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			A FOREWORD OF

			WARNING

			(in the form of a poem, writ a long time ago by someone more moldy old than your grandma)

			Tommy Trump, upon a hill,

			Trumped a smell that made him ill.

			Did his best to find a loo

			Within the walls of Grotteskew.

			In went Tommy through the gate,

			And there he met his awful fate.

			So if you feel a trump a comin’

			Run back home to Grubbers Nubbin!

		

	
		
			WELCOME TO

			GRUBBERS NUBBIN

		

		
			(Population 665)

			Yesteryear
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						Prologue

					

				

				A BETTER CLASS OF FREAK

				(monsters, creatures, and mad things)

				
					It was the night that everything changed. The circus had come to Grubbers Nubbin. Or rather—
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					—had come to Grubbers Nubbin.

					“Roll up! Roll up and draw near, you brave souls of Chuggers Nubbin! Witness the most mind blowin’, stomach-churnin’, trouser-messin’ show on Earth! Fresh from our…sell-out world tour!” cried Fulbert Freakfinder, atop his colorfully daubed horse-drawn carriage. He was handing out posters for his show to anyone who passed by. Three more curtain-covered carriages followed behind, trundle-clopping along the lamplit cobbles of the main street.

					“Dare you gaze upon the impossible creatures lurkin’ behind these drapes? You’ll need all your nerve to behold these monsters! You’ll scream! You’ll gasp! You’ll wet your undergarments! Behold…and be horrified!”

					As a crowd gathered around the carriages, Freakfinder leaped down onto the cobbled street. He was distractingly short and round, with legs so stick-thin they looked as if they might buckle under his weight. He wore a battered top hat and tailcoat, which, a long time ago, might have been rather splendid. He grinned as he pulled back the curtain on the first carriage. The carriage was a cage, and inside…

					“Preeeesenting…Doctor Contortion, the Human Knot! Watch in disbelief as he bends his body in impossible ways!” cried Freakfinder, pointing at a tall, stiff man trying desperately to get his foot behind his head.

					“Stupid leg…bend!” mumbled Doctor Contortion to his leg. “Everyone’s…looking!”

					“Moving along…,” grunted Freakfinder, shaking his head. “Brace your breeches for Madame Mustache, the woman with the well-combed face!” Freakfinder pulled back the second curtain. Inside was a burly old woman with a horse’s tail glued to her chin.

					“It pays the bills,” said Madame Mustache.

					“And prepare to have your world turned upside down by the Topsy-Turvy Twins!” In the third cage were two tiny, wizened men, struggling to do handstands.

					“Here come the cramps…!” said the men in unison, and immediately toppled over.

					“Oh, cruel, cruel nature! Come closer, if your constitution can stand it! But try not to be sick on my shoes. Just sixpence a stare!” cried Freakfinder.

					No one came closer.

					Nor was there any screaming. Or gasping. In fact, no one so much as batted an eyelid. After a moment, the crowd carried on about their business.

					Except for one untidy, wide-eyed girl…who started to giggle.

					“Your freaks ain’t scary,” she chuckled.

					“Why, they ain’t even freaks!”

					“Oh, you like to laugh at a fellow down on his luck, do you? Go on, clear off, you little snot, before I set the twins on you!” snapped Freakfinder. “Oh, blow it all to smithereens! What’s the point? It’s the same in every town—not so much as a trickle of nervous pee from anyone. What does it take to put a peculiar fear into folk these days? I’ll tell you what—I need to find me a better class of freak.”
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					“Sorry, boss,” said Doctor Contortion, now trying to get his foot to touch his chin. “We’re doing our best.”

					“Your best has yet to be anythin’ but a disappointment, Maurice,” grumbled Freakfinder. “The fact is people just aren’t so easy to scare anymore. Well, I’m not givin’ up! I’ve been in the horror-show business my whole life, and I’m not about to chuck it all in!”

					“You were never going to scare us, anyway,” said the girl, who hadn’t cleared off in the slightest. “This is Grubbers Nubbin. Folks around here have plenty to be scared of already.”

					“Is that right? And what, pray tell, are they so afraid of?” asked Freakfinder.

					Suddenly, a hideous, blood-freezing, gut-churning, [image: GROOoWWaOOoO!] filled the air. The townsfolk shrieked and scattered in all directions, running into their houses and bolting the doors.

					“That,” said the girl, pointing up into the darkness. There was a clap of thunder, and a streak of lightning lit up the night sky. In the distance was a huge, dark castle atop a hill. Freakfinder felt a shiver run down to his toes and back up again as another heart-stopping roar came from the castle.

					“Lugs and mumbles, what—what is that?” asked Freakfinder.

					“Monsters,” whispered the girl, her dark eyes glistening like beads in the moonlight.
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					“Monsters? What monsters? What are you blitherin’ about?” asked Freakfinder.

					“Folks say the castle’s full of them. We hear roaring and screaming…and some say they’ve seen things atop the castle walls. Not-human things,” replied the girl. “The whole town’s petrified…but not me. I ain’t scared of nothing.”

					“Arabella! Come inside this instant!” screamed an old lady, darting out of a nearby house and grabbing the girl.

					“Wait! Little snot! I mean, little girl! What is that place? Who lives there?” cried Freakfinder.

					“That’s Castle Grotteskew! Home of Mad Professor Erasmus!” shouted the girl as she was dragged inside. “He makes monsters! Creatures! Mad things!”

					“Does he now?” muttered Freakfinder…and an evil grin spread across his face like a disease.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The First Chapter

				

			

			LIFE IN

			CASTLE GROTTESKEW

			(or something like it)
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			Lucy, Lucy, good and true,

			Went to Castle Grotteskew.

			Thought she’d see what lurked inside,

			But for her troubles, Lucy died.

			Before she perished, she did say,

			“Monsters! Creatures! Go away!”
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				Around eighteen minutes before Fulbert Freakfinder’s Traveling Carnival of Unnatural Wonders trundled into Grubbers Nubbin, Mad Professor Erasmus was in his laboratory, toiling on his latest experiment.

				According to popular opinion, Mad Professor Erasmus was the maddest mad professor of all. He spent day and night in his laboratory, breathing life (or something like it) into any number of brain-meltingly strange creatures: steam-powered skulls, dog-faced cats, headless horses, flesh-eating chairs, frog-children—that sort of thing.

				“Live…. Live! Ah-ha-HA-HA! You shall be my greatest creation ever! And I really mean it this time!”

				The professor always thought that his newest creation was bound to be his greatest ever. That is, until the next one came along.

				For no sooner had he brought almost-life to a new creature, than he immediately lost interest and moved on to his next peculiar project.

				“More power! Live, I say!” he cried, pulling levers and administering potions.

