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			To all the kids who proudly claim their title as a nerd, weirdo, or freak. Dustin would be proud.

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Friday, August 30, 1985

			I’m not trying to brag when I say this, but I’ve had a lot of good ideas in my life.

			Like the year at science camp when I built a contraption that could grab the chips from the bottom of a Pringles can. (I still think I should patent that one.)

			Or that time I told my mom I wanted “pancake lasagna” instead of birthday cake and it was epically delicious.

			Not to mention, I was the one to propose the party establish a formal rule of law, both in Dungeons and Dragons and in life, after everything went to hell on the Bloodstone Pass. And those laws have saved our asses more times than I can count.

			And then there’s the whole thing with me helping save Hawkins and the world from monsters from an alternate dimension on multiple occasions.

			I’m just saying, sometimes I astound even myself.

			Like now. I’ve just slammed down a flyer on the lunch table in front of Mike and Lucas, and I’m sure this is my best idea yet.

			I’m basically a genius. I’m a mastermind, even. I’m—

			“—not really sure, man,” Lucas says, voice cutting straight through my self-congratulatory reverie and stabbing me right in the back.

			Lucas is munching on almonds casually, as if he hasn’t just crushed my dreams. He scans the cafeteria, likely keeping an eye out for Max. She hasn’t sat with us for lunch at all in this first week of school, but I know he’s still holding out hope. I’m less optimistic.

			“What do you mean you’re not really sure?” I demand.

			He shrugs half-heartedly.

			“I don’t know,” says Lucas. “I mean, if we’re signing up for Hellfire Club—”

			“Of course we’re signing up for Hellfire,” I say.

			“—and, you know, I’m thinking about doing something new, so I don’t know how much time I’ll have—”

			I swipe the flyer off the table and hold it up to illustrate my point.

			“But we’re science fair champions! Does that title mean nothing to you?” I say. “Don’t you want to uphold our legacy as award-winning scientists?”

			Because, as the flyer states, this December, we’ll have the opportunity to take our past victories in the Hawkins science fair to the next level with a science and engineering fair in Indianapolis for students across the tristate area.

			Mike has been awfully quiet, so I whip toward him. “Come on, Mike, tell him.”

			He’s rushing through next period’s Spanish homework, but looks up with an apologetic grimace. I let out a huff before he even speaks. Et tu, Brute?

			“I don’t know. It’d be weird without Will, anyway,” Mike says. “Who would make our poster look nice?”

			And he’s got a point, but—

			“You’ve gotta be kidding me.” My eyebrows shoot up as I drop the flyer back to the table, and it flutters down as if it, too, is disappointed. “Both of you? Guys, what is this? What ever happened to the pursuit of knowledge?”

			Maybe I’m being slightly melodramatic, but it does feel a bit like a betrayal. Science fair was our thing in middle school, right up there with Dungeons and Dragons, before our thing became fighting those aforementioned interdimensional monsters. And things have been so different already this year, not just with high school starting, but with Will and El gone to California, and Max getting all distant ever since everything went down in the battle of Starcourt, when she’d watched her brother Billy die. I just thought it’d be good to get back to something that brings us together, apart from the imminent threat of death by monster.

			“If you want to do it, you should,” Lucas says, finally withdrawing from his endless search for Max, to turn his attention toward me. “I just don’t want to start off my high school career as…” He trails off, not wanting to offend. But I read him loud and clear.

			“A nerd?” I guess, eyebrows shooting up again.

			Lucas grimaces, and I know I’m right. “I mean, I wouldn’t say that….”

			“But that’s what you meant, right?” I ask. “What’s wrong with being a nerd? I love being a nerd!”

			As if on cue, a blurry mass comes hurtling toward me, and that’s all the warning I get before I’m smacked in the head by a stray basketball, pain blooming in the side of my head as I reel back and fall right off my chair.

			“Son of a—” I’m cursing before I even totally know what’s happened, looking around bewildered.

			The basketball has landed with a sad plop right on my school lunch tray.

