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			To all the strange ones…don’t stop being strange.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			
			“Where am I?” Eleven’s voice echoed out, swallowed by the darkness. It pressed against her skin like a living thing, cold and suffocating, wrapping her in a shroud she couldn’t escape.

			It took her a moment to sense where she was.

			Her powers unfurled around her, pressing into the walls, feeling the shape of them, the angles and how they slotted together, then pressing into the very molecular structure that bound them. Something resisted, suppressing and muting her powers, trapping her.

			Then it hit her.

			She was back in that terrible place again—the lab. She ran her hand over her head. Her head was shaved down to the flesh, exposing the curves of her skull. She was wearing a hospital gown. The air reeked of bleach and antiseptic, the sharp, acrid sting clawing at her nostrils, mingling with the sour tang of fear that had soaked into her bones.

			Her bare feet slapped against the icy tiled floor, the sound of her footfalls bouncing off the sterile walls.

			She froze, listening…sensing.

			Something moved. A rustling in the shadows.

			A slight shift in the air pressure that told her one thing.

			She wasn’t alone.

			Fear jolted her. She whipped around, her heart fluttering like a tiny bird.

			“Who’s there?” she called.

			Abruptly, a single bare bulb flickered on overhead, its weak yellow glow buzzing like a trapped insect, casting jagged shadows that twisted and stretched into monstrous shapes. The corridor stretched on forever, a tunnel of torment she couldn’t outrun.

			“Papa?” Her voice trembled, a fragile whisper swallowed by the void.

			The silhouette loomed in the doorway ahead, sharp and menacing, framed by the stuttering light. The white lab coat gleamed, pristine and ghostly, and for a fleeting second, her heart leapt—Papa, her captor, her protector, the only constant in this nightmare.

			But as the figure turned, her breath caught. It wasn’t his face. It wasn’t a face at all. The features melted into a void, a hollow mask of nothingness.

			“You did this—you killed me!” the unnatural shrieking voice ripped out.

			The void creature spidered toward her, superhuman and impossibly fast.

			“No, stay away from me!”

			Eleven thrust her hand up, hitting the creature full force with her powers.

			With a pitiful shriek, it flew back and hit the wall, then exploded. Flesh and blood splashed the walls and splattered across the corridor in a crimson rain.

			She relaxed slightly. A trickle of blood dripped down from her nostril due to her efforts. She turned away from the carnage and suddenly—the Demogorgon erupted from a portal that split the floor, her powers having accidentally torn it open.

			The creature clawed its way out of the chasm, pulling the crack open. It landed with a thud and turned on her. The monster’s petal-like maw cracked open with a wet, guttural snarl, rows of teeth glinting like razors. Claws slashed out, ready to tear her to shreds.

			She stumbled back, her scream tearing from her throat, raw and jagged, as power surged through her veins like wildfire. The air crackled, her hands trembling with the force she couldn’t yet control, and the monster lunged—

			“Noooooooo!”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Eleven jolted awake, gasping, her body slick with sweat that clung to her like a second skin. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat threatening to break free. The nightmare still felt fresh in her mind.

			She ran her hand over her head, feeling hair curling under her fingertips. It had grown longer, reaching her shoulders. That calmed her slightly.

			It took her a moment to realize where she was—Hopper’s cabin. She must have fallen back asleep after he left for work early that morning. Her tiny room was a chaos of her own making. Her quilt lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, dragged down in her thrashing.

			As she looked around, she felt more ashamed. The nightstand teetered precariously, the lamp swaying as if caught in a ghost wind, its bulb flickering from the jolt of her powers.

			A glass of water had shattered beside it, the shards glinting like tiny mirrors, its contents pooling on the warped wood in a glistening mess. She stared at the wreckage, her chest tightening. This happened too often—her dreams bringing her back to the lab, back to the terror of fighting the creatures from the Upside Down.

			She glanced out the window. At least Hopper wasn’t home to witness it. She picked up a picture that had fallen, its glass shattered—Hopper with a goofy grin, holding up a large fish.