				High up in the rafters, hidden in the shadows, a tiny figure watched as the professor created almost-life for the umpteenth time.

				His name was Stitch Head.
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				Stitch Head was the professor’s very first creation. He was a strange-looking something or other—more or less human-shaped, but no bigger than a medium-sized monkey, and made up of bits, pieces, and spare parts that the professor had managed to find. His bald, round head was a patchwork of stitches, and his eyes were different colors. While the left was a small, black bead, the right was large, bright, and ice blue. This eye was a sight to behold. It almost seemed to glow in the castle’s dimly lit corners.

				“Yes, yes! Now we’re cooking! More power! More! Now a little less…now more! More! MORE! Live!” cried the professor again.

				Over the years, Stitch Head had witnessed the “birth” of dozens of the professor’s creations. And with each one, he was reminded how, once, he was the most important creation in the professor’s life…that he and the professor had promised to be friends for the rest of their days.

				But that was an almost-lifetime ago. Now, Stitch Head was long forgotten. He sighed as he watched this new monster open its giant, single eye for the first time.

				“I have done it! I have created almost-life! Again! You are my GREATEST CREATION EVER! YAH-AHAHA-HAHAHA!” cackled the professor.

				Stitch Head had to admit, the Creature was an impressive sight—far bigger and more imposing than anything the professor had created before. What’s more, it had a near perfect balance of disgustingness and monstrousness. It flexed its two huge arms, pulling at the thick leather straps that held it in place—and wiggled a third, small arm protruding from its chest as its master shrieked with victorious glee. Stitch Head looked down at his tiny, mismatched hands and felt sadder and more forgotten than ever.

				[image: “GRoOOWooOO!””]

				Stitch Head watched as the Creature began thrashing about, its mighty arms straining against its bonds.

				“What’s happening…?” he whispered, staring in horror as the Creature began to grow. Within seconds, it had all but doubled in size. It sprouted thick fur, and its huge body grew ever larger, until, with a roar, it tore itself free and leaped from the operating table.

				“Oh, no,” gasped Stitch Head, tightening the straps on a small bag slung over his shoulder. He looked up to the laboratory’s great domed skylight—the moon was shining full and round in the midnight sky. “No! The moon!”

				[image: “GRoOOWooOO!”] boomed the Creature. It swung its arms wildly, smashing the operating table to pieces and knocking the professor into a cabinet of spare brains.
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				“Master!” whispered Stitch Head as the cabinet collapsed on top of the professor. The Creature lumbered toward the laboratory’s thick wooden door. With a single mighty lunge, it crashed through locks, bolts, and four inches of solid oak. Then it roared again and disappeared into the labyrinth of corridors.

				“What a creation! My best work ever! Ah-HAHAHA!” came a cry from underneath the cabinet of brains. Stitch Head breathed a sigh of relief as the professor emerged. He dusted himself off and picked a few pieces of brain out of his hair.

				“Creature? Creature! Return to your master, I command it!” called the professor.

				It didn’t.

				“I have to stop it from leaving the castle,” muttered Stitch Head, his eyes unblinking with fear. He clambered silently, nimbly along the rafters, and then through a large wooden door and down a flight of winding stairs.

				“Oh, well—easy come, easy go!” said the professor, sifting through the brains on the floor. He held one up and gave it a good sniff. “Ah-HAHA! Perfect for my next experiment!”

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The Second Chapter

				

			

			WEREWOLF EXTRACT

			(Stitch Head vs. Creature)
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				Stitch Head raced through the castle, panic stretching his stitches to the breaking point. There was no doubt about it—the professor had been using Werewolf Extract in his experiments again. The full moon had made the Creature mad.

				It’s looking for a way out…, he thought. If it makes it to the town….

				With every desperate step, Stitch Head imagined the professor’s creation tearing through Grubbers Nubbin, trampling or squashing or eating its way through as many humans as its three stomachs could bear. And if that were to happen, it would only be a matter of time before the townsfolk cried out for revenge. Not just on the Creature—but on the professor. The humans would come for them. They would destroy the castle, and everything inside…including his master. For as long as Stitch Head could remember, it was this thought that scared the almost-life out of him.

				He delved into his bag and rooted around. After a moment, he pulled out a small green bottle. He wiped the dust from the bottle’s label.
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				Hope it’s enough…, thought Stitch Head as he followed the Creature’s roars along a dozen dark, cobwebbed corridors, the fate of the professor once again in his tiny, trembling hands. How many times had he chased after one of his master’s mad monsters? Dozens? Hundreds? He had lost count years ago.

				Before long, Stitch Head heard the

				[image: BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!]

				of the Creature trying to break free.

				“It’s in the courtyard…it’s trying to smash open the Great Door,” muttered Stitch Head as he rounded a corner and raced through the main hall. At the far end, a Creature-shaped hole had been smashed in the wall. Stitch Head nervously edged toward it and poked his head through into the moonlit courtyard.

				Stitch Head hated being outside. Every one of the thousands of stars in the sky only reminded him how small and insignificant he was. He preferred the “comfort” of his home, deep underground in the castle’s dungeons. There, in the shadows, he could almost forget that he was forgotten.

				But this was the night that everything changed.

				“Come on, you can do this…you promised,” whispered Stitch Head. He took a deep breath and stepped out into the courtyard.

				There, in the moonlight, was the Creature, sending its two large arms (and one small one) crashing against the Great Door that led to the world outside.

				
					
						[image: “GROWooOW!”]
					

				

				As Stitch Head edged closer, he realized just how huge the Creature was—it had more power in a single nostril than he had in his whole body. The Great Door was already starting to splinter under the might of its fists. Any moment now, the Creature would be free.

				Stitch Head raced through the Creature’s legs. With the bottle of Wolf-Away gripped tightly in his hand, he leaped onto the Creature’s foot and scrambled up the thickest and hairiest of its two tree-trunk legs, then up its hunched back to its head. He grabbed one of the Creature’s long ears as tightly as he could.

				“GROOoWWaOOoO!” boomed the Creature, shaking its head like a wet dog. Stitch Head flew into the air! He reached out, grabbing one of the Creature’s tusks as it roared with madness.
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				“AAaahhhAHHH! P-please, s-t-top!” he cried, clinging on for dear almost-life. He felt that his stitches might shake themselves loose, or snap outright. He quickly bit the stopper off the bottle.

