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CHAPTER 1 LEGEND HAS IT

RATNIP FACT: The City is one of the best places in the world.

The sidewalks are teeming with pecking pigeons, crawling cockroaches, and scurrying squirrels.

Not to mention the trash cans. They’re always full of goodies, treasures, and snacks.

All of it waiting to be discovered by… me!

[image: Ratnip joyfully jumps into a trash bin, surrounded by flying bits of food and rubbish.]
But The City isn’t all candy wrappers and corndogs. There are some less than wonderful parts too.

Like the DUMPSTER MONSTER.

If you’ve never heard of this terrifying creature, you are not alone. I didn’t know about it either until just the other night.

It was a warm evening. I was at the ice cream shop with my four siblings. Everywhere we looked, there were sweet ice cream puddles to slurp off the sidewalk.

[image: Ratnip and his siblings—Marg, Veggie, Anchovy, and Pepperoni—lick ice cream puddles off the pavement behind the shop.]
[image: Ratnip and his siblings—Marg, Veggie, Anchovy, and Pepperoni—sit with full bellies after slurping ice cream puddles on the pavement.]
And boy, did we slurp those puddles! Our whiskers and paws turned sticky, and our bellies filled up with sugary yumminess.

Once we had eaten our fill, we started heading back home. That’s when I noticed a small alley behind the ice cream shop.

“Look!” I said, pointing at the alley. “A shortcut!”

“NO!” Marg squeaked.

Pepperoni grabbed me by the shoulder.

“Ratnip,” he said, “you must promise to never, EVER go down that alley. Okay?”

[image: Ratnip points excitedly at the alley while Pepperoni grabs his shoulder in alarm.]
[image: Ratnip looks concerned, raising a paw to his mouth while deep in thought.]
“O-okay,” I replied. “But why?”

“It is time you learned about the Dumpster Monster,” Pepperoni replied, clearing his throat.

Dumpster Monster? I looked at Veggie and Anchovy. They looked just as surprised and confused as I felt.

[image: Anchovy looks confused while Veggie stares blankly.]
[image: Marg recounts the story of a rat running into the alley behind the ice cream shop.]
“Legend has it that a rat once lived here in The City,” Pepperoni began. “He ran through the streets every night, looking for food and adventure. Then one night he wandered down this alley, all alone.”

Pepperoni paused, and we all stared into the alley.

[image: Ratnip, Anchovy, Pepperoni, and Marg huddle nervously at the mouth of the dark alley.]
Just a few moments ago, it had seemed like a perfectly safe shortcut. Now, it looked pitch-dark and eerie, as if it stretched on forever.

“Halfway down the alley, the rat found a dumpster,” Pepperoni continued. “It was filled to the brim with cartons of ice cream, waiting to be gobbled up!”

[image: Ratnip, Anchovy, and Veggie imagine a rat diving into a dumpster full of ice cream tubs.]
Mmmm. Veggie, Anchovy, and I rubbed our bellies, imagining such a glorious discovery. But we had no idea what was coming next in the story.

“The rat dug deeper and deeper into the dumpster,” Pepperoni said. “Night turned to dawn, and the sun came up, and still the rat kept eating.

[image: A rat in Pepperoni’s story dives joyfully into radioactive ice cream and trash in a dumpster.]
“Finally, he had licked every ice cream container clean. And that’s when he realized… the ice cream was RADIOACTIVE!”

Veggie, Anchovy, and I gasped.

At that very moment, we heard a clanging noise. It sounded like it was coming from the alley!

The five of us squeaked and sprinted off down the sidewalk.

And we didn’t dare look back!

[image: Ratnip, Anchovy, Marg, Veggie, and Pepperoni scream and run in fear from the alley.]


[image: Pepperoni, Marg, Veggie, Anchovy, and Ratnip sit together at home.]
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CHAPTER 2 WHAT HAPPENED NEXT?

I didn’t stop once to catch my breath until we made it home.

My siblings and I sat down in a circle on the carboard rug. Veggie launched us right back into the scary story.

“What happened next?” he asked. “Did the rat call for help?”

“Yes,” Marg answered. “But no one was around to hear his squeaks. Plus, the radioactive ice cream in his belly made it hard to move. So he was trapped in the dumpster, all alone.”

I was so frightened that I almost covered my ears. But I didn’t want the others to call me a scaredy-rat.

