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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction.Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons or real events is purely coincidental.

No Real-Life Avatars Were Harmed in the Making of This Book

The characters "Gandor the Wise," "PwnStarPriya," and the "WorkWorld VR" system are entirely fictional products of the author's imagination. Any similarity to actual virtual reality platforms, video games, or online personas is coincidental. The author and publisher do not endorse or recommend skipping tutorials, paying for groceries with buttons, or attempting to "Fireball" household appliances. Please consult your device's user manual and practice responsible screen time.

A Note on Gaming and Digital Citizenship

While this book uses gaming terms and metaphors to explore themes of empathy, communication, and family relationships, the author and publisher encourage all readers to practice healthy digital habits. Always read the terms and conditions, never skip tutorials (seriously, don't), and remember: people are always more important than profiles. For resources on digital citizenship and screen balance, talk to a trusted adult.

Parental Guidance

This book contains mild emotional themes, including grief over the loss of a grandparent, parental stress, and social anxiety. These topics are handled with sensitivity and humor appropriate for readers ages 9–12. Parents and educators are encouraged to discuss the book's themes with young readers.

Medical and Psychological Disclaimer

The concepts of "Empathy XP," "personality bleed," and "avatar lock" are fictional devices used for storytelling purposes. They are not real psychological conditions or medical diagnoses. If you or someone you know is experiencing mental health challenges, please seek professional support from a licensed counselor, psychologist, or medical provider.
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About BART Studio Press

BART Studio Press is dedicated to publishing stories that inspire empathy, creativity, and meaningful connection for young readers and the families who love them. We believe that books have the power to help us all update, grow, and become better versions of ourselves—one page at a time.

Introduction: Patch Notes for Life

When I was twelve, my parents got swapped.

Not like Freaky Friday swapped. Not like aliens or a body-swap app or a cursed board game from the 90s.

Worse.

They got swapped with themselves.

Specifically: the Level-99 versions of themselves that lived inside a VR game called Realms of Realming.

My dad, Sam, became Gandor the Wise. He paid for gas with buttons and monologued about “mana restoration” in PE.

My mom, Priya, became PwnStarPriya. She yelled “TRASH PLAY! UNINSTALL!” at a 7th grade soccer ref and thought “GG ez” was a personality.

They weren’t bad. They were buffering.

They clicked “I agree” on the 1.0.1 Immersion Update and forgot how to log off.

So I did what any Level-12 son with a dying WiFi router and a dog named Pixel would do:

I debugged them.

This is not a story about beating a game.

This is a story about beating the checkbox.

About how “consent” is not a pop-up you skip. About how “AFK” isn’t lazy when your social battery is zero. About how “trash talk” hurts offline too, especially when Dave the ref is real and his feelings don’t respawn.

It’s about empathy XP. About cooldown days. About saying “Good job” when you mean it, and “I’m sorry” when it’s hard, and “Good soup” when Mrs. Chen is watching.

It’s about realizing that people > profiles. That showing up IRL beats any level. That you control the app, not the other way around. That real life patches > software patches.

And it’s about the biggest cheat code I found:

You > your avatar. Always.

My parents logged back in. As themselves. Tired. Crying. Wearing jeans. Saying “I’m proud of you” with no script. Squeezing my shoulder for +1000 HP. Keeping the bathrobe “for comfort, not magic.” Labeling the VR headset “DO NOT RESURRECT” and meaning it.

We’re still updating. All of us.

Rule 1: Ask before you post.
Rule 2: People > profiles.
Rule 3: Touch grass weekly.
Rule 4: Say what you mean IRL.
Rule 5: We’re all still updating.
If you’ve ever watched someone you love turn into their avatar...
If you’ve ever been the avatar...
If you’ve ever yelled “GG ez” and then had to learn “Good job”...
This book is your patch notes.

No lute music. No Kevin from customer service. No flashy update.

Just us.

In beta.

And that’s OP.