				“Open w-wide…,” he whispered and threw the bottle into the Creature’s still-roaring mouth. A second later, Stitch Head lost his grip and was sent flying across the courtyard—and straight into a wall.
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					The Third Chapter

				

			

			THE WHOLE INSANE

			MONSTROUS RAMPAGE THING

			(everything in working order)
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			Ingredients for a Truly Monstrous Creation

			3 parts human, 2 parts “other,”

			4 gallons life-grade Cultivation Goo,

			1 quart undiluted Monstrousness, 2 pecks earth,

			1 peck wind, 2 pecks fire, 1 cup Vampire sweat, 1 heaped teaspoon Werewolf Extract,

			4 dashes Zombie Essence, 1 sprig Deadly Nightshade, Herbs and spices

			(And just a pinch of Impossibility)

			After mixing, combine carefully according to instructions.

			Electrify until piping hot throughout.

			Awaken!

			
				Stitch Head had been “curing” the professor’s creations for years. Since his master had started using more unpredictable ingredients, Stitch Head had become adept at developing potions to reverse the more monstrous aspects of the creatures’ personalities. A calming potion or soothing tonic was just enough to stop the creations from escaping the castle and causing commotion down in Grubbers Nubbin. Stitch Head was quite used to risking his almost-life to keep the professor safe. Even if his master had forgotten his promise to remain loyal friends forever, Stitch Head hadn’t. It was all in a day’s work.

				This was, however, the first time he’d been knocked unconscious.

				“OWwwwww…,” he groaned, checking that his stitches were intact. Relieved to find he was still in one piece, Stitch Head opened his eyes. The one huge eye of the Creature stared back at him.

				“AAAH!” screamed Stitch Head in terror. Was he about to be eaten?

				“AAAH!” screamed the Creature, diving behind an enormous statue of the professor. It cowered there, trembling so hard that the castle walls began to shake.
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				“PLEASE don’t EAT me!” screamed the Creature, looking and sounding much smaller and less werewolf-like than before.

				“Eat…you?” whispered Stitch Head. “No, I’d never…I wouldn’t—I couldn’t….”

				“Really? GREAT!” squealed the Creature. It bounded out from behind the statue and stomped toward Stitch Head with ground-shaking steps. Then it bent down until the two creations were face-to-face. Stitch Head closed his eyes and waited for the end….
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				“It’s REALLY weird,” continued the Creature, picking at the tiny Wolf-Away bottle lodged between two of its teeth. “One minute I definitely wanted to brutally kill everything I saw, and the next I was thinking, ‘What’s that funny taste in my mouth?’ And then I was thinking ‘GREAT! A CASTLE! I’ve never been in a castle before!’ And then I was thinking, ‘I don’t even remember being ANYWHERE before.’ And then I thought, ‘Are bees and wasps the same thing?’ And THEN I thought, ‘What do clouds taste like?’ And then you woke up and started screaming and I was all like, ‘AAAH! MONSTER!’ ”

				“Uh—I should really go,” murmured Stitch Head. He bowed his head and ran his fingers across his stitches, before starting to slink back into the shadows. “Please remember…stay out of the full moon!”

				“Full moon—got it! SORRY about that whole insane monstrous RAMPAGE thing, by the way!” boomed the Creature. “I SWEAR that has never happened to me before. At least I don’t think so. I don’t really remember anything except for the last eight minutes…. Where am I? What is this place? Can fish sneeze? And why does it feel like all my parts are in the wrong order?” With two of its arms it patted the top of its head and rubbed its belly. Then it leaned down until it was nose to no-real-nose-to-speak-of with Stitch Head and let out the most mighty [image: BUUUURRRRRRRPP!] —right in Stitch Head’s face. Stitch Head felt himself turn slightly green as the Creature’s beastly breath stuck to him like sap.

				“Everything seems to be in working order—GREAT!” said the Creature. “SO, what are we going to do now? Let’s build a FORT! No, wait, let’s catch SNAILS. No, wait, let’s pretend we’re PIRATES!”

				“We? Oh, I’m sorry, but I…,” began Stitch Head, edging away into the shadows again. “Please, just—forget you met me.”

				“FORGET you? How could I EVER forget you? Sure, I may only remember the last nine minutes, but I know a BESTEST friend when I see one!”

				“Bestest what?” squeaked Stitch Head.

				“Oh, totally! BESTEST friends forever! I knew we would be from the moment just after you said you weren’t going to EAT me.”

				“No, but, wait, I mean—I don’t have any…,” began Stitch Head. He’d spent his entire almost-life avoiding the professor’s creations—not because they were mind-bendingly hideous, but because every one of them was a reminder of his master’s broken promise. The thought of being friends with this new Creature terrified him.

				“Do you know what ELSE is weird?” continued the Creature. “We’re BESTEST friends and I don’t even know your NAME.”

				“My…name?” said Stitch Head, taken aback. It was the first time anyone had ever asked. He had never even spoken his name aloud. He took a long, deep breath and said, “S-Stitch Head…he called me Stitch Head.”

				“He did? WHO did?”

				“My master—I mean, the professor.”

				“Well, pleased to meet you, Stitch Head!” cried the Creature. “My name’s—uh…it’s, um…that’s WEIRD. I’m sure I had a name a minute ago. Where did it go? Well, I’ll NEVER find it in the dark, anyway. Maybe I should get a new one. What’s a good name? Gordon? Graham? Gary? Gavin? Gareth? Grover? Gilbert? Gideon? Geary? Guido? Garfield?”

				“Uh, I really have to—” began Stitch Head.

				“Gibson? Gardner? Grayson? Gridley? Grimshaw? Galahad? Glenda? Gaynor? Gilda? Gwyneth? Gretchen? Glenys? Gabby? Gail? Gertrude?”

				“Umm, I should probably—” squeaked Stitch Head.

				“Gonzo? Gibbon? Girdle? Granary? Grizzly? Gremlin? Giggle? Glutton? Grindstone? Grumble? Gubbins? Goosefeather? Grapevine? Greasepaint? Gogglebox? Gumdrop? Gladrag? Gut-ache? Gravyboat? Guppy? Gobsmack?”

				“Go….”

				“Go?” mused the Creature. “That could work. It’s a bit SHORT, though….”

				“No, I mean, I should—I have to go,” muttered Stitch Head.

				“Go? GREAT! Where are we going? I love going places!” shrieked the Creature in glee. “Is it like a tour? I LOVE a tour!”

				“Umm, I don’t—” began Stitch Head.

				“GREAT!” cried the Creature. “Where do we start?”

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The Fourth Chapter

				

			

			A TOUR OF THE 

			CASTLE

			(monsters, ghosts,

			and everything in between)
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			High above

			The castle loomed,

			And while it stood

			The town was doomed.
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				“I LOVE castles! I mean, I think I do…,” said the Creature, following a reluctant Stitch Head into the shadowy depths of Grotteskew. “This is DEFINITELY the most exciting thing that has happened to me EVER. Even if I can only really remember the last twenty min—AAAAH!”

