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​Introduction: The Safety Goggle Life
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My name is Finley Wick, and I am the only person in the entire town of Oakhaven who knows that the secret to a happy life is an 45° angle  That is the precise tilt required to keep my safety goggles from fogging up while I’m mixing vinegar and baking soda in the garage—or, as I like to call it, "The Wick Institute of Molecular Mayhem."

Most kids in Oakhaven spend their Saturday mornings at the skate park or the muddy soccer fields down by the creek. Not me. I prefer the company of the Periodic Table. It’s organized. It’s predictable. If you add two parts Hydrogen to one part Oxygen, you get water. Every single time. Elements don't flake on you, they don't whisper behind your back at lunch, and they certainly don't ask to borrow your homework and then "lose" it in their locker.

Oakhaven is the kind of town where nothing ever changes. We have one main street, one cinema that still smells like popcorn from 1984, and a whole lot of trees. Specifically, the Echo-Woods—a dense, tangled forest that surrounds the town like a green scarf. My house sits right on the edge of those woods, which is convenient for a guy who likes to collect soil samples but less convenient for a guy who is supposed to be "making friends."

"Finley! You’re talking to the beaker again!" my mom called from the kitchen.

I sighed, adjusting the strap of my goggles. "I’m not talking to it, Mom. I’m observing it. There’s a difference."

The only one who actually understood me—or at least, the only one who didn't judge me for wearing a lab coat to breakfast—was Cooper.

Cooper is a Golden Retriever, but I suspect he might actually be a liquid. He has this way of pouring himself onto the floor whenever he’s tired, which is often. He’s the color of a well-toasted marshmallow and has the intellectual curiosity of a ham sandwich. While I was busy calculating the pH levels of the local pond water, Cooper was usually busy trying to eat his own shadow.

He was my "Lab Assistant," mostly because he was the only living creature willing to sit still while I explained the difference between a covalent and an ionic bond. He didn't understand a word, of course, but he always wagged his tail at the conclusion of a lecture.

I looked at Cooper, who was currently lying on his back in a patch of sunlight, his tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth.

"You know, Coop," I said, scribbling a note in my leather-bound journal. "People think the world is made of stuff. Cars, trees, burgers. But it’s not. It’s all just atoms dancing around. Everything is connected by invisible forces."

Cooper let out a long, whistling snore.

I smiled, though it felt a little heavy. The truth was, I felt like an atom myself—a lone proton drifting through space, looking for an electron to bond with. I had my science, and I had my dog. In the quiet, sleepy town of Oakhaven, I figured that was all the chemistry I’d ever need.

I was wrong.

In exactly two hours, the laws of physics were going to take a permanent vacation, and my clumsy, marshmallow-colored dog was going to become the most dangerous—and ridiculous—scientific anomaly in history.
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​Chapter 1: The Short-Cut Scramble
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The Echo-Woods were usually off-limits past the old rusted fence line, but today, time was the enemy. I had precisely twelve minutes to get to the Oakhaven Library before they locked the doors with my reserved copy of Advanced Molecular Dynamics inside.

"Come on, Coop! Pick up the pace!" I urged, my sneakers crunching over dry pine needles.

Cooper was not built for "picking up the pace." He was built for meandering. He was currently investigating a particularly interesting stump with the intensity of a forensic investigator. His tail, a heavy golden plume, thwacked rhythmically against my shins.

"We need that book," I pleaded, checking my watch. "If we go around by the main road, we’ll miss the window. But if we cut through the Aether-Gen perimeter..."

I looked at the fence. It was a chain-link eyesore topped with "No Trespassing" signs that looked brand new. Aether-Gen was the town’s mysterious benefactor—a high-tech research facility that had popped up three years ago. Nobody knew exactly what they did inside those sleek, windowless buildings, but they paid the town’s property taxes, so everyone looked the other way.

Suddenly, the bushes erupted.

A squirrel—a twitchy, grey-furred menace with a death wish—leapt from a low branch and landed directly in front of Cooper’s nose. It paused, flicked its tail as if to say Catch me if you can, slow-poke, and bolted straight toward the Aether-Gen fence.

Cooper didn't even bark. He just engaged his "turbo-drive."

"Cooper! No! Stay!" I yelled, but it was like yelling at a hurricane to be quiet.

Cooper squeezed his eighty-pound frame through a gap in the chain-link where the bottom wire had rusted through. He was surprisingly aerodynamic when he was motivated by a rodent.

"Cooper! That’s restricted property!"

I had no choice. I hiked up my backpack, flattened myself against the dirt, and wiggled through the gap. On the other side, the woods changed. The air felt colder, smelling of ozone and wet copper. The trees here were thicker, their bark shimmering with a strange, oily residue.

I followed the sound of crashing branches. Cooper was deep in the thicket, his golden fur a blur among the shadows.

"Coop! Get back here!"

I broke through a line of heavy ferns and skidded to a halt. We weren't just in the woods anymore. We were in the "Waste Management Zone" of the Aether-Gen campus. Ahead of us sat a series of strange, glass-domed vats connected by a web of pulsing pipes.

The squirrel, showing off its superior climbing skills, scampered up a shimmering silver pipe that led to the top of a massive, open-topped tank.

"Don't do it, Cooper," I whispered, my heart hammering against my ribs. "Please, for the love of chemistry, do not climb that ladder."

Cooper didn't climb the ladder. He did something much worse. He saw the squirrel perched on the edge of the vat, let out a joyous, echoing bark, and lunged.

The squirrel leaped away. Cooper, however, did not have the traction of a squirrel. His paws slipped on the slick metal rim. For a second, he hung there, suspended in the air, his eyes wide and pleading.

"Cooper!" I lunged for his collar, but I was too slow.

With a heavy sploosh, my dog vanished into the vat of glowing, iridescent liquid.

The surface of the vat didn't just ripple; it ignited. A hum—low and vibrating in my teeth—filled the air. The liquid, which had been a dull violet, suddenly flashed a brilliant, blinding white.

"COOPER!" I screamed, reaching into the glowing pool, ignoring every safety protocol I had ever memorized.
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​Chapter 2: The Neon Glow-Up

[image: ]


The liquid in the vat didn’t feel like water. As I plunged my arms in to find Cooper, it felt like reaching into a pool of warm, vibrating silk. It didn't even wet my sleeves; it seemed to move around them, humming with a frequency that made my fingernails tingle.

"Cooper! Cooper, buddy, breathe!" I gasped, finally catching a handful of wet scruff.

I hauled him over the edge with a strength I didn't know I had. We tumbled onto the metal grating, a heap of boy and dog. I scrambled back, wiping my eyes, expecting to find a soggy, shivering Golden Retriever.

What I saw instead defied every textbook in the Oakhaven Library.

Cooper wasn't just wet. He was... neon.

The liquid hadn't soaked into his fur; it had been absorbed. His golden coat was pulsing with a soft, rhythmic blue light, as if he’d swallowed a giant glow-stick. Every time he breathed, the light moved from his tail up to his nose in a gentle wave. Even his whiskers were glowing like tiny fiber-optic cables.

"Oh, no. Oh, this is bad. This is very, very non-Newtonian," I stammered, my hands shaking. I reached out a finger, then pulled it back. "Coop? You okay?"

Cooper shook himself. Usually, this resulted in a "shrapnel zone" of dog drool and hair. This time, he sent out a spray of blue sparks that hissed as they hit the metal floor. He looked at his own paws, which were leaving behind
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