[image: Anchovy clutches Ratnip’s arm in fear while Ratnip looks around, worried about monsters.]
[image: A rat in Pepperoni’s story panics as he balances atop a dumpster full of radioactive ice cream.]
“So night after night,” Marg continued, “the rat ate whatever was tossed into the dumpster. Sometimes it was ice cream. Other times, it was just trash. RADIOACTIVE trash.”

Anchovy grabbed my paw, shivering.

[image: Marg, Veggie, and Pepperoni huddle together in fear.]
“After all that time living alone at the bottom of the dumpster, the rat finally got out,” Pepperoni chimed in. “How did he escape? Well, after eating so much radioactive ice cream and garbage, he turned into a big, angry MONSTER!”

Anchovy and I looked at each other, our whiskers trembling.

Pepperoni dropped his voice to a whisper and continued. “Now the Dumpster Monster prowls through the alley with super-sharp claws, smelling worse than a hundred rotten cabbages.”



[image: The imagined radioactive rat transforms into a glowing-eyed Dumpster Monster, standing atop the trash.]


[image: Anchovy, Ratnip, and Veggie cling to each other, terrified after hearing the scary story.]
“And he’s looking for his next MEAL!” Marg let out her loudest roar.

Veggie, Anchovy, and I squeaked in fear.

“Does… does he eat everything?” Anchovy whispered. “Even rats?”

That’s when I finally covered my ears.

“Lalalalala!” I hollered. No way was I going to hear the answer to that question!

“All right, that’s enough scary stories for one night,” Cookie the raccoon said as she poked her head into the room. “It’s bedtime for little rats.”

[image: Cookie the raccoon peeks in to talk to Ratnip and his siblings. ]
[image: Ratnip and his siblings run into the bedroom.]
We scurried over to the bedroom and snuggled into the old socks we used as beds.

But a few minutes later, Anchovy crept over to my sock.

“Ratnip,” she whispered, “I’m too scared. Can I sleep with you?”

I shifted over to make room for Anchovy to squeeze in with me.

“It’s just a story, you know,” I said. “The monster is all made up.”

I wanted to reassure my younger sister. But to tell the truth, I didn’t know if the Dumpster Monster was real or not.

And I did NOT want to find out!

[image: Anchovy curls up beside Ratnip in bed, both peacefully asleep after the scary tale.]

[image: Anchovy’s tail flops into Ratnip’s face as they try to sleep together in a sock-bed.]
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CHAPTER 3 SPRAY TAG

The sun was just beginning to set when I woke up. Anchovy was still snoring, her body halfway out of the sock.

“Hey, get your tail out of my face!” I said, swatting at it.

I crawled out of bed. Night was falling, and my tummy was rumbling.

I headed outside with Cookie to find breakfast. Anchovy followed right on my heels, still rubbing her eyes.

“Cookie, is the Dumpster Monster real?” Anchovy asked.

[image: Ratnip and Anchovy follow Cookie down the street as she searches for breakfast.]
“I only believe what I see with my very own eyes,” Cookie answered.

That didn’t seem to comfort Anchovy at all. She moved closer to me and squeezed my paw.

Soon we reached our usual breakfast spot in the park. We sniffed around and found some carrot sticks and an ice cream wrapper.

Any other day, the ice cream wrapper would have been a real treat. Today, though, the wrapper reminded us of the Dumpster Monster.

[image: A bag of carrot sticks and and ice cream wrapper.]
[image: Ratnip and Anchovy gulping nervously as they hold the ice cream wrapper.]
Anchovy and I looked at each other and gulped.

Anchovy refused to take a single lick, even though it was her favorite flavor.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a worried Ratnip, clutching a bag and trembling.]
I was starting to feel bad about how scared my sister was. She was even more frightened than I was—and I was pretty scared!

“Hey, I know what will get your mind off silly monsters,” I said. “How about a game of Spray Tag?”

“Really?” Anchovy said. Her eyes lit up.

[image: Anchovy throws her arms up, excited.]
Spray Tag is one of Anchovy’s favorite games. One rat is “it,” and they sit on top of a spray bottle. The other players try to tag the bottle without getting sprayed with water. The game is buckets of fun.

[image: An image of Ratnip spraying water at his siblings with a spray bottle.]
“Yep, and guess what?” I said. “The first one home gets to be ‘it’!”

Anchovy took off so fast, it was like she really HAD seen a monster!

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of Anchovy, running energetically to the right.]
Back at home, I went into my treasure room and dragged out the spray bottle. My siblings all helped set up the game outside on the sidewalk.