			Of course, with all the commotion, half the cafeteria is looking at our table, and at me, sprawled on the ground. They hide tittering, jeering laughter behind their hands, but it still echoes in my ears. Mike and Lucas are both sinking into their seats, trying to be invisible. But I’m out on my ass, and not so lucky.

			“Sorry, guys,” says some jerk in a green letterman jacket, not sounding apologetic at all as he picks up the ball and wrinkles his nose at the mashed potatoes clinging to the bottom.

			“You should really watch where you’re throwing that thing,” I grumble, against my better judgment perhaps, but my mouth often moves faster than my already-speedy brain. Lucas winces, a hand coming up to cover his face like he doesn’t want to be associated with me.

			“Maybe you should watch where you put that big head of yours, freak,” says the jock.

			I can’t help but roll my eyes as the guy retreats with the ball to his horde of meatheads. If they’re going to throw insults, the least they could do is be a little creative about it. Freak is so unoriginal, so uninspired.

			I rub the side of my head where I’d been hit and push myself off the ground, dusting off my jeans and smoothing down my T-shirt before dropping back into my seat, where Lucas and Mike are both giving me looks that are half pitying, half commiserating.

			“That,” Mike says. “That is the problem with being a nerd.”

			Even I have to appreciate the comedic timing of it all, though my head is still spinning from the impact.

			Someone’s voice rises over the temporary quiet of the cafeteria.

			“Didn’t anyone tell you not to play with your balls in the house, Garroway?”

			Dozens of heads whip toward the sound, to find Eddie Munson, standing on a lunch table, calling to the guy who had just hit me with the ball and making a lewd gesture to make it clear basketballs aren’t the only balls he’s talking about. I watch the interaction with wide eyes and bitten-back laughter.

			I know of Eddie. Everyone knows of Eddie—he’s a hard guy to miss, with the long hair and leather jacket and unapologetically loud presence. He’s been a senior for years now, and he leads the Dungeons and Dragons club, Hellfire, and plays guitar in some metal band, and he doesn’t seem to give a damn that people hate him for it. I once saw one of the basketball guys try to talk trash to him in the hallway, and Eddie shut him up with a look.

			He scares people, but to me, he’s a legend.

			“Shut it, Munson,” the jock calls back.

			Eddie raises two middle fingers from his fists, aiming them right at the guy with an exaggerated hiss and sticking out his tongue, before hopping off the table and sitting back down, looking quite satisfied with himself.

			The jock mutters something under his breath I can only imagine is a string of curse words. But he leaves it at that, miraculously, like he knows better than to mess with Eddie. Like he knows Eddie just doesn’t care. It’s not often I’m rendered speechless, but I’m kind of awestruck.

			Slowly, the quiet in the cafeteria lifts as people return to talking.

			“That’s the guy who runs the Hellfire Club, right?” Mike asks, like he’s not sure whether to be terrified or impressed. I can understand that feeling. “He’s kind of…”

			“Epic?” I finish.

			“I was going to say intense,” Mike says.

			“Yeah,” I say, speechlessness dissipating as I grow energized. “We should try to talk to him. Maybe we can get our names on the sign-up list early.”

			“Yeah, maybe,” Lucas says, thumbing at his ear and avoiding my gaze. My eyes narrow.

			“All right, what the hell?” I say, turning to Lucas and pushing aside the tray of food that was desecrated by the basketball. “Where’s the enthusiasm? First the science fair, now D&D? Is nothing sacred anymore?”

			Lucas huffs, forehead wrinkling. “I’m gonna do Hellfire, okay? I just don’t think we need to jump at it.”

			And the thing is, I know he’s once again thinking about the optics of it all. Of being associated with someone like Eddie Munson. Of being a weirdo. Of being a nerd.

			I don’t get it, not at all. We’ve always been the nerds the assholes pick on, and we’ve always accepted that as the way of the universe. And sure, it’d be nice if people weren’t bullies, but I thought we were more mature than trying to change ourselves to fit the status quo.