			“Gross.” El frowned and shook her head. People are strange, she thought. They get happy about dead fish. She tossed it aside with a clatter. Despite the chaos, the familiar wood-paneled walls and homey decor broke through the remnants of her nightmare, grounding her in the present. She wasn’t in the lab. She was safe. Safe. The word echoed hollowly in her mind as she pressed her palms to her face, trying to scrub away the phantom blood, the terror that lingered like a shadow.

			Her breaths came in shallow bursts, each one a battle to reclaim herself.

			“It’s okay…I’m home.” She whispered the unfamiliar word. For so long, that lab had been her only home. But no, that wasn’t a real home. Her home was here in this cabin with her father.

			Not Papa.

			Her true father. This was home.

			“Papa’s gone,” she whispered to remind herself, still surprised by all the events that had shredded her past and destroyed the lab. The portal to the Upside Down was closed—she’d made sure when she went back there. It was a dark but reassuring reminder of something important.

			She was finally free.

			Well, sort of.

			While this was a superior situation to her imprisonment as a test subject, sometimes it still felt like she had traded one prison for another. It was summer and all her friends were on break, but much to her dismay and staunch protests, Hopper had her on a strict lockdown.

			“Don’t leave the cabin—stay put!” he had ordered her before he left for work, like she was a criminal being detained, not his daughter. “And no Mike when I’m at work. Got it?”

			That had drawn her groans and objections, all of which he’d silenced.

			She glared at him. It was a father-daughter standoff. Nobody was backing down.

			“After you’re home? Mike?” she pleaded.

			Now it was his turn to groan and object and tear his hands through his hair dramatically, but they’d settled on that compromise, which left them both dissatisfied and surly.

			Terrific…

			She glanced at the clock on the wall. It was barely noon.

			El let out a deep sigh. That meant six more hours at least until Hopper was home from work and she could see if Mike could come over.

			She wished Hopper would relax and let his paranoia subside, not that she could blame him. They’d been through a lot in their short time together, and Hopper feared dark forces still hunted her. And he was probably right. But now the lab had been exposed and shut down.

			And more importantly, she wasn’t alone anymore. She had friends—real friends—and she had Mike, who she loved kissing more than anything, much to her father’s distress.

			With a smile, she remembered the Snow Ball dance and their tentative first kiss. More recently, their kisses had blossomed into full-on make-out sessions on her bed, which left her lips sore and aching for more and drove her father crazy. He had this ridiculous three-inch rule to keep her door open, which was totally unfair if you asked her, and gave her zero privacy.

			She often broke it, using her powers to slam the door in his face, further angering him. But she was determined not to let her father’s overprotectiveness come between them.

			“Mike…” she whispered, missing him with a sharp stab. She started digging for the brick-sized walkie-talkie that Dustin had rigged up for them with RadioShack parts.

			She found it lodged under the crumpled quilt. A smile emerged on her face. She jammed the button and spoke into the receiver.

			“Mike, do you read me? Come in?”

			Static, then nothing.

			“This is Gold Leader. Do you copy?” she tried, repeating something she’d heard Dustin say more than once, though the reference went over her head, like so many inside jokes her friends shared, which left her feeling like an outsider. Or more like the alien in that movie they always talked about.

			She remembered another catchphrase they often deployed for laughs. The phrase popped in her head, overheard in one of their old basement hangs.

			“E.T. phone home,” she tried into the walkie-talkie, her final attempt.

			Static, then nothing.

			She sighed and tossed it on her bed in defeat. Mike was probably doing what all teens did in the summer—or so the TV and teen mags told her. He was probably out with friends having carefree fun. And El was stuck inside.

			She glanced at the stack of teen rags Hopper had picked up from Melvald’s General Store in town in a desperate attempt to keep her occupied. It wasn’t working.