Last line before Chapter 1:
My parents got swapped in the Metaverse. I debugged them. Then I realized: I kind of like them in beta.
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Chapter 1: Patch Notes Day
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Learning Beat: Digital Citizenship — Read before you click “accept.”
“Jordan, beta test tonight!”

That’s what Mom yelled from the kitchen. Like “beta test” was the same as “tacos” or “movie night.”

It was not.

I’m Jordan Patel. I’m 12. I have a dog named Pixel. He is not a tech product. He’s a beagle. He eats socks.

My parents are Priya and Sam Patel. Mom’s an accountant. She color-codes spreadsheets for fun. Dad’s a PE teacher. He calls burpees “happiness in motion.” No one agrees with him.

And tonight, they were beta testing “WorkWorld VR.”

For work.

“Beta testing” is grown-up words for “we get free stuff if we break it first.”

The free stuff was two shiny white headsets. They looked like toasters for your face. The box said: “WorkWorld VR 1.0: Make Meetings Magical!”

“Magical” is a red flag. In video games, “magical” means “will crash at the worst time.”

“Is it safe?” I asked. I was at the kitchen table. Doing math. Because I’m a responsible 12-year-old. Sometimes.

“Of course!” Dad said. He was doing squats. Because he’s Dad. “It’s for work! Work is safe! Work is boring! That’s the rule!”

“Famous last words,” I said.

Mom came in. She had her laptop. And a very serious face. Her “I’m about to Excel this” face.

“The email says it’s a ‘productivity metaverse,’” Mom said. “We make avatars. We do a meeting. We give feedback. We get a $50 gift card each. For Amazon.”

“$100 total,” Dad said. He stopped squatting. “That’s 20 bags of chips. For science.”

“Or one textbook,” Mom said. “For Jordan.”

“Chips,” I said. “Please chips.”

Pixel barked. He votes chips.

“Okay,” Mom said. She opened the box. “Instructions say: ‘Step 1: Put on headset. Step 2: Create avatar. Step 3: Do NOT skip tutorial. Step 4: Join meeting.’”

“Step 3 is important,” I said. I know stuff. I play a lot of games. And games have tutorials for a reason. “If you skip the tutorial, you don’t know the controls. Then you walk off a cliff. Or you sell your sword. Or you turn into a chicken.”

“Pfft,” Dad said. He picked up a headset. “Tutorials are for noobs. I was Level-99 Wizard Gandor in Realms of Realming. I don’t need a tutorial to sit in a virtual chair.”

“Gandor again,” I said. Dad’s been Gandor since I was 9. Gandor has a beard. Dad does not. Gandor has a staff. Dad has a whistle. They’re very different. Except in Dad’s brain.

“And I,” Mom said, putting on her headset, “was PwnStarPriya in Battle Blasters. Top 500. I don’t need a tutorial to do a spreadsheet in 3D.”

“Wait,” I said. “You had a gamer tag? PwnStarPriya?”

“Mom has a K/D ratio,” Dad said. “1.8. She’s terrifying.”

“Was,” Mom said. “Past tense. Now I’m an adult. With a 401k. And a child. And a beagle that eats socks.”

Pixel ate a sock. To prove her point.

“Just...” I said. “Just don’t skip the tutorial. Please. Every game has a ‘Calibration’ part. Where it learns your voice. Your face. Your... you. If you skip it, it guesses. And it’s bad at guessing.”

“Noted,” Mom said. She pulled the headset down. “But we’re professionals. We’ll be fine.”

“Famous last words,” I said. Again.

They both clicked the power button.

The headsets went whirr. Like a laptop fan. Like a toaster. Like trouble.

A voice came out of both headsets. At the same time. It was cheerful. Too cheerful.

“Welcome to WorkWorld VR! Update 1.0.1 installing! Patch notes: Improved Identity Sync! Do not remove headset during sync!”

“Patch notes,” I said. “Did you read the patch notes?”

