried amid the garbage.]
Then the whole world turned upside down!

“Oh no! It isn’t over!” Tuffy wailed as we sailed through the air.

OOF! Tuffy and I landed on something soft.

And when I opened my eyes, I couldn’t believe what I saw.

There were giant mountains of trash to the right. There were even bigger mountains of trash to the left. Heaps upon heaps of garbage, in every direction.

We were in a trash kingdom!



[image: Ratnip and Tuffy appear as silhouettes atop a trash heap, surrounded by endless piles of smelly rubbish.]


“This place is amazing!” I said.

But Tuffy looked worried.

“Where are we?” he asked. “Are we lost?”

I clucked my tongue and wagged my paw.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy walk among towering garbage mounds, looking uneasy in the sprawling landfill.]
“We rats never get lost,” I said. “That’s a Rat Fact.”

That’s because I had a method for never getting lost. Just follow the street signs!

But then I realized something.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy stand small in the distance, framed by garbage heaps and scattered trash items.]
In this trash kingdom, there were no poles or street signs. There weren’t even any streets! Just a bunch of giant piles of trash and a small dirt path running between them.

Tuffy’s voice shook as he asked, “What do we do now?”

“Ask a critter,” a voice said.

Tuffy and I both jumped as a fly landed on one of the piles of garbage next to us.

“Bzzz. If you’re lost, ask a critter!” the fly repeated.

[image: A smiling fly lands on a soda can tab as Ratnip and Tuffy watch in curiosity and surprise.]
I cleared my throat and introduced ourselves.

“I’m Ratnip, and this is my friend Tuffy,” I said. “We’re not lost, but… could you tell us what part of The City we’re in?”

“Call me Froo,” the fly replied. “And let me be the first to tell you: You are not in The City.”

“We’re NOT?” Tuffy and I looked at each other, amazed. We weren’t in The City AT ALL?

[image: The fly stands proudly on the soda can, wings raised, glowing with energy as Ratnip and Tuffy look on.]
Froo nodded. Then she spread her wings and announced, “Welcome to my home—the landfill!”

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy smile with wonder as the cheerful fly buzzes above them, glowing against the landfill.]

[image: Ratnip, Tuffy, and the fly move together, the fly leading the way as the friends prepare to explore.]
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CHAPTER 4 LANDFILL PARADISE

Froo led Tuffy and me on a tour of the landfill.

As far as my eyes could see, there was trash, trash, and more trash.

“There’s a whole city’s worth of trash here,” I said.

“You’re right. This is all the trash collected from The City,” Froo said.

“Trash gets collected from The City?” Tuffy repeated.

Froo snorted. “Well, what did you think? That the trash just magically disappears off the streets week after week?”

[image: A close-up of the fly smiling with wide eyes, wings lifted, looking confident and ready to help.]
Tuffy and I looked at each other and shrugged. That was exactly what we had thought!

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy shrug with uncertainty, their puzzled faces showing confusion in the landfill.]
It would take a lifetime if I tried to visit every trash can in The City. But now I was seeing it here, all collected in one place. No wonder this landfill was filled with so much stuff!

It’s true that Tuffy and I had just eaten the greatest feast of our lives. But here’s a SKUNK AND RAT FACT: We can always eat more. And more. And more!

We dove into the garbage and chomped away. Froo flew back and forth, flitting from a moldy plum to a moldy peach.

[image: Tuffy chomps on food scraps while Ratnip eats eagerly, as the fly buzzes around them happily.]
[image: A sketch of three short, stubby pencils with jagged edges and worn tips.]
When we finished eating, it was time for treasure hunting. I burrowed through the trash and dug out pencil nibs, straws, even a shiny set of keys.

[image: Four striped drinking straws, two straight and two bent, illustrated in grayscale.]
Now my tummy AND my bag were bulging.

[image: A set of three keys on a keyring.]
I poked through another pile and felt something sticky and squishy.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a hand reaching into a pile of soap suds, with a bar of soap and a button nearby.]
“What’s this?” I wondered aloud. I tugged harder, and a long, stretchy string popped out of the pile. It had a gummy paw on the end of it.