			He’d plopped them in her arms before he sped off for work. She already knew there was no way Hopper had picked them out himself. Joyce must have helped since at least they were “age appropriate.” She studied the glossy cover of Seventeen that showed a gaggle of bronzed teen girls with perms and neon shades and suits all in a row, as if the bands in a juvenile rainbow, sunbathing by a sparkling blue pool—“Make Your Teen Dreams Come True This Summer.”

			It was summer break in Hawkins. Outside, the world buzzed with life she could only imagine. She pictured kids tearing down the streets on their bikes, the clatter of chains and the whoosh of tires blending with their laughter. Others might be sprawled on lawns, slurping melting Popsicles that stained their fingers red and blue, or cannonballing into the community pool with shouts that echoed through the humid air.

			Freedom was out there, tangible and taunting, but not for her. Eleven was a prisoner in this creaky cabin, hidden deep in the woods under Hopper’s ironclad rules, its ugly wood-paneled walls pressing in like the bars of a cage.

			She tugged on a bright pink shirt with bold triangles and navy pleated shorts, hoping to emulate the effortless beauty of the girls on the magazine cover, fluffing her hair in the mirror on the closet door, grateful yet again that it had grown into bouncy curls that framed her face and high cheekbones. She smiled at her reflection, but the glass was warped, making her look elongated and monstrous. She huffed and shut the door with her powers.

			Slam.

			Bored, she shuffled to the window, her bare feet sticking slightly to the worn floorboards, and peered through the smudged glass, hoping for some distraction, anything really. Or better yet, for Hopper to come home early so she could summon Mike to come over.

			No such luck, she thought, deflating. No brown Chevy Blazer rumbled up the driveway. Nor did Mike materialize on his bicycle, pedaling up the gravel driveway to sneak in and kiss her.

			Kissing again, fluttering her insides, making her feel jittery and alive.

			She waited another minute, studying the area around her purgatory. Sunlight filtered through the dense pines, casting golden streaks that danced on the leaves, warm and inviting. A squirrel darted across the yard, its tail flicking as it scampered up a trunk, free in a way she envied. But that world might as well have been on the moon.

			Suddenly, something broke the silence, jolting her from her reverie.

			“Come to Starcourt Mall—where summer dreams come true!”

			The TV blared to life with a jarring jingle. She jerked her eyes to the living room, feeling uneasy. She hadn’t touched the remote, its plastic bulk still resting on the arm of the sagging couch.

			She must have accidentally turned it on, bored and looking for some entertainment.

			The screen filled with a commercial for Starcourt Mall, a neon wonderland of ’80s excess. Teens with big hair and brighter smiles slurped milkshakes at Scoops Ahoy, their laughter tinny through the speakers. Others darted through the arcade, fingers flying over joysticks, or browsed racks of clothes in stores with names she didn’t know.

			The ad taunted her—it was a mirage, shimmering just out of reach.

			She turned away, the TV’s glow fading into the background as she spotted the note taped to the fridge. Hopper’s messy scrawl glared back at her: STAY PUT—OR ELSE! I MEAN IT!

			“Ugh,” she groaned, hearing his stern voice lecturing her though he wasn’t even home.

			Boredom gnawed at her, a hunger she couldn’t satisfy. She flopped onto the sagging couch, its springs creaking under her weight, and the remote levitated into her hand with a flicker of thought. She focused, her brow furrowing, and it hovered there, a small victory against the monotony. Click. Click. Click. The channels flipped—soap operas with dramatic gasps, game shows with flashing lights and forced smiles, infomercials hawking gadgets she’d never use. Nothing held her. She turned off the television.

			The silence of the cabin pressed in, broken only by the hum of the fridge and the occasional chirp of a bird outside. She sighed, a sound heavy with frustration. She grabbed the pile of teen magazines on the coffee table.

			Teen Beat, Seventeen, Bop Magazine—their glossy covers promised a world she didn’t inhabit. She reached for Teen Beat, the paper crumpling under her fingers, and flipped it open. The pages were a kaleidoscope of color—bright photos of girls with permed hair and boys with cocky grins, articles with titles that leapt out like accusations.