				The Creature froze as a strange, inhuman shape emerged from the darkness, dragging itself into the moonlit corridor. It had a huge gray skull, with tentacles whipping out of its eye sockets, and three metallic legs, each of which walked with a limp. It gurgled and dripped thick brown slime from its mouth as it shuffled toward them.

				“MONSTER! Run, Stitch Head, RUN!” screamed the Creature. Before Stitch Head could hide, it scooped him into its third hand and lumbered as fast as it could down the corridor, smashing through yet another wall and leaving a Creature-shaped hole.

				“Well, I never! How very rude,” said the skull monster.

				“P-p-please…s-s-stop!” stammered Stitch Head as the Creature ran and smashed as if its almost-life depended on it. With its two massive arms, it punched its way into a large stone corridor. It retreated as best it could into a dark corner and clutched Stitch Head under its hairy chin.

				“I totally thought that monster was going to bite off our heads and tear the flesh from our bones and EVERYTHING!” whimpered the Creature. “Do you think we lost him?”

				“You’re holding me very tightly,” choked Stitch Head, his ice-blue eye bulging out of its socket as the Creature squeezed the breath from his tiny body.

				“Sorry! This third arm is stronger than it looks. Also, I’m pretty sure this is the first time I’ve had a third arm, but my memory’s hazy…,” said the Creature. “Okay, what are we going to—AAAH! MONSTERS! MONSTERS GALORE!”
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				The corridor seemed to writhe and shift as if it were alive. Slowly, more bizarre beasts began to emerge from the shadows. One after the other they came—each more impossible and terrifying than the last. Wherever Stitch Head and the Creature looked, there were monsters of every description—a six-armed slug, a giant fish with clockwork feet, a steam-powered skull…. Monsters, creatures, mad things!
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				“We’re going to be eaten! I don’t WANT to be eaten! I’m only twenty-three minutes old!” screamed the Creature, squeezing Stitch Head even more tightly.

				“Can’t…breathe…,” wheezed Stitch Head.

				As the foul beasts shambled toward them, groaning and hissing, a disembodied head with hands growing out of its chin scuttled past a slime-covered chicken-dog.

				“Good morrow, Oliver! A fine night for skulking in the shadows, wouldn’t you agree?” said the head.

				“Peter, old chap! It’s been an age! How’s the wife?” replied the chicken-dog.

				Before long, all the monsters were greeting each other as they passed by. Some were small and crudely put together, while others were huge and made up of a dozen or more hideously different parts. But despite their impossible monstrousness and stomach-wrenching ugliness, each monster was surprisingly pleasant. After its initial horror (and just a little bit more screaming and running), the Creature began greeting every new abomination with growing enthusiasm: “Um, hello, leggy-head-thing!” “Hello, flappy-cat-thing!” “How do you do, slimy-worm-thing!” Before long it was shaking appendages with everyone. These were the nicest unnatural horrors it had ever met!

				“These are the nicest unnatural horrors I’ve ever met, Stitch Head,” remarked the Creature. It looked down into its third hand.

				It was empty. Stitch Head was gone!

				“Oh, NO! I must have dropped him! Stitch Head? Where ARE you, Stitch Head?” cried the Creature. It barreled through the gathered creations, asking anyone and everyone if they had seen its lost friend.

				“Stitch Head? Never heard of him! And nor have I!” said a two-headed rat-cow.

				“What an odd name! He should try something more creaturey…like Lesley or Archibald!” said a bat-winged eyeball.

				“Stitch Head, Stitch Head…doesn’t ring a bell,” said a three-eyed brain on metal spider’s legs. “Does this Stitch Head have any distinguishing features—anything we might remember?”

				“DISTINGUISHED features? Hmm, nothing springs to mind,” said the Creature, wracking its brain and scratching its chin with its third arm. “Wait….”

				With a single finger from one of its mightier hands, the Creature gouged a simple sketch of Stitch Head in the hard stone floor. The gathered creations watched with fascination as a portrait of the stitch-faced stranger appeared.

				“Those stitches in his head! Why, that’s the Ghost of Grotteskew—I’d bet my brain on it,” said the three-eyed brain-spider.
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				“By gum, you’re right!” said an electric-powered lizard-man. “Why, I haven’t seen the ghost since I was awoken. He totally cured my vampirism!”

				“The ghost? WHAT ghost?” asked the Creature.

				“The Ghost of Grotteskew! He’s helped dozens of us creations. On the day I was created, he appeared from the darkness and gave me a tonic for my obsessive man-eating disorder,” said an oozing swamp monster. “I’ve been clean and non-man-eating for 1,021 days!”

				“I didn’t even have time to thank him for sorting out a pretty nasty case of werewolfism,” added a hulking hairball with coiled claws. “ ‘Stay out of the full moon!’ he said, and then vanished into the shadows.”

				“Stay out of the full MOON!” repeated the Creature. “That’s what he said to ME!”

				“Lately, it seems that all the professor’s creations start out bite-off-your-head bonkers—until the Ghost of Grotteskew pays them a visit,” added the three-eyed brain-spider. “From the roars we heard earlier, it sounds like he cured someone just today.”

				The Creature was more confused than ever. Was its bestest friend a ghost? This strange news only made it more determined to find Stitch Head. It said its good-byes and began making its way deeper into the castle.

				“Stitch Head! Stiiiiiitch Heeeeaaaaad!” the Creature cried as it smashed its way through the castle. (And occasionally, “MOOOMMY!” even though it didn’t remember having a mommy.)

				After several minutes of searching (and screaming), the Creature found itself alone in a wide, echoing corridor. Its deafening cries rang out through the castle, threatening to shake Grotteskew from its foundations.

				“Stitch Head! I only remember the last thirty-eight minutes, but in that time, you’ve been the BESTEST friend I’ve EVER had! Come back, Stitch Head, come BACK! Stitch Head!”

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The Fifth Chapter

				

			

			AT HOME WITH

			STITCH HEAD

			(the Ghost of Grotteskew)
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			We, the beasts of Grotteskew,

			Find it hard to talk to you—

			The way you shriek or cry “Beware!”

			We do not mean to spook or scare.

			So we draw into the gloom

			And hope you all will give us room.

			For it is said, and it is true:

			We’ve never meant to bother you.

			
				Stitch Head was on the other side of the castle when he heard the Creature’s cries. He had managed to wriggle free of its vice-like grip (having had a lot of practice disappearing into the many cracks and crevices in the castle’s ancient walls) and had slunk back into the shadows. But the Creature’s pleas for help were as loud as its roars—and rang out to the town and beyond. They were sure to attract attention from the outside world, and that could only spell trouble for his master. Stitch Head had no choice—he doubled back and followed the cries to a large corridor. There was the Creature, preparing its loudest cry yet….

				“Please…stop…shouting,” whispered Stitch Head, emerging from the darkness.