			“I hate to break it to you, Lucas,” I say, “but we’re already nerds. We’ve been nerds. I doubt anything will change that.”

			The bell rings, signaling the end of lunch.

			Lucas frowns, shoulders drooping, and I realize I might have actually hurt him with that one.

			He takes a deep breath. “I just”—he sighs—“wanted this year to be different.”

			He stands up, shouldering his backpack and picking up his lunch tray before I can stutter out a response. He storms out, leaving Mike and me behind. I take a minute before I start gathering my own things. The science fair flyer is splayed on the table, mocking me, so I grab it for good measure.

			“I mean, I kind of get it,” Mike says quietly as we’re walking toward the trash cans, following the steady trickle of students. “The whole—wanting things to be different.”

			And that’s the problem, I guess. Because I hate bullies as much as the next guy, but when it comes down to everything else—I just want things to be the same.

			Soon enough, Mike splits off too, heading to his next class, leaving me alone in the diminishing lunchroom crowd flows around me. I look down at the science fair flyer in my hands.

			I crumple the paper and drop it in a trash can on my way out.

			So much for that idea.

			

			▶

			Family Video tends to be empty on weekdays, so when Steve picks Robin up from school for their shift, some days I join them. I like to rifle through the new release shelves or do homework while Steve and Robin trade gossip between interactions with customers, and we all like to judge the film choices of different patrons.

			Today, I’m shuffling through the videos with, admittedly, a bit more force than is necessary. The current victim is a children’s movie with a cartoon puppet staring back at me.

			“It’s such a load of garbage!” I say, slamming down another VHS to block the puppet’s haunting gaze. “All these moronic bullies who only care about popularity, and girls.”

			“Yeah, well, welcome to high school.” Steve snorts from where he’s sitting with his feet kicked up on the counter, flipping through a magazine. It is a timely reminder that, until fairly recently, Steve was a bit of a moronic bully who only cared about popularity and girls.

			“Yeah, but they’ve gotten to Lucas, even,” I say. “It’s like everyone’s completely lost their minds, Steve!”

			“Can you please take your teenage angst out on something other than the new release section?” Robin asks, following behind me and meticulously straightening every video I’ve touched. “I just put those out, and it’s our most popular section, so if you have to mess something up, can you do it to, like, the exercise videos or something?”

			“Or the foreign films section. No one ever looks back there,” Steve adds, still distracted by the magazine.

			“Because they’re heathens who don’t understand that art transcends language,” Robin says. “Do you know how much you’re missing out on because of that perspective?”

			“I barely care about movies in English, okay?” Steve says. “And I fell asleep so often in French class, I’m probably conditioned to pass out when I hear it.”

			“Guys, seriously,” I say, interrupting their banter before it devolves further, as it tends to do when it comes to Steve and Robin. “How am I supposed to live like this for four years? It’s all so primitive. And everyone’s acting so different. It’s like I’m the only one who kept my sanity.”

			Steve lowers the magazine he’s holding to regard me, unimpressed.

			“Look, things change. That’s life,” he says. “It doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

			“It feels like a bad thing,” I say.

			Because every recent change has been a bad thing, if you ask me. Hopper’s death, Will and El leaving. Max growing more and more distant, ever since Billy died. High school, and all of its nonsensical social politics.

			“It’s one thing for things to change. But it feels like the party is changing. Like everyone is changing, except for me.” I pick up a video and turn to Steve with wide eyes. He-Man and She-Ra: The Secret of the Sword. “Oh, cool, can I borrow this?”

			“Yeah, sure,” Steve says, once again engrossed in his magazine, not looking up to even see what movie I’m talking about.

			At the same time, Robin says, “No way.” She shoots Steve a stern look. “Steve, please stop letting your children rent movies under the table. I haven’t forgotten the Karate Kid incident.”

			“That was one time,” I say, already tucking the tape into my backpack despite Robin’s exasperation. “And it was totally Mike’s fault, for the record.”

