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PART 1 What is The Palioxis Project?
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The Palioxis Project is an original 
science fiction story that is 
conveyed through an alternate 
reality game. 

An alternate reality game (ARG) is a 
form of interactive storytelling that 
relies on multiple real-world media 
platforms to deliver pieces of a 
fictional narrative.
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Alternate reality games often 
rely on a community of active 
players to find content, interpret 
clues and solve challenges.
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Alternate reality games have been 
used to promote films such as A.I. 
and The Dark Knight, video games 
such as Portal 2, and albums such as 
Year Zero.
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The Palioxis Project was inspired by 
many works of science fiction that have 
entertained me throughout my life.

I hope to provide the same level of 
entertainment through this project.
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The story of The Palioxis Project 
revolves around the first manned 
expedition to Mars. As the narrative 
progresses, what begins as a mission 
to Mars slowly turns into a personal 
story about someone leaving 
humanity behind.
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PART 2 How Did This Happen?
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During the summer of 2013, every 
thesis student was provided a blog 
and asked to list 20 design issues 
that they were interested in, and 20 
communities which they belonged to.



9

Both lists were narrowed down 
to ten each.
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Each thesis students was then 
tasked with creating a visual 
representation of how those 
communities and design issues 
were linked. I created a short film 
that showed how they related to 
my life.
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PART 3 Making a Decision
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Five concepts needed to be 
finalized for the final thesis 
project.



ARG
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Ultimately, the concept for an 
alternate reality game about the 
first manned one-way expedition to 
Mars was chosen.



14

A twelve page thesis proposal was 
written which outlined the topic 
background and provided a list of 
examples and practitioners of the 
alternate reality game genre.
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PART 4 Logo Design
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This science fiction story revolved 
around various futuristic 
corporations and organizations. 
Creating corporate identities for 
these fictional groups was one 
of the first steps in creating an 
alternate reality.
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After extensive sketching, one design 
was chosen for VoloGen Industries and 
Astronautics (the main corporation 
in the story). It symbolizes Earth, The 
Moon and Mars. Volo means flight in 
Italian, and the suffix Gen means a 
producer of something.
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The final design eliminated the 
words “Industries and Astronautics,” 
strengthened the circular blue form, 
and added an x-height to the text.
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Designing the Palioxis logo was 
considerably easier. It consisted of a 
typeface called Nevis which gave an 
imposing science fiction feeling.
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PART 5 Early Website Design
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Palioxis.org was the first step in the 
game. It served as an introduction to 
the alternate reality narrative and 
allowed players to participate directly 
in the fiction. People were encouraged 
to sign up to be the first person to 
travel to Mars. The website established 
the importance of the mission and 
provided a clue to another website... 
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The text on Palioxis.org revealed 
the name of a fictional character, 
Cody Winston. This lead players to 
CodyWinston.com. 

The copyright information that 
appeared on every website (and other 
promotional materials) revealed the 
year that the storyline was taking 
place. The narrative spans seven years 
in total.
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CodyWinston.com is a memorial site for 
a character who died while attempting 
to land on an asteroid. His situation 
provided foreshadowing for the events 
to come.
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Every person who signed up 
on Palioxis.org received a 
confirmation email. This email 
contained a string of text that 
converted to “anciloncom” 
when deciphered through a 
substitution cipher called ROT13. 
This challenge was too difficult, 
so another method was used in 
the following month to point 
people to Ancilon.com.
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Ancilon.com is a cryptic website that 
exists for purposes that are currently 
unknown. Players are able to enter 
queries into this site and receive 
information related to topics that exist 
within the narrative.
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PART 6 The Rabbit Hole
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In order to bring people to the first step 
of the game, Palioxis.org, a large sign 
was constructed and placed on the 
SUNY New Paltz campus. The sign was 
made out of 22 feet of blackout cloth 
and stretched over a foldable wooden 
frame. The lettering was measured and 
painted by hand.
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The sign stayed on the campus for a 
week and caught the attention of not 
only the students, but people from 
around the world.



31
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500 flyers were printed and placed 
around the Old Library Building.
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Google Ananlytics was used to track 
visitors to the sites. On the first day, 
visitors appeared from various cities, 
including Seattle and Moscow.
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PART 7 PechaKucha
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In December, every thesis student had 
to give a presentation in a PechaKucha 
format. This consisted of 12 slides 
which were displayed for 20 seconds 
each.
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An actor named Samuel Chilton was 
hired to play the role of a secret 
government agent. On the day of the 
presentations, he stormed into the 
room and threatened the audience 
with a warning.
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Unfortunately, due to technical 
difficulties, the recording of this live 
performance was lost.
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There were clues in the slides as well. 
This slide was doctored to look as though 
it had been digitally corrupted. In fact, it 
held the word ANCILON, pointing players 
back towards ancilon.com.
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Another slide gave information about 
companies that had partnered with 
VoloGen Industries and Astronautics. 
One of them had a clearly defined 
name: OkuloTec.
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OkuloTec.com presented a new 
company that specialized in 
holographic and psychovisual 
apparatuses.
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PART 8 VoloGen.com
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Vologen.com started as a simple 
single page. It then evolved into 
a design that was inspired by the 
PechaKucha presentation, but 
more work was needed before the 
settling on a final design.
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The final design for VoloGen.com was 
a dark responsive theme based on the 
Bootstrap framework, and running 
on the Joomla content management 
system.
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PART 9 3D Modeling
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In order to depict scenes with original 
spacecrafts, I needed to learn how 
to do 3D modeling, texturing and 
rendering. I learned how to use an 
open-source modeling software called 
Blender to depict important events 
within the timeline of The Palioxis 
Project.
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These images 
depicted events such 
as the launching of 
communication satellites 
and cargo shuttles. Each 
image was accompanied 
by a news article which 
provided more background 
information.
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PART 10 Player Grouping
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Players were sent an email which 
divided them up into six groups. 
Each one was given a specific 
name (based on a color) and 
password. An elite seventh group 
called group BLACK was mentioned 
in the email, but no actual players 
were assigned to it. 
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A Subreddit community was created 
where players shared their group 
names, passwords and any other bits of 
information they could find. However, 
no one could figure out how to access 
the information from group BLACK.
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A medical form mentioned in the 
briefings was found by simply using the 
search bar on VoloGen.com. The form 
made multiple references to brain-
related activity.
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Despite the fact that the secrets 
of group BLACK had not yet been 
discovered, this 3D rendering was 
created to announce that a fictional 
character from the group had been 
chosen to become the person to journey 
to Mars.
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PART 11 Diversions
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Four Palioxis-themed