				“Stitch Head!” the Creature squealed with delight. “I FOUND you! Oh, I was SO worried, I was! I thought I’d lost my BESTEST friend in the WORLD!”

				“But we’re not…I don’t…,” began Stitch Head, but then felt compelled to ask, “Why were you looking for me?”

				“What do you MEAN? We’re BESTEST friends forever!” replied the Creature. “I was WORRIED about you! A castle full of monsters? ANYTHING could happen! Even if they are the nicest unnatural horrors I’ve ever met. I’ll tell you one thing for DEFINITE—ghost or NO ghost, I’m not letting you out of my sight again!”

				“But I’m not…I mean, we’re not…I mean…. Oh, dear,” sighed Stitch Head.
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					Ten minutes later, Stitch Head had descended the last of the winding staircases to the dungeon he called home. His was the deepest, darkest, dankest corner of all the deep, dark, dank corners of Castle Grotteskew. The dungeon was so foul and unwelcoming that none of the other creations ventured there, and that was precisely the way Stitch Head liked it. The dungeon was the one place he could be truly alone…except for the cockcroaches.

				And, today, one enormous creature.

				“So let me get this STRAIGHT,” said the Creature, who had been talking almost nonstop the entire way. “You’re not an ACTUAL ghost—everyone just THINKS you are?”

				“I guess…,” muttered Stitch Head as he pushed open the dungeon’s thick wooden door. In fact, Stitch Head preferred that the professor’s creations had come to think of him as some sort of kindly spirit, who appeared whenever a new monster threatened the peace of the castle. At least it meant they didn’t come looking for him…until now.

				“I’m CONFUSED,” said the Creature, making its way inside the dungeon. It was as filthy and grub-infested a room as had ever been seen, with rusting manacles and chains hanging from the ceiling. “Why hide away down here? Why stay in the SHADOWS? Everyone would love to meet you PROPERLY, and—HEY! Look at all this STUFF! I LOVE stuff!”

				The Creature all but stumbled over a dozen or so dust-covered crates and chests strewn around the dungeon, filled with everything Stitch Head had collected over the years.

				“What’s THIS for? What does THIS do? How many of THESE are there? What did I just STEP in?” it cried, having the time of its almost-life as it rummaged through the crates.

				“Please, be careful,” mumbled Stitch Head.

				Finally, the Creature steadied itself against a table covered with potions and concoctions. Bottles and test tubes bubbled and smoked with pungent power.
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				“Look at all these POTIONS!” cried the Creature. It picked up a bottle and shook it vigorously until plumes of green smoke and froth bubbled up from beneath the stopper.

				“Please…don’t shake that…. My potions, they’re highly unstable!” squeaked Stitch Head, trying not to choke as the smoke filled the room.

				“You MADE these?” asked the Creature, squinting in the darkness to read one of the bottles’ labels. “Vampirism Reducing Ointment…Crazed Creature Curative…Anti-Man-Eating Tonic…Wolf-Away…” read the Creature aloud. “Hey, I can read! GREAT! So, what’s it all for?”

				“It’s nothing, really,” whispered Stitch Head. “A few years ago, the professor started using more dangerous ingredients in his experiments,” he explained. “Vampire blood, Essence of Evil, Werewolf extract…it makes his creations monstrous when they first awaken. Any one of them could escape into the world, or worse—they might hurt the professor. But with a little antidote here, a little curative there, I can keep them happy…keep things safe for my master, like I promised,” said Stitch Head quietly.

				“So THAT’S why I was rampaging! Hey, you’re a GENIUS!” cried the Creature. “Have you told the PROFESSOR that you’re curing his creations?”

				“No, I can’t…I just can’t!” blurted Stitch Head. “He…he—”
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				“AAAHHH! Monsters! Or ghosts! Or SOMETHING!” screeched the Creature, diving for cover behind an enormous cobweb.

				“No, it’s the trumpets,” [image: ] muttered Stitch Head, hurrying to the far corner of the dungeon. In the darkness, the Creature could just make out an entire wall of what looked like large, trumpet-type horns, attached to a web of long metal pipes leading out of the dungeon. Stitch Head leaned into one of the trumpets and listened.

				“Those are GREAT! What are they?” asked the Creature. It stepped out from behind the cobweb and peered inside one of the trumpets.

				“I—I made them,” replied Stitch Head. “The trumpets run all over the castle, so I can listen for trouble, but this trumpet’s never made a noise. I don’t even remember where it leads…oh! Oh, no…it can’t be!”

				
					
						[image: KLUNG! KLUNG!]
					

				

				“What? What is it?” asked the Creature. Stitch Head had gone paler than ever, which was very, very pale indeed. “Where’s it coming from?”

				“It’s happening…it’s happening!” Stitch Head whimpered. “It’s coming from the Great Door. There’s someone outside.”

				“But isn’t that GREAT? The more, the merrier! We can have a PARTY!” cried the Creature.

				“You don’t understand—no one comes to the castle…no one’s been here for a hundred years,” said Stitch Head, rushing around and grabbing bottles to put into his bag. “They’ve come for him. They’ve come for the professor!”

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The Sixth Chapter

				

			

			VISITORS

			(the knock at the door)
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			Grotteskew, Grotteskew

			What do you hide?

			Monsters! Creatures!

			Mad things inside!
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				“I have to go!” cried Stitch Head. He grabbed a blanket off his bed and his potion bag and raced out of the dungeon and up the stairs.

				“GREAT!” cried the Creature. “Where are we going now? I love going places!”

				“No! I mean…you have to stay here! You can’t be seen. None of you can. You have to stay here,” said Stitch Head, looking back.

				“But…but…,” began the Creature. But before it could add another three buts, Stitch Head had disappeared.
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					“Faster,” muttered Stitch Head as he raced through the courtyard toward the Great Door on his tiny second-hand legs. Not that he had any idea what he was going to do when he got there. How could he repel an angry human mob all by himself? Or what if someone had simply happened upon the castle by accident? He’d need to get rid of them before they started to wonder what was inside. Either way, he had to answer the door.

				By the time he reached the Great Door, the knocking was louder than ever, but it was still just knocking. Would an angry mob knock? Stitch Head wondered. Wouldn’t they try to knock the door down or climb the walls?

				He pushed a wooden crate up to the door and clambered onto it. Then he wrapped the blanket around his head to disguise his strangeness, took a deep, uneasy breath—and slid open the viewing hatch.

				“Who—who’s there?” he whimpered, careful to stay hidden in the shadows. A large pair of eyes peered back at him. Human eyes. Stitch Head gasped. It had been so long since he’d looked into a human being’s eyes (while they still belonged to an actual human being), and he had forgotten how alive they looked.