			“Summer Bucket List: Teen Summer Guide!” Flip. “Summerize Your Style!” Flip. “Boys of Summer: Heat Up Your Relationship!”

			Each headline twisted the knife deeper, a reminder of what she lacked. Every exclamation pointing out what she was missing. She didn’t have a summer bucket list. She didn’t even know what “summerize” meant—did it involve sun or clothes or something else entirely? And Mike…

			Her stomach flipped at the thought of him, his shy smile, the way his hand had felt in hers at the Snow Ball. But that was weeks ago, a memory fading like an old Polaroid. Why wasn’t he answering her on the walkie-talkie? He had sworn that he would keep her company today. What was he doing? Worse, what if he’d forgotten her?

			What if their spark, that fragile thing she’d felt growing, was fizzling out like a dying firework? The uncertainty gnawed at her, a quiet panic she couldn’t voice. She kept expecting the walkie-talkie to crackle to life, but it remained stubbornly silent.

			Too silent.

			Frustrated, she flipped to a quiz, the bold text catching her eye: “Relationship Quiz: Hot or Fizzling Out?”

			The questions stared up at her, each one a judgment. Does he call you every day? No. The phone in the cabin sat silent, its cord coiled like a snake. Do you go on fun dates? No. She hadn’t left the cabin, let alone held hands under the stars. They hadn’t gone out since the Snow Ball. Are you spending the summer together? No. He was out there, living, while she was stuck here.

			Her frown deepened with each question, her fingers tightening on the magazine until the pages crinkled. Hopper had meant well, she knew that, but this only made her feel worse—more alone, more different, a freak among the pages of normalcy.

			A sudden gust of frustration surged through her, hot and uncontrollable. The magazines exploded off the table, pages fluttering like wounded birds caught in a storm. They scattered across the floor, some tearing at the edges, others landing face down in the puddle from the broken water glass.

			She stared at the mess, her breath hitching. The cabin felt smaller now, the walls closing in, the weight of her isolation pressing down like a physical force.

			RAP!

			A sharp knock at the window shattered the silence, jolting her upright.

			Her pulse spiked, a drumbeat of fear pounding in her ears. A dark shadow loomed outside, distorted by the glass, its edges sharp and threatening. Did the scientists from the lab find her? She tensed, ready to deploy her powers in self-defense. She crept toward it.

			Her tremulous voice echoed out.

			“Who’s there?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Eleven watched the dark shadow hovering outside the cabin window. Fear spiked, the fresh nightmare flooding back. Her body tensed, every muscle coiling as dark memories flashed through her mind—the lab, Papa, the Demogorgon. Did they find her?

			Her trauma flared, adrenaline sparking in her veins like a live wire. She raised a trembling hand, power humming in her fingertips, ready to strike. The air vibrated, the lamp flickering as her energy built, a deadly weapon.

			For a moment, she saw it again—the dark shadow emerging from the gate in the lab, a rift to the Upside Down, the maw with razor-sharp teeth cracking open to kill her.

			Her breath caught, her vision tunneling. She wouldn’t go back. She wouldn’t let them take her. The window rattled, the glass vibrating with the force of her will, and she braced herself to unleash everything on the intruder—

			Then the shadow shifted, and a familiar flash of red hair broke through her panic. Eleven’s hand faltered, the power dissipating like smoke. She blinked, her heart still racing, and the tension drained from her shoulders.

			It wasn’t a monster.

			It was Max.

			El lowered her hand, the lights steadying as the cabin returned to normal. Relief washed over her, tinged with embarrassment and a little fear. If she’d attacked, then she could’ve accidentally ended her friend’s life.

			A trickle of blood dripped from her nose, which she quickly wiped away. Her heart sank. Maybe Hopper was right—maybe she deserved to be on summer lockdown after all. She backed away, ducking down into the shadows.

