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The instant you click on a link, your phone should start to ring, your car should only drive in reverse, and none of your friends should remember your name. – Elan Lee, a Puppetmaster behind The Beast (Stewart)
Alternate reality games are not restricted to a playing board or a CD-ROM; there is no player’s manual, no Rules According to Holye, nor a customer service and support line. The game is in control, bleeding into other aspects of the player’s normal life. Players do not know the identities of the puppet masters behind the alternate reality. Players might not even know they are playing a game. The golden rule of the alternate reality game is to never admit that it is a game. Yet, despite their non-traditional nature, alternate reality (AR) games are compelling examples of cyberpunk experimentation, viral marketing, and gender-neutral game appeal. Are these games poised to grow, to seep into larger cultural segments, and exert substantial influence? Alternatively, do these games mark the extreme of where game theorists and designers can go, where the games are not games anymore? 
What are alternate reality games? AR games blur the boundaries between the game space and the real world to the extreme of the game never admitting to the existence of this game experience. The game is secretly controlled by a group of puppetmasters with the goal of creating an entire fictional world—the alternate reality—that is accessible from the current reality of the players. The game uses multiple forms of media—the internet, telephones, faxes, email, newspapers, etc.—to interact with the players, significantly extending the game space deep into the real world. Salen and Zimmerman describe AR games as “…systems completely synchronous with their surroundings” (572). The alternate reality is implied to extend absolutely, to appear seamless and infinite, as “real” as the real world. The puppetmasters develop a complex narrative broken into fragments with each fragment obscured by a puzzle. “The primary mechanic in ARGs have typically been entirely mental or social. A typical ARG presents you with a wide array of puzzles, from cracking a character's email password to decrypting Enigma. Along with puzzles is character interaction; convincing a character to take a particular course of action via IM, email, or even on the phone. Men and women alike are adept at and enjoy both of these modes of interaction” (Philips). Players are expected (but never told) to work together to solve the puzzles and forward the story resulting in complex emergent game play. Puppetmasters are often forced to write and rewrite in response to the unexpected game play. With all of the twisting of operational boundaries, it is important to note that AR games are still games with rules; the implicit rules of etiquette and play developed by the playing community as well as the constituative rules created by the puppetmasters are all 
AR games go far beyond the bizarre interactive projects like Hell.com or the official Donnie Darko site. They share a sense of uneasiness and compel the player to explore, but AR games are not so self-contained. AR also extends beyond avatar-based role-playing games such as Second Life, since the player is not projected into the game space. In an AR game, there is no separation between the player and an in-game representation of the player. This immersion in the game can be traced back to the roots of AR games. 


The roots of AR games are firmly planted in interactive fiction and cyberpunk role-playing games. In the late 1980’s, Tracy Reed wrote the interactive fiction QuantumLink Serial. Using online chat rooms, emails, and traditional narrative to publish a chapter each week, Reed would take suggestions from readers on the next episode and incorporate individual readers into the narrative (“Alternate Reality Games”). This emergent storyline differed from previous interactive fiction that involved reader interaction but only within the author’s defined structure. The readers could now actually affect the outcome of the story. Though role-playing games have been popular since the 1970’s, the other root of AR games in role-playing games appears most clearly in 1996. Wizards of the Coast released the collectible card game Netrunner with an online promotional game, Webrunner: The Hidden Agenda. As a “proto-alternate reality game” with a distinctly cyberpunk theme, players solved puzzles to “hack” into secret data, paralleling the narrative of the Netrunner game. (“Netrunner”). Webrunner (and its sequel) creatively absorbed the player into the narrative but was still limited in its scope, encompassing several puzzles and relying on only one type of media. 
The first true AR game launched in early 2001 as a pre-release promotion for the Steven Spielberg movie A.I. Developed by Microsoft and 42 Entertainment, The Beast was the first popular AR game with estimates of over 3 million people actively participating in the campaign from dozens of different countries (“Case Studies”). Head writer and co-designer of the game, Sean Stewart describes The Beast as a “massive, web-based scavenger-hunt/soap opera…an elaborate web of clues and possible conspiracies to be investigated by a huge group of fans.” Clues in movie promotional materials started players down a rabbit hole
 to thousands of web pages, phone calls, emails, faxes, and rallies following a murder mystery in the alternate reality of the film. 
Although the movie tanked at the box office, The Beast was a successful game and established the basic structure of AR games to follow. Stewart described the basic premise of the game in four parts as originally established by 42 Entertainment’s Chief Creative Executive and project contributor Jordan Weisman, reprinted here:
1. “The narrative would be broken into fragments, which the players would be required to reassemble… 