				“What an unearthly pleasure it is to make your acquaintance, good sir!” said the human. As he peered through the hatch, Stitch Head could make out a round, shabby-looking fellow in a top hat. “Allow me to introduce myself. Fulbert Freakfinder, very much at your service. You may have heard of my Travelin’ Carnival of Unnatural Wonders. Never has a more terrifyin’ sight been seen by the eyes of man!”

				This doesn’t sound like the beginning of an attack, thought Stitch Head. Why is he here? What does he want?
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				“We’ve been travelin’ the world, my comrades and I,” continued Freakfinder, “makin’ our honest fortune in the only way we know how…by scarin’ folk witless.”

				“No visitors,” whispered Stitch Head, hoping not to enrage the human.
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				“A-ha! Mother taught you not to talk to strangers—I admire that! But you’ve got nothing to fear from old Fulbert,” replied Freakfinder. “Now let me start by sayin’ that I know people can be so very cruel. Why, there’s even folk down in Chuggers Nubbin says there’s some nutty professor makin’ monsters in this ‘ere castle. Is that so? Is there a professor in here that can make monsters?”

				“My master…,” whispered Stitch Head. “I mean, no! There’s no professor, no monsters, no creatures!”

				“Ha! Don’t worry! Your master’s secret is safe with me, lad,” chuckled Freakfinder. “Anyway, I say one person’s monster is another’s poor, misunderstood creature, cursed by cruel fate to look just that little bit different. Wouldn’t you agree?”

				“No visitors,” repeated Stitch Head. By now, he was pretty sure the human wasn’t here to lay waste to the castle, but he still had to get rid of him, for the professor’s sake. He was about to close the hatch, when:

				“I ain’t here to cause bother for you or your master,” Freakfinder assured him. “Fact is, I’m here on business. Freakfinder’s Carnival needs a shot in the arm—and word has it there are things inside these walls that’d scare a fellow out of his trousers. Well, let me tell you—that’s music to my ears. Perhaps you could open this big door, and we could have a chat about enterprisin’ opportunities.”

				“Open the…. No, I can’t,” whispered Stitch Head, shaking his head. The blanket slipped a little, giving Freakfinder a glimpse of his stitches.

				“Lugs and mumbles! What a face!” he cried.

				“Go away…,” Stitch Head whispered, pulling the blanket tightly around his head.

				“My most sincere apologies, my boy. Please don’t for a moment think I’m recoilin’ in horror. No, no—I couldn’t be more impressed. Your master must be a clever fellow, to make someone as extraordinary as you! You could be exactly what I’m after—a better class of freak! Why, you could drag Fulbert Freakfinder’s Carnival of Unnatural Wonders out of the pigsty and into the limelight. You could be a star.” He pushed a sheet of paper through the hatch. “Here, take a look at this—it should tell you everything you need to know.”
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				“No visitors!” said Stitch Head again, as firmly as he’d ever said anything. He grabbed the piece of paper and slammed the hatch shut.

				“Wait! How about that chat? Eh? What about the enterprisin’ opportunities?” cried Freakfinder. He shivered in the cold night air. “Tell you what—I’ll be back, same time tomorrow, and we can talk more! You have a look at that poster in the meantime, okay?”

				There was no answer.

				“Any luck, boss?” asked Doctor Contortion, climbing down from Freakfinder’s carriage.

				“Hard to tell, Maurice. Hard to tell,” replied Freakfinder as the performers gathered around. “But one thing’s for sure—that girl in the town was right. There’s things in this castle…not-human things. And do you know what that means?”

				“You’re going to start being nicer to kids?” asked Madame Mustache.

				“No, you halfwit.” Freakfinder smoothed his mustache with chubby, grubby fingers. “It means I’m going to be rich!”

			

		

	
		
			
				
					The Seventh Chapter

				

			

			CREATURE

			COMFORTS

			(a portrait of the professor

			as a young man)
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					“The madder, the better.”

					From The Occasionally Scientific Writings of Professor Erasmus Erasmus

				

			

			
				Stitch Head took his time getting back to the dungeon. His sewn-together head was spinning. He had often feared the day that visitors would come to Grotteskew, but he rather assumed there would be more pitchforks and angry mobs screaming, “Burn the monsters!”—not a seemingly friendly fellow in a top hat. The professor had once told him that the humans were scared of the castle, for they were scared of the unknown. Stitch Head assumed that as long as that fear never turned into anger, the humans would stay away. But this human didn’t seem scared or angry. In fact, he seemed…nice.

				As he strolled down the winding stairs to the dungeon, Stitch Head stared at the poster in his tiny hands.

				“Fulbert Freakfinder’s Carnival of Unnatural Wonders…unfathomable oddities…malformed monsters…behold the forgotten freaks.”

				Stitch Head looked at the blurry pictures of the so-called “forgotten freaks” and ran his fingers along one of his stitches. He had never for a second considered that there were creatures like him in the world beyond Grotteskew. What was this “carnival”? Were these “monsters” out in the open, for everyone to see? Did they have a purpose after their creation?

				As he made his way down the last few steps to the dungeon, Stitch Head noticed a strange glow coming from within.

				“What’s that?” he muttered, stuffing the poster in his pocket and hurrying inside.

				“Oh! Oh, no…what did you do?” Stitch Head whimpered, surveying the dungeon in horror.

				“SURPRISE!” giggled the Creature.

				The dungeon was filled to bursting with candles—hundreds of them, of all shapes and sizes! The whole dungeon seemed to gleam with white light, as if every single shadow had been banished for misbehaving.

				“I tripped over a whole CRATE of candles when I was trying to get to the pantry,” said the Creature as it licked several of its fingers. “You don’t have to be in the dark anymore! Isn’t it the BESTEST thing you’ve even seen?”

				“What? But no, it’s too bright…too clean…too much!” replied Stitch Head, blowing out candles as fast as he could.
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				“But now you can see what you’re doing!” said the Creature. “It’s a total PARTY pad! The other creations will be knocking down the door to come here! No more HIDING!”
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				“But—but I don’t want to be noticed! I don’t want to be seen!” began Stitch Head. “I just…I just want to be left alone.”

				“Look, I know you’re a bit hideous and everything,” noted the Creature sympathetically. “But you’re NOTHING like as hideous as the OTHER hideous creatures in the castle. You REALLY don’t need to hide down here.”

				“I’m sorry—I don’t mean to…,” began Stitch Head. “But you wouldn’t understand. I don’t…I don’t want any friends. Except….”

				“Except ME?” bellowed the Creature. “Well, obviously we’re BESTEST friends, but there’s no limit on numbers!”

				Stitch Head looked down at his feet—one slightly bigger than the other.

				“No, except…my master. The professor,” said Stitch Head finally. “He…forgot me.”