			Robin pointedly slides another tape I touched into its proper position. “I don’t care whose fault it was, if you return another tape with the film unraveled like that, and I get fired, and inevitably can’t get another job in this town, and die of starvation, alone and destitute, I will haunt you, Dustin, I mean it.”

			“Anyway,” Steve says, closing the magazine and leaning forward to give me his full attention. “You’re growing up. People change. That’s normal.”

			Robin gives up on following me and tidying up in my wake, leaning with a sigh on the counter.

			“Yeah, God, do you know how many people that were nice in middle school became total assholes as soon as high school started?” she scoffs. “Like, a not-insignificant amount of people.”

			This does not cheer me up at all.

			“Great,” I huff, “so all my friends are going to turn into assholes and leave me alone?”

			“It’s not impossible, statistically speaking,” says Robin. “But you guys are there for each other when it counts, you know? That’s what matters.”

			“Whoa, Robin,” Steve muses. “That was almost…wise?”

			“Don’t act so surprised,” Robin says. “I’m chock-full of wisdom, thank you very much.”

			“You guys are all changing, sure,” Steve says. “But as long as you’re changing together…”

			But what if I don’t want to change? What if—

			“What if they’re changing and I’m not?” I ask.

			My voice is smaller than I’d like it to be, exposing the petulant whining for what it is: a real, genuine fear. Robin looks displeased and taps the side of her chin thoughtfully.

			“Well then, maybe now’s the time to try something new,” she says. “Do something you wouldn’t usually do. Like—watching a foreign film! You might expand your horizons!”

			“She’s got a point actually, in your situation,” Steve says. “You’ve gotta put yourself out there.”

			“Like what, joining the basketball team?” I snort at the mere idea. No thank you. Can you even imagine me in a basketball jersey?

			“Not necessarily,” says Robin. “But you could do something else. Join a new club. Audition for the school play. Make new friends. Do something you want to do, for yourself, whether or not Mike or Lucas or anyone wants anything to do with it. Even if it scares you.”

			It’s not like I’m glued to Mike and Lucas. I’ve never been afraid to do things without them, from going off to science camp and meeting Suzie, to invading hidden Russian bases with Steve and Robin and Erica. But I guess I always saw us heading into high school as a united front. Sticking together, like we always have. It’s not like we’re totally splitting up, but their easy rejection of the science fair idea still rings in my head as a warning that things have changed, are changing.

			But I suppose there’s that old quote. Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. And what is science, if not trying new things, keeping an open mind to new questions and possibilities, questioning the norm, and pushing out of your comfort zone? And I’m nothing if not a lover of the scientific method.

			“Okay, fine,” I agree. “Try new things. How hard can that be?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Tuesday, September 3, 1985

			If there’s one thing in life I know for sure, it’s that any question can be answered with the power of science and purposeful, controlled experimentation.

			Like all good experiments, ours starts with an observation: high school is a jungle, the kind that can swallow you right up if you’re not careful.

			Then there’s the hypothesis, posited by Steve and Robin, that trying something new might help me find my place amid all the chaos.

			So it’s up to me to test the theory.

			I head to the big bulletin board littered with flyers for all the different clubs and activities at Hawkins High, promoting themselves ahead of the activities showcase next week. It’s kind of intimidating, actually, looking up at all the options. A million potential new clubs, new skills, new friends, new lives. But what do I choose?

			As far as things that are up my alley, there’s a chess club, and a computer science club, and school musical auditions. But I’m not great at chess, and computer science is far less interesting to me than AV technology, which just reminds me again of the way the party used to be, so I scrap those ideas. And I usually only sing with Suzie, so the idea of getting on a stage and singing feels weirdly intimate and exposed, so I count that out too.

			Someone walking by bumps into me, too hard to be an accident, shoulder butting into mine and sending me off-balance so I have to catch myself on the wall, almost tearing off a flyer for the drama club. My hat falls off my head and to the ground.

			There’s not even an attempt at a smart comment this time—which is fine by me, because all of the insults of freak and nerd and loser aren’t particularly witty the first time you hear them, let alone the thousandth. All I hear is laughter from the green-jacket-clad jocks as they pass by. None of them even glance at me, let alone help me up.