			Rap! Max tapped the window again, more impatiently this time. Still, El held back and didn’t answer. For a second, it looked like Max left, disappearing with her skateboard tucked under her arm. But then—Bang! She rattled the front door insistently, making El jump. She banged again.

			“El, open up already—and let me in!” Max called out. “I know you’re in there. I saw you lurking in the shadows.”

			Max’s face pressed against the glass, her grin wide and mischievous.

			“Fine,” El said, giving up. “But enter at your own risk. Hopper thinks I’m still in danger.”

			Max rolled her eyes. “Please, I live for danger.” She tapped her skateboard against the window frame. “Now, quit stalling—and open up already. It’s scorching hot out here.”

			El focused, her mind reaching out, and the front door creaked open with a soft push of her powers. The hot morning air rushed in, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth, a stark contrast to the cabin’s stale air.

			Max clambered into the cabin, her white sneakers scuffing against the creaky floors, and propped her board against the wall. She untied her ponytail and shook out her wavy copper hair, brushing dirt from her jeans, her energy a burst of light in the dim cabin. She was dressed in a colorful striped shirt paired with jean cutoffs.

			“Kind of shabby,” Max said, her tone teasing as she surveyed the cluttered living room—the worn, mismatched furniture, the stack of Eggo boxes in the overflowing trash, the faded curtains. “This is where you live?”

			Max kept walking through the cabin, not waiting for an answer. “Not that I can talk—my trailer’s a total dump. Leaky roof, busted couch, you name it.” She made a beeline for the pink boom box sitting on the dresser in El’s room and flicked it on.

			“Footloose” blared from the tinny speakers, the upbeat rhythm filling the cabin with life.

			Eleven stood rooted in the living room, still catching her breath. “What are you doing here?” Her question was direct, lacking the usual social nuance. But Max wasn’t fazed. She plopped down on the bed and started flipping through a stray magazine that El had left open.

			“Skating at that makeshift park those punks built in the woods,” Max answered, casually flipping through the pages. “It was sick! I caught a few good runs. Until the cops broke it up. They said we were…disturbing the peace and it was an accident waiting to happen.” She looked up with a smirk. “I guess they had a point there. It was kind of janky.”

			“Hopper?” El asked, her eyes widening. She joined Max on the bed.

			Max nodded. “Yeah, but don’t worry. He’s busy hauling those punks down to the station. Probably gonna make them squeal and call their parents. They act tough until—” Wham!

			She brought her hand down on the bed.

			El smirked. “Until…Hopper.”

			“Exactly! Anyway, I made a quick escape and stumbled on your little hideout here. Spotted you through the window. Figured you might need someone to break you out of”—she gestured vaguely at the cabin—“Hopper’s Soviet prison.”

			“Soviet prison?”

			“Yeah, like something out of a spy movie.” She formed a gun with her hands. El couldn’t help it. She snorted a laugh. But then she remembered Hopper’s note taped to the fridge.

			STAY PUT—OR ELSE!

			Max noticed, her expression softening. “Everything okay?”

			El nodded, but the lie felt heavy.

			Max set the magazine down. “Come on. I told you all about my bogus skate adventure turned Escape from Alcatraz.”

			“Alcatraz?” El said.

			Max shook her head. “It’s this movie…Never mind. Escape from Hopper is more like it. So, what is it? You can tell me, El.”

			El’s eyes darted to the magazine in Max’s hand with its vibrant summer spread. The story of her recent hijinks at the illegal skate park only solidified how left out Eleven felt.

			She glanced away, her voice barely a whisper. “I’ve never had a…real summer. Not like that…”

			The admission stung, a confession of her outsider status. She longed for the experiences glamorized in full color. She’d come a long way since escaping from the lab, but she still felt different, like a puzzle piece that didn’t fit.

			“Bummer,” Max agreed. “But totally fixable. ‘Summer Bucket List,’ that’s a good starting place…” She tapped the listicle with suggestions to “Max Your Summer Fun.” But then she narrowed her eyes. “Wait, is there something else?”