				“The professor?” repeated the Creature. “But he forgets EVERYONE, doesn’t he? I mean, this castle’s FULL of his forgotten creations. You can’t take it PERSONALLY.”

				“But it’s different!” blurted Stitch Head. He rubbed his mismatched eyes and looked up at the Creature. “I’m sorry…it doesn’t matter. It’s sort of a long story anyway….”

				“GREAT! I love stories!” said the Creature. “At least, I THINK I do. Hang on, let me get comfy!” The Creature grabbed a large crate to sit on.

				“Uh, I’d really rather not, if you don’t—” began Stitch Head.

				“READY!” boomed the Creature, flattening the crate with its monstrous bottom. Stitch Head took a deep breath. He had never told his story. The thought of it made him feel a little more almost-alive.

				“Well…I suppose it started with my first memory,” he began. “I remember…waking up. The light hurt my eyes. After a moment, I saw a face smiling back at me. The professor was just a boy then. He told me that he was my master…that he’d made me. Put me together with leftovers from his father’s experiments. An arm here, a leg there, an ear, an eye…. ‘Time to wake up,’ he said. ‘Wake up, Stitch Head.’ He called me Stitch Head.”

				Stitch Head felt a tear well up in his brig ht blue eye as the memories flooded back.

				“We did everything together. My master liked to make things, and I would help him with his experiments. We’d play from dawn ‘til dusk, making whatever my master could imagine—a spider with wings, a sparrow with eight legs. The hours and days and weeks passed by in a blur, and we were inseparable. We made a promise—to be friends forever, no matter what. But then….”
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				“But then what?” asked the Creature.

				“Then…the master’s father decided he was ready for his son to take over the family business and become the next mad professor of Castle Grotteskew,” continued Stitch Head. “One day, he burst into the room and said that the time for childish things was over. It was time to grow up. He banished my master from his room and shut the door…but I was still inside. Then I heard the key turning in the lock….”

				“He locked you in? Suddenly, this doesn’t sound like a very HAPPY story,” whimpered the Creature nervously.

				“I sat there, in front of the door, waiting for my master to come back for me. I knew he would—of course he would. We were best friends, after all,” continued Stitch Head. “So I waited. I waited all day…and then all night. Dawn came and I kept waiting. I didn’t even move. I just waited. Another day passed, and then another, and I—I remember thinking, Three whole days and he hasn’t come for me. But I knew he’d come. The days turned into a week…and the week into a month. Soon, the weather outside grew cold. I started to forget what day it was. Long months passed. Occasionally I heard laughter, screams, roars, but still he didn’t come for me. The months became years. [image: ] Years and years and years. I lost count. And still I waited.”

				“But—but you’re here! You made it out, right? Oh, tell me you made it OUT!” cried the Creature, tears stinging its eyes.

				“One day,” replied Stitch Head, “I was waiting when I heard a mighty roar. Suddenly, the door was smashed to pieces! A huge, hairy monster with a dog’s head and three wooden legs burst into the room. It didn’t even notice me—just kept on rampaging through the next wall. Later, I found out it was the first of the professor’s truly ‘mad’ monsters. My master had started using dangerous ingredients to make his creations even more almost-alive.”

				Stitch Head looked up, his right eye gleaming in the candlelight.

				“For a while I just stared at the hole in the door. Then I wiped the dust from my eyes and pulled the cobwebs off my arms and legs. Finally, I got up…and I walked through the doorway. I was free.”

				“YAY!” cried the Creature. “I was SO worried this was going to be a SAD story.”

				“I went looking for my master, but it was too late,” said Stitch Head. “Forty years had passed. My master had become a fully-grown mad professor. He had brought almost-life to a hundred amazing creations, roaming around the castle…and I was long since forgotten. All he cared about now was his next experiment. From that moment, I hid in the shadows, only coming out to stop my master’s new creations from destroying the castle—or worse.”

				“This is the SADDEST story I have ever heard!” bawled the Creature. “You’ve GOT to let the professor know you’re FREE!”
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				“No! No, I can’t,” said Stitch Head. “This is my almost-life now, here in the dungeon. Well, except for all the candles….”

				“But you stop this castle from falling APART! You made these MAD monsters into FRIENDLY freaks! Plus, you stopped me from eating that WHOLE town. The professor couldn’t cope without you.”

				Stitch Head sighed and shook his head. “The professor wouldn’t remember me even if I were dangling in front of him.”

				“But how do you know unless you try? Come on, let’s go and see the professor together. We can DINGLE DANGLE you right in front of his nose! He’ll DEFINITELY remember you! And I’ll hold your hand through the whole thing. I have three—take your pick!” offered the Creature.

				“No, I can’t…I can’t!” cried Stitch Head. Memories of the years he spent waiting for his master to set him free came flooding back. He was forgotten, insignificant—and nothing was going to change that. As his mismatched eyes filled with tears, he began ushering the Creature out of the dungeon. “I’m sorry, but I don’t want to see the professor! I don’t want to see anyone!”

				“But I want to HELP you, like you helped me! We’re BESTEST friends!”

				“We’re—we’re not friends! I don’t have any friends! And I don’t want your help! I just want to be left alone! Please, just—just go!” cried Stitch Head, and before the Creature could bellow another word, he slammed the dungeon door in its face.

				Stitch Head sat in the middle of the candle-lit room and pulled out Freakfinder’s poster from his pocket. Then he stared at it until every candle in the room had burned itself out.
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			CLIMBING

			THE WALLS

			(a chance to shine)
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			Lo! Yon Castle Grotteskew!

			(I wouldn’t go there if I were you)
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				It wasn’t long before almost-life at Grotteskew Castle settled back into a more familiar pattern. Mad Professor Erasmus was toiling on his latest creation, while the Creature had, for the moment, disappeared into the deep shadows of the castle. Perhaps it was busy bothering the other creations, or looking for a name…either way, the trumpets were quiet. Stitch Head did feel bad about shouting at it, but he felt much better being alone—at least things were back to normal.

				Well, almost.

				True to his word, Fulbert Freakfinder visited the castle at the same time every evening, knocking on the Great Door until Stitch Head answered. Each time, he would regale Stitch Head with a tale of his exciting life, traveling the world with his remarkable carnival and being welcomed with open arms (and horrified screams) at every new town. And of course, he would politely request that Stitch Head open the Great Door. Each time, Stitch Head simply replied, “No visitors,” and closed the hatch. It was almost like a game—and Stitch Head actually started to look forward to the knock at the door. With each visit, he listened to Freakfinder a little longer, and became a little more curious about the possibility of a life beyond the walls of Castle Grotteskew.