			I take a deep breath to steel myself, biting back a colorful string of curses and insults detailing exactly what I think of those jerks. No use getting into trouble or putting a bigger target on my back for nothing. Even if I don’t agree with Lucas on much, I get wanting this to be different. I pick up my hat and dust it off before tugging it back over my hair.

			A copy of the science fair flyer from the other day is staring back at me on the bulletin board, taunting me. I glare at it like it’s personally offended me.

			“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble at it.

			I mark this test down as a failure, leaving the bulletin board behind and keeping my head low as I find my way toward homeroom.

			That’s the thing about science experiments, I guess. You need a controlled setting. And there’s no environment less controlled than inside the walls of a high school.

			

			▶

			Lunch starts the same as it did the first week of school, which is to say, with Mike, Lucas, and me on the outskirts of the cafeteria, clutching our lunch trays and exchanging petrified glances, like we’re facing down a horde of demodogs and not debating where to sit.

			Except, from there, something different happens.

			A guy in a green letterman jacket stands up from his table—the table occupied by the basketball team—and waves right at us. I don’t recognize him. He’s older, maybe a senior, and tall with dark skin. I look over my shoulder, expecting there to be someone behind us, but there’s no one. And then—

			“Lucas! Come sit with us!” he calls.

			My jaw drops as my head swivels toward Lucas for some sort of explanation, but I can’t think of a single story that would make this make sense to me.

			Apparently, Lucas can’t either, because he just gives us a guilty look before waving back to the guy.

			“I’ll see you guys later?” he says, apologetic, but not apologetic enough to not ditch us, because then he’s scurrying off to join the goddamn basketball team for lunch, leaving us in the dust.

			I gape after him for a long moment before my jaw clicks shut. “Am I hallucinating right now, or did Lucas just—?”

			“You’re not hallucinating,” Mike says gravely.

			Outrage mixes with sinking dread, both weighing heavy in my stomach. Since when is Lucas friends with anyone on the basketball team? For that matter, since when does he have any interest in basketball? Since when does Lucas ditch his friends to fight through the battlegrounds of the cafeteria alone?

			“Son of a bitch,” I mutter under my breath, scanning the cafeteria with analytical eyes.

			The end of the table we’d claimed for ourselves last week is occupied, and the clock is ticking to make a decision, as more and more seats and more and more tables fill up with students. So much movement, so many people, and I don’t know where to begin.

			“Looking a bit lost there, Weird Al,” a voice comes from over my shoulder.

			Eddie Munson comes up behind Mike and me, placing a hand on each of our shoulders like we’re old friends. I freeze, thoughts vanishing from my head in surprise. Weird Al? Oh—

			I glance down at my T-shirt, not sure whether to be embarrassed or proud of the tour T-shirt I got when Weird Al came to Indianapolis last year. But Eddie isn’t sneering like the jocks would. In fact, he’s much less scary than I thought he would be, up close. Besides the long hair and leather jacket, he’s just some guy, waiting patiently for me to say something.

			“Uh” is what I say, which is not the standard of eloquence I like to hold myself to.

			“Ah, the wilds of the high school cafeteria,” Eddie says, easily filling in the gaps of my brain fart. “The age-old question of where to sit. Am I right? You have to tell me if I’m right.”

			Mike and I exchange glances, but I’m as lost as he is.

			“You’re not wrong,” Mike says carefully.

			“I’m sure you get the gist,” says Eddie, waving a hand broadly toward the rest of the room, the many tables steadily filling up with students, pointing out groups as he names them. “Jocks, cheerleaders, band nerds, math nerds, theater nerds, goths—not to be confused with the punks. You do not want to learn that the hard way. And, of course, over there is—”

			“The Hellfire Club,” I finish for him. I don’t mean to geek out about it, but my voice does come out a little reverent. “You run it, right?”

			Eddie smirks, pleased, withdrawing his hands from our shoulders to step in front of us, face to face. “I don’t just run it, Weird Al, I created it,” he says. “Don’t tell me you boys are interested in joining?”