“Jordan,” Dad said. His voice was muffled. Under the headset. “It’s 1.0.1. How different can it be?”

“Very,” I said. To nobody. Because they couldn’t hear me. They were in the Metaverse.

I looked at the box. The fine print said: “1.0.1: BETA. Identity Sync is experimental. May cause personality bleed. Do not use before important life events. Or parent-teacher night. Or ever.”

“Um,” I said. “Parent-teacher night is in 7 days.”

Too late.

For 20 minutes, they sat there. Mom twitched. Dad muttered “mana” twice. Pixel tried to eat Dad’s shoelace. I stopped him. I’m a hero.

Then both headsets went ding!

“Identity Sync Complete! Welcome to WorkWorld! Tutorial loading...”

“Here it comes,” I said. “Don’t skip it. Don’t skip it. Don’t—”

“Skip Tutorial?” the cheerful voice asked.

“YES!” Dad said. Fast.

“YES!” Mom said. Faster.

“Tutorial skipped! Have a magical meeting!”

“Noooo,” I said. “You had one job.”

The headsets went quiet. Mom and Dad sat there. Meeting. Virtually. About spreadsheets. Probably.

I went back to math. 2x + 5 = 15. X = 5. Easy. Unlike parenting.

After 10 minutes, both headsets went pop.

Mom took hers off first.

She blinked. She looked at me. She looked at the kitchen. She looked at Pixel.

Then she said: “Lag much?”

My pencil broke.

“Sorry, what?” I said.

“You,” Mom said. She pointed at me. “You’re lagging. Your mouth moves but the audio is late. Fix your ping, noob.”

“Noob,” I repeated. “You called me noob. You’re an accountant. You say ‘please submit your receipts.’ You don’t say ‘noob.’”

“Receipts are for noobs,” Mom said. “GG ez.”

Dad took his headset off next.

He didn’t look at me. He looked at his hands.

Then he looked at the ceiling.

Then he whispered: “Where’s my mana bar?”

“Mana bar,” I said. “Dad. You’re a PE teacher. Your mana bar is coffee. And it’s in the mug. Right there.”

Dad picked up the mug. He frowned. “This is not mana. This is brown. Gandor drinks blue. For mana. And red for health. This is... bean juice.”

“Bean juice,” I said. “Yes. Welcome to Earth. We have bean juice. And taxes. And you’re Sam. Not Gandor.”

“Gandor,” Dad said. He stood up. He was wearing socks. And gym shorts. And a t-shirt that said “Happiness in Motion.” He spread his arms. “Gandor is Level-99! Gandor does not do taxes! Gandor casts Fireball!”

He pointed at the toaster.

Pixel hid.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. This is bad. This is ‘skip the tutorial’ bad. This is ‘read the patch notes’ bad.”

I grabbed the WorkWorld VR box. I flipped it over. I read the back. Out loud.

“‘Warning: 1.0.1 Identity Sync may cause temporary personality bleed from avatar to user. Effects reverse in 7 days if user earns sufficient Empathy XP IRL. If not, Avatar Lock may become permanent. Do not skip tutorial. We mean it this time.’”

“Empathy XP,” Mom said. She was reading my math homework. Upside down. “Trash build. No DPS. You need more fiber. In your stats.”

“My stats,” I said. “Mom. I’m your son. Jordan. I don’t have stats. I have a B+ in math. Because of you.”

“B+ is C-tier,” Mom said. “Gotta min-max that. Let’s grind.”

“Grind,” Dad said. He was looking for his “staff.” He found my hockey stick. “Gandor must grind! For XP! For loot! For the glory of the Realm!”

He tried to leave. To “grind.” In the front yard. In socks.

“No!” I said. I blocked the door. “No grinding! No loot! No Realms! You’re Sam! You teach dodgeball! You don’t have loot! You have a whistle!”

Dad looked at the hockey stick. He looked at me. He looked confused. Like his brain
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