[image: Ratnip strains while pulling at garbage, uncovering something hidden within the messy trash pile.]
I swung the string in the air.

THWAP! That gummy paw was so sticky, it latched onto a plastic fork nearby.

When I pulled the string back, the fork stayed stuck to the paw and came flying right over to me.

“Whoa, this sticky paw is amazing,” I said. “I can’t wait to add this to my collection when I get home!”

[image: Ratnip beams proudly as he lifts a large plastic fork into the air, thrilled by his discovery.]
[image: Ratnip looks startled and worried, his wide eyes and open mouth showing fear.]
Home.

We were having so much fun, I had nearly forgotten we were so far from home. Looking out at the hills of trash, I realized I had no idea exactly how far we had come. Or how we’d get back.

“How do we get home from here, Froo?” I asked. “Back to The City?”

“There’s only one way,” Froo said. “Hitching a ride back on the dumpster truck that brought you here.”

[image: The fly hovers in the air, smiling reassuringly, wings spread as if offering guidance.]
Tuffy and I saw the dumpster on the other side of the landfill. Its wheels were starting to turn.

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy run across the landfill while a garbage truck approaches, towering over them.]
“Wait!” Tuffy and I called out.

We began to run after the dumpster, but scampering over the trash was hard work. Garbage is slippery, and slimy, and it slides out from under your paws.

Our little legs were no match for the dumpster’s gigantic wheels. The dumpster rumbled down a long path. Soon, all we could see was a cloud of dust and dirt.

As quickly as it had brought us to the landfill, the dumpster had zoomed away. And now we were stranded here… so far from home!

[image: A trash chute surrounded by piles of garbage, with steam or fumes rising from the ground.]


[image: Tuffy clutches his head in panic, mouth open in fear, as he realises the danger ahead.]
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CHAPTER 5 IN THE DUMPS

“Oh no!” Tuffy wailed. “We’re going to be lost forever!”

“We’re not lost, exactly,” I said.

I pointed at the dirt path running through the landfill. I could see the dumpster’s track marks in the dirt.

“Couldn’t we follow this road all the way back to The City?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Froo said. “But it would be a really long journey.”

Well, that wasn’t very encouraging. But I’m a rat who looks on the bright side.

[image: Ratnip smiles gently, paw resting on his chest, showing warmth and quiet determination.]
Froo didn’t say it was impossible. And if it wasn’t impossible, then we had to try.

It was time for

[image: Ratnip poses confidently beside the bold title “Operation Go Home!” in large letters.]
Tuffy and I brushed ourselves off and made our way to the dirt path.

“It was nice to meet you,” I said to Froo. “But now Tuffy and I have to go home.”

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy look uneasy, stepping back as foul-smelling fumes swirl around them in the landfill.]
“It’s going to be a long journey, so good luck,” Froo said. “You might want to bring along a snack.”

She handed us some mushy orange slices wrapped inside a paper napkin.

[image: A cheerful fly carries a folded paper bundle stuffed with scraps of food, buzzing proudly in the air.]
Then Froo flicked her wings and said, “Remember, if you’re lost, ask a critter for help.”

“Thanks, Froo!” I said. “But we aren’t going to get lost.”

Tuffy and I set off, following the tracks left by the dumpster wheels.

I picked up a shiny wad of foil to kick as we walked along.

Kick, kick, kick. The foil ball rolled along with us, down the path.

[image: Ratnip runs carrying the bundle while Tuffy walks beside him, a crumpled paper ball bouncing away.]
[image: Ratnip lies tangled in netting, grimacing in pain as he struggles to break free from the trap.]
After a while, the piles of trash got smaller and smaller





[image: Tuffy sings with closed eyes, music notes and stars floating above him in joyful melody.]


[image: Ratnip throws his arm up, eyes shut, singing happily as music notes and stars dance around him.]

[image: Ratnip and Tuffy eat juicy fruit slices, grinning as juice drips from their mouths and paws.]
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