			“We were thinking about it,” Mike says, playing it cool.

			“Hell yes!” I say, far more enthusiastically. “We’ve been playing D&D forever. It’s so awesome there’s a club for it!”

			“So, my intuition was correct, then,” Eddie says, nodding sagely. “My nerd radar rarely fails me.” He gives each of us an appraising look, like we’re livestock he’s considering investing in. “What do you play?”

			It feels like a test, but talking D&D is one of my many special skills.

			“Mike’s our paladin,” I say, gesturing toward him, “and our friend Lucas wants to join too, he’s a ranger, and our cleric Will just moved away—”

			“And what about you, Weird Al?”

			My face heats at the name again.

			“I play a bard,” I say, pride wavering into uncertainty under Eddie’s steely gaze. “And my name is Dustin. Dustin Henderson.”

			“Well then, Dustin Henderson,” says Eddie, nodding, mostly to himself, like he’s made up his mind about something. “You guys are welcome to join us for lunch, if you dare.”

			He jerks a thumb over his shoulder to a table of people in varying amounts of leather, plaid, and denim. They seem like a lively band of misfits, but not in a bad way—quite the opposite, actually. Outside of the party, I’ve always been the odd one out, from the physical differences of my cleidocranial dysplasia to my extensive nerdy interests. Among misfits, I think I’d fit right in.

			Mike catches my eye for another wordless debate, which I don’t really understand beyond a series of eyebrow movements that suggest panic. I know he’s been having as hard a time with the start of high school as I have, but he’s been handling it by holing up in his room with his Nintendo. Which means I need to take initiative for both of us.

			“I never turn down a dare,” I say.

			Eddie gives a self-satisfied grin, claps me on the shoulder again, and leads the way to the table.

			I avoid the feeling of eyes on us as we cross the cafeteria. I don’t know if I’m seeing things, or if the stream of students really does part like the Red Sea to clear a path for Eddie, until we’re at the Hellfire Club table.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” Eddie says with a theatrical air about him, regardless of the fact that there are no ladies at the table as far as I can tell. “Allow me to introduce you to Dustin Henderson and Mike—Wheeler, is it?”

			“Yep,” Mike squeaks out. His older sister, Nancy, and her beloved reputation precede him, as usual.

			“These two are potential Hellfire recruits,” Eddie explains. “A bard and a paladin.”

			“That’s us,” I say with an awkward wave that I immediately regret.

			“Sit down, relax, join us,” Eddie says, lowering himself into his chair at the center of the table.

			Mike and I take the offered seats next to each other and settle in. I can’t help but scan the cafeteria. I don’t know what I was expecting—as if sitting with the Hellfire Club would cause a seismic shift that alerted everyone nearby that we were big old nerds in need of insulting, pronto—but no one seems to care.

			“This is Gareth, and Jeff, and Doug,” Eddie introduces, gesturing to each of them in turn. “Our lively band of heroes…Gareth the Great is a thief. Jeff plays a druid. And Doug started a new barbarian character a few months ago when Unearthed Arcana came out.”

			They all have an alternative look to them, like Eddie does. Gareth is wearing a plaid flannel with the sleeves ripped off, and has a variety of pins and buttons at his collar and all over his backpack. When I take a peek, I see they’re all different band logos, some I’ve heard of, but most are unfamiliar to me. Doug has a leather jacket over his Hellfire Club baseball tee, and Jeff wears an Iron Maiden T-shirt. It’s the kind of stuff that gets you called a freak by people like Jason Carver and his jocks, but these guys just don’t seem to care about fitting in. They don’t seem to have a problem with being different.

			I kind of love it.

			I can’t help but wonder when I can get my hands on a Hellfire T-shirt of my own.

			“Nice. I’ve been wanting to start a campaign with some of the new rule expansions,” Mike is saying to Doug. I kick him under the table, because I know for a fact that Mike is a purist about D&D and thinks the expansions are
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