2. The game would--of necessity--be fundamentally cooperative and collective, because of the nature of the internet... 

3. The game would be cooler if nobody knew who was doing it, or why… 

4. The game would be cooler if it came at you, through as many different conduits as possible…”
With a broken narrative and good writing, reassembling the story compelled players into the game world. The writers created puzzles so difficult that one person could not complete it alone; the players created a forum Cloudmakers.org to disseminate and discuss information. In the Frequently Asked Questions about The Beast, responding to the question “Did you anticipate the formation of a ‘collective detective’?”, the writers replied: “We were counting on it. The premise from Day One was that the entire Internet should be considered as a single player; that we could put an ad in a newspaper in Osaka in the morning and have some kid in Iowa using that information by supper time” (“Puppetmaster FAQ”). Keeping the project under tight security, the puppetmasters replaced the “magic circle” around a game with a “magic curtain”
: “layers of plot, technology and social contract between the players and the Puppetmasters” (“Alternate Reality Games”). This curtain is extraordinarily large, as the cross-media integration extends the game space deep into the player’s life. In the end, “[t]he ambiguity surrounding the game’s status (was it a game, a puzzle, or an evil marketing ploy?) made the experience oddly compelling” (Salen). 
From the success of The Beast, it is clear to see the contrasting failure of Electronic Arts’ Majestic, launched later in 2001. Majestic had a different theme as "a science fiction thriller based on a Majestic 12 shadow government conspiracy theory” (“Majestic”). Majestic was not a promotional vehicle for another product, but instead was set up to be self-supportive with a pay-per-episode business model. If the blurred boundaries are key to making an involving AR game experience, Majestic was doomed from the start by failing to respect the ambiguity. By using famous, recognizable actors in video clues and admitting “this is a game” through the mechanism of paying for content, Majestic failed to gather enough paying players to support the game. EA paused the game after the terrorist attacks of 9/11/2001 due to subject matter and ultimately closed the game early. 
Alternate reality games are still in their infancy but have grown significantly over the last year, notably with the success of AR promotional game for Microsoft’s Halo 2. Officially The Haunted Apiary but commonly called I Love Bees, this “campaign is already being hailed as one of the most innovative and successful promotional efforts of the year” by Dave Szulborski, author of This Is Not A Game: A Guide to Alternate Reality Gaming. The Haunted Apiary hails from the same team at 42 Entertainment who created The Beast. Again using clues in promotional materials to lead players into the AR game, 42 Entertainment repeated their success giving more promise to this growing genre. 

Growth can also be seen in the presence of AR games in various forms. The ABC Network has used AR games for the televisions shows “Alias” (“Alternate Reality Game”) and “Push, NV” (“Push, Nevada”). Audi ran The Art of the Heist earlier this year to promote their new car model (The Art of the Heist.). The film The Game  toyed with a man confused between real life and an alternate reality game while The Matrix trilogy directly revolves around a war between two alternate realities. Another self-supporting model similar to Majestic is currently running, Perplex City from Mind Candy. Grassroots games from the fans of the genre have appeared at the same quality and without promoting a product: Matrix fans created Project MU/Metacortechs in the same reality of the series; A.I./The Beast fans created Lockjaw as the first grassroots AR game; other fans of the genre created entirely new worlds in games such as Ong’s Hat and Acheron. AR games are also logical promotions for video games (console or PC): the Channel 51 project was an AR game for Nintendo GameCube’s Metroid Prime 2: Echoes; Tron 2.0  was an AR game for the Tron 2.0 PC game from Buena Vista; Last Call Poker from 42 Entertainment is promoting Activision’s Gun (Carless). Microsoft recently ran Our Colony as a promotional for the release for the X-Box 360 console system. Knowledge of these games has even spread beyond special interest groups or technology sites such as Wired or Slashdot. Mainstream news such as The New York Times, the BBC, and USA Today has taken an interest in the growth of AR games.