Anchovy was “it,” of course. The rest of us stood in a circle around the spray bottle.

“Ready, set, go!” she shouted.

We each tiptoed closer to the bottle. Anchovy aimed and squirted, trying to hit each of us.

“Whoa!” I said as a stream of water narrowly missed me.

[image: A cartoon illustration of a Ratnip, being sprayed with water from a spray bottle operated by Anchovy.]
[image: Anchovy, joyfully rides on the nozzle of a spray bottle as it sprays mist into the air.]
Veggie and I were both getting close to tagging the bottle. Anchovy spun the nozzle on the spray head.

“Get ready for my secret weapon,” she declared. “The SUPER-SOGGY SPRAY!”

A wide mist shot out, raining down on both Veggie and me.

“Oh no, the sneaky soak!” we yelled, falling to the ground in defeat.

Marg and Pepperoni used this distraction to charge at the bottle from opposite sides.

[image: Anchovy spraying the bottle as Pepperoni and Marg approach from opposite sides and Ratnip and Veggie fall to the ground.]
[image: Anchovy looks surprised as water dribbles out from the spray bottle. ]
Anchovy tried to turn the nozzle back to the regular stream, but the bottle made a weird burbling sound. Water dribbled out instead of spraying into the air.

“Time out!” I called. I scampered up the bottle to see what was going on.

When I tried squeezing the nozzle handle, I heard a loud cracking noise. Then the top of the spray bottle broke off completely.

[image: Ratnip looks disappointed as he holds a broken spray bottle head .]
[image: Pepperoni, Veggie, Anchovy, and Marg look disapopinted. ]
“Awww!” My siblings all groaned in disappointment.

I wasn’t disappointed, though. In fact, my whiskers quivered with excitement.

A broken spray bottle meant a treasure-hunting mission was about to begin:

[image: Ratnip, wearing a satchel runs alongside the text “Operation Sniff Out a New Spray Bottle!”]
[image: A broken spray bottle lying on its side with liquid spilled around it.]


[image: Ratnip runs excitedly along the top of a metal fence.]
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CHAPTER 4 AT THE CAR WASH

I’m an expert treasure hunter. So I already had an idea for where to find another spray bottle.

I darted up the fence behind our pizza parlor house and ran along the top rail.

“It should be somewhere near… here. Yes!” I said.

I jumped off the fence and down onto the sidewalk.

[image: An illustration of a car wash building with the sign “Squeaky Clean Carwash” on top.]
In front of me loomed a building called the Squeaky Clean Car Wash.

RAT FACT: We rats don’t care much about keeping clean.

Why should we, when we’re always diving into trash cans and squeezing into dusty spaces? If you ask me, a little dirt never hurt anyone.

But cars? They’re a different animal all together.

They like going to these car wash places to get soaped, rinsed, dried, and brushed. It’s like the ultimate spa treatment for them.

I flattened myself to squeeze under the metal gate. Inside the car wash, everything was dark and still.

[image: Ratnip, walking confidently through a car wash with cleaning supplies and pipes in the background.]


[image: Ratnip, climbs a shelf filled with spray bottles, stepping on a can that sprays mist.]


Right away, I spied a shelf with a line of spray bottles on it.

I sniffed each bottle until I found one that was full of water. It was almost twice as large as the one we had been playing with.

Finding this spray bottle had been the easy part. Getting it back home was going to be tricky.

Before that, though, I needed to ask permission to take it. Because that’s a big treasure-hunting rule: Don’t take anything that belongs to someone else without permission.

I glanced all around the car wash, but there was neither a car nor critter in sight.

I wasn’t sure what to do next. With no one around to ask, I headed outside, rolling the bottle under the metal gate.

[image: Ratnip rolls a spray bottle under a garage door that's ajar.]
[image: Ratnip, excitedly waves at a car parked on the street.]
Back on the sidewalk, I scurried up to the closest car hanging out on the curb.

“Hello, car,” I introduced myself. “No one is inside the car wash right now. Since you’re a car, could you tell me if this spray bottle belongs to someone?”

The car was silent.

Cars tend not to talk very much—or, basically, ever. But I worried that this car was giving me the silent treatment because it was mad.

“Pleeease?” I said. “Even if I can’t keep it, may I borrow it? It would make my little sister so very happy.”

The car remained silent.

I scuttled closer and tilted my ear toward the car, just in case it was whispering too quietly for me to hear.

“BEEP!” the car shouted into my ear.
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