			El shook her head, looking down.

			“Let me guess,” Max said, setting the magazine down and giving El her full attention. “I may not have your Spidey sense, but I can sniff out boy trouble from a mile away…”

			Those words hung in the air.

			El nodded, a confession. One word.

			“Mike…”

			“Wait, what did that jerko do?” Max said, ready to take El’s side.

			“He’s not answering.” El nodded toward the humongous walkie-talkie on her bed. “And he promised…”

			Max frowned. “Is this the first time? Or has he done this before?”

			El shook her head. “Before.”

			“What a jerk. They don’t have jack to do. It’s summer! I bet he’s goofing off at the arcade with Lucas, shoving quarters into Dig Dug…”

			The way she said Lucas caught El’s attention.

			“Did something happen?”

			Max rolled her eyes. “I dumped his ass. Again. He was driving me crazy.”

			“Crazy, how?”

			“Right, we were supposed to be hanging out last night, but then Mike, Dustin, and Will crashed our date. Like totally rude! Then Lucas was cracking dumb jokes, trying to impress them, and not taking my feelings seriously.”

			“That’s why you…dumped his ass?” El said in a stilted voice, repeating the phrasing that felt alien on her tongue.

			Max nodded. “Oh, wait…that’s not all! I didn’t even tell you the worst part.”

			“There’s more?”

			Max nodded, still pissed off. “Then he dipped with them to play D&D. But not before he…farted…like on purpose.”

			“Ew, gross.” El scrunched up her nose in disgust.

			“Boys, right? They’re all putrid. But Mike and Will and Dustin thought it was hilarious. He’d been eating Doritos like all day. His fart was basically nacho cheese–flavored.”

			“Double gross.” El giggled.

			“Totally. So tell me, why do we waste our time, only to get hurt? And put up with disgusting behavior? Anyway, consider Lucas officially dumped.”

			“Wow.” El shook her head, trying to keep up with the evolving dynamics. “How many times is that? Three?”

			Max groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me. He always finds a way to win me back—like some puppy with those big eyes. But I’m serious this time. No more wasting my summer on stupid boys.” She sat up, her grin returning. “Which brings me to my point—summer’s way more fun without them. Trust me.”

			El smirked. She knew it probably wouldn’t last. They always got back together. But for now, Max was solo.

			As if emphasizing the point, “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” blared from the radio. They both burst into giggles, then cranked up the volume.

			“How can you sit still with this song playing?” Max said, coaxing her to dance. At first, El moved awkwardly, unused to dancing to an upbeat pop song. But Max showed her some moves, helping her to find her rhythm.

			They shimmied around the cabin with abandon. Max jumped on the sofa, falling back but bouncing up and recovering, much to El’s amusement.

			Then “Jump” by Van Halen kicked on. El tossed her hair around while Max did a little head-banging, imitating Billy and throwing out some devil horns.

			The song faded away and commercials followed. “Welcome to the future of shopping in Hawkins, Indiana! Introducing Starcourt Mall…”

			El shrugged. “Now what?”

			They were both breathing hard, but exhilarated. Max brightened, a mischievous grin lighting up her face.

			“Now…it’s time for more fun!” she said, smacking the power button on the boom box to silence the Starcourt ad.

			“What do you mean?” El asked, fidgeting. “What about Mike…”

			“Trust me—summer’s more fun without stupid boys,” Max said, rolling her eyes. “Don’t let Mike ruin your chance at an unforgettable summer.”

			“Unforgettable…summer,” El said. Her cadence betrayed her uncertainty.

			Max nodded. She grabbed El’s hand and dragged her into the living room.

			“I’m breaking you out of house arrest. Let’s get out of here. What’s next, bars on the windows? Your surrogate dad may be the sheriff, but you deserve more freedom.” Max gestured around, her tone turning firm. “Live a little, for once! What do you say? Roam free, find some fun—or trouble. Probably both,” she added, her grin widening.