With AR games garnering more attention, Jane McGonigal of 42 Entertainment took a moment to look at a potentially negative outcome of these games. McGonigal asks if the social network that forms thorough AR games might deteriorate into a reactionary mob mentality. Consulting several models of collective psychology, she concludes that “…communities like the Cloudmakers not only avoid degenerating into mobs, but also are fully able to thwart a totalitarian or otherwise oppressive hijacking” (8). Communities police themselves, but why this works relates directly to the nature of the AR game. Despite all of the infestation into various media streams and the layering of information to make them “real,” AR games are still games. Players play a game. If negative elements appear in the social network, those elements take some of the fun away from playing the game. Communities naturally weed out negative elements in the game to maintain the positive game experience. The Collective Detective is working just as hard as the puppetmasters to maintain the AR game experience, if only from the other side of the magic curtain. 
With all of this work going into the creation, maintenance, and playing of AR games, have AR games ceased to be games? What are the greatest limitations of AR games? AR games are restricted by the need for puppetmasters running the game and the unchanged personal world around the player. (As described in the opening quote, despite all of the work of the puppetmasters, your friends will still remember your name.) AR games are also passive in drawing players into a game not directly advertised or acknowledged; players find a scent trail and discover the AR game on their own accord. But limitations do not mean that AR games are not games anymore. In an interview with Jim Munroe, Sean Stewart provides insight into AR games: “ARGs are the sound of the twenty-first century. They sound like what today feels like. You’re sitting here with a mini- tape recorder on one hand and a Blackberry on the other hand and you’ve got a cell phone somewhere I’m guessing… you’re talking to us… you emailed me yesterday… that’s life.” AR games are closely tied to the integration of multiple media inputs in modern technological life. AR games look and feel different because digital life is itself different. 
Are AR games then a limitation on game design? Since a puppetmaster cannot currently erase your friend’s memory of you (without entering the fictional realm of Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind), AR games do seem to be on the current outer edge of design possibility with the level of reality they can affect through current technology. But the onward march of technology makes certain that future games will exceed current limitations. As technology grows, games that are intertwined with technology will grow and evolve allowing for new reaches in game design. 
So where might AR games be headed? With the appeal to both men and women, AR games are assured growth in drawing female players, markets which are untapped by most of the current game genres.  As a viral marketing tool, AR games are incredibly successful. New games for new products are likely and with a survey of the Cloudmakers.org forums, players are not negatively affected by the game’s intent to advertise. It seems to be a fair trade in game entertainment for unobtrusive advertisement to the players, with unobtrusiveness being the key. The failure of Majestic shows that good writing and adhering to the golden rule of not admitting the AR game is vitally important to the success of an AR game. AR games also show a special promise in growth when compared to the rising demands of developing games for next generation consoles. AR games may ultimately require less work than a console game while still maintaining a comparably valuable result. Translate this into a higher profit margin for a company and a less expensive and possibly more fulfilling game experience for the player and the growth of this area of game design is imminent. AR games will be an important form of games design over the next decade as technology and design advance. 
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� Several reference in alternate reality game theory common terms and concepts can be traced back to Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, such as “going down a rabbit hole” and Wonderland as an alternate reality. 


� From the Great and Powerful Wizard of Oz, the phrase has been commonly applied to AR games: “Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain!” (Langley).


� News articles used for general research and implication here are included in References and Works Cited 