				On the twenty-ninth night, however, the knock at the Great Door did not come as expected. As Stitch Head languished in the dungeon, he started to wonder if Fulbert Freakfinder had given up at last. To his surprise, he felt rather sad—and realized that for the first time in years, he no longer wanted to be left alone. He lay down on his bed and listened to the murmurs and rumbles of the trumpets….

				“Hold it steady, you dog-brains!”

				Stitch Head bolted upright at the sound. It was a voice…and it was coming from outside the castle. He leaned into the trumpets. After a moment, he heard the voice again.

				“Lugs and mumbles, I said hold it still! Are you trying to kill me, you bumbling boneheads?”

				“It’s him!” said Stitch Head excitedly. “It’s Fulbert Freakfinder! He came back!” He was so excited he thought he might pop a stitch. He raced to the dungeon door, flung it open, and sped up the winding stairs, following the metal pipe higher and higher until he reached one of the castle’s vast towers. It wasn’t until Stitch Head had braved the cold night air and stepped onto the high ramparts that he heard Freakfinder’s voice once more.

				“You misfit dimwits! I’m wavin’ around like a snot-rag in a high wind here!”

				Stitch Head followed the sound to the edge of the parapet and peered over. There, in the bright blue moonlight, he could see the top of a ladder leaning against the wall. Or rather, twelve ladders, all tied together end to end, to create one incredibly long, ridiculously wobbly ladder. [image: ] About three quarters of the way to the top was Fulbert Freakfinder, clinging on for dear life. Far below him, an assortment of other humans were doing their best to stop the ladder from toppling over.

				“Hold tightly for another few seconds, you troupe of talentless twits! I’m almost at the top of—AAAH! You again!” he shrieked, catching sight of the strange, stitch-faced creature above him. Freakfinder gripped the ladder even tighter and tried to regain his composure. “I mean, A-HA! Great to see you again, my boy! I was just—uh, passin’! Yeah, that’s it! I was just passin’ and thought I’d pop in and say hello!”

				“I—I wasn’t sure you were coming…,” began Stitch Head, the winter wind whipping around the castle towers. “Uh, I mean, no visitors.”

				“Hear me out!” cried Freakfinder, his knuckles white with fear. “All right, so you caught me—got me dead to rights! I was tryin’ to sneak me way into the castle. Breakin’ and enterin’ is an awful crime, I know that—what can I say? Old habits die hard! But you’ve saved me a trip—after all, it’s you I was looking for!”

				“It—it is? Really?” said Stitch Head, trying to hide his excitement.

				“Of course! Who else? The fact is…I just needed to get a good look at you—proper-like, all out and in the open. I’m even gladder I’m riskin’ my life to talk to you! Why, you’re hideous! Gloriously, wonderfully hideous!”

				“I am?” said Stitch Head, running a finger over his stitches. “Is—is that good?”

				“Good? It’s wondrous! Why, folk would come from miles around to get a glimpse of…of…,” began Freakfinder. “Well, what d’you know? In all this time, I never even asked your name. What do they call you, my boy?”

				“I…he called me Stitch Head,” replied Stitch Head quietly.

				“Stitch Head? Why, that’s perfect!” cried Freakfinder, grinning with glee (and trying very hard not to look down). “I can see it now—Stitch Head, the man-made boy! Dare you witness the unknowable horror of a mad professor’s unnatural experimentation? Who is brave enough to stare into the stitches of the creature whose head is held together with twine? Behold…The Unforgettable Stitch Head!”

				“The Unforgettable Stitch Head…,” repeated Stitch Head.

				“Now look, I didn’t climb this ladder just to pay you compliments, Stitch Head,” continued Freakfinder. “I’m here to offer you a new life—a life beyond this castle! Why, I can make you a sensation. I can make you a star!”

				“Me? But…,” Stitch Head whispered. He looked out over Grubbers Nubbin, and beyond, to the big, wide world. “I’m—I’m sorry, but I can’t. My master…I promised.”
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				“What, you mean that potty old professor? Lugs and mumbles, what’s he done for you lately? He shouldn’t keep you cooped up in here, hidden away from the world! I’m talkin’ about givin’ you a chance to shine on the global stage!”

				“I’m sorry, I really am,” said Stitch Head. “But no visitors.”

				“You know I’m right—you’ve got a bright future ahead of you, my boy! You’re destined for great—Wait!” Freakfinder looked on in horror as Stitch Head reached over the wall and grasped the top of the ladder. “Hang on a minute! Let’s talk about this! I could make you rich! I could make you famous! I could make you—”

				Stitch Head pushed…and the giant ladder swung backward.
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				It was twelve minutes before Doctor Contortion, Madame Mustache, and the Topsy-Turvy Twins found Fulbert Freakfinder upside down in the branches of a tree.

				“Boss! You all right, boss?” cried Madame Mustache.

				“What…kind…of…silly…question…is that?” groaned Freakfinder, spitting out a tooth.

				“Hang on! We’ll get you down!” cried the Topsy-Turvy Twins in unison.

				“We need a ladder! Where are we going to find one at this hour?” asked Doctor Contortion.

				“Sometimes I wonder…why I keep you around…Maurice,” grunted Freakfinder. “Now get…me down! I ain’t givin’ up…without a fight. Somebody…find me…a hot-air balloon!”

				
				
					
						[image: ]
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			FREAK

			LIKE ME

			(Stitch Head’s dream)
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									Mad Musing No. 13

								

							

						

					

					“No visitors!”

					From The Occasionally Scientific Writings of Professor Erasmus Erasmus

				

			

			
				That night, as Stitch Head lay in bed, something happened that had never happened before.

				He slept.

				Stitch Head had never really needed sleep, but it made him feel more almost-alive to pretend. At night, he would lie in bed with an ear to his wall of trumpets, and listen to the chatter, clank, and kerfuffle of the creatures in the castle. But something had changed. Stitch Head no longer felt the need to listen. He no longer felt bound to the castle…or even to his promise to the professor. He felt free. For the first time, Stitch Head fell into a deep sleep, and as he slept, he dreamed…of Fulbert Freakfinder’s Carnival of Unnatural Wonders.

				“Roll up! Roll up and draw near, you brave souls of Chuggers Nubbin! Witness the most mind-blowin’, stomach-churnin’, trouser-messin’ show on Earth!” cried Freakfinder. “Behold—The Unforgettable Stitch Head!”

				Stitch Head found himself atop a great carriage, drawn by ten golden horses, but with glowing candles protruding from their heads like unicorns’ horns. With each tiny wave of his hand, the gathered crowds screamed in appreciative horror.

				“Oh, my! He’s SO hideous!”

				“I’ve never seen anything so spectacularly horrible!”

				“What a monster! He’s so awful! So remarkable! So memorable!”

				“My eyes! My eyes!”

				“The horror! The horror!”

				“He’s a super freak! Super freak!”
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