			But El hesitated, staring again at the note with Hopper’s warning. Her fingers twisted the hem of her oversized shirt. What if Hopper caught her? Or what if danger was lurking beyond these walls, waiting to drag her back to that lab nightmare?

			The memory of the Demogorgon’s needle-like teeth flashed in her mind, making her flinch.

			But Max’s words sparked something else—a flicker of rebellion, a hunger for the summer she’d never known.

			She frowned, her mind racing with the risks, then nodded slowly.

			“Great. And don’t worry,” Max said. “You won’t be alone—I’ll be with you. We can look out for each other.”

			That cemented it. El grinned, the worries dissolving under Max’s irresistible charm and enthusiasm.

			With a flick of her wrist, El used her powers to unlock the cabin door and thrust it open—WHAM!—rattling the walls.

			It echoed out like a declaration.

			Outside, summer had arrived and the world waited, wild and unknown. And for the first time since Hopper put her under house arrest, El felt the pull of freedom like a thread of hope weaving through the darkness of her past.

			Max’s eyes lit up. She grabbed her skateboard. “That’s right. Girls just wanna have fun, remember? Let’s go.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Come on,” Max said, grabbing Eleven’s arm and propelling her from the window seat. “This is our stop.”

			They hurried toward the front while the bus was still rambling down the asphalt. The bus was nearly empty—unusually empty—for the downtown loop. As it slowed, El bumped into Max, the gravity rendering her clumsy.

			“Oops, sorry.” They both giggled, the thrill of breaking the rules—Hopper’s rules—thrumming in their veins.

			The bus screeched to a halt on the outskirts of downtown Hawkins, its brakes hissing like a tired beast. The rural fields gave way to a strip of old-fashioned, Midwestern brick buildings housing mom-and-pop storefronts.

			Hiss. Pop.

			The folding door jerked open, emitting two passengers. El stepped off first, her white sneakers hitting the cracked pavement with a soft thud, the rubber soles sticking slightly to the sun-warmed asphalt. Max followed, carrying her skateboard.

			The air slammed into them, thick and humid, carrying the mingled scents of sunbaked tar, freshly cut grass from a distant lawn, and the faint, chemical tang of gasoline from a nearby pump. That perfume was the scent of summer, but it also smelled like something else.

			Freedom.

			Eleven’s heart raced, a giddy thrill pulsing through her veins. She was out of Hopper’s cabin, away from his suffocating rules, and the world of summer break stretched before her, wild and brimming with possibility. But as her gaze swept over downtown, that smile faltered, replaced by a sinking disappointment. The vibrant pulse she’d imagined from the magazines—kids weaving through the streets on BMX bikes, their chains rattling; laughter spilling from open shop doors; even the cheerful jingle of an ice cream truck—was nowhere to be found.

			Main Street stretched out like a faded photograph, eerily silent under the relentless June sun. The storefronts, once proud, now sagged with neglect. Melvald’s General Store anchored the corner, its red-and-white Summer Sale! sign flapping limply in the breeze, the edges curling from days of heat. The plate-glass windows reflected the empty streets, their surfaces smudged and streaked, framing a display of dusty canned goods and a mannequin in a faded sundress. It all looked…sad.

			El shuddered, feeling a sudden chill work its way through her body. A single pickup truck idled at the stoplight, its driver slouched low, staring blankly through a cracked windshield. A crumpled Tab can skittered across the pavement, pushed by a hot gust, its metallic clatter echoing in the stillness, the only sound in this ghost town.

			“What happened…to Hawkins?” El asked, her voice small, the excitement draining as she turned to Max.

			“Starcourt happened, that’s what. The new mall—does that ring a bell? You really have been locked up, huh?”

			El winced, the accusation ringing true. “Downtown used to be…”

			“Inhabited?” Max replied with a shrug, kicking her skateboard onto the pavement with a sharp clack, the wheels spinning briefly before settling.

			El nodded. “Yeah. That.”

			“I mean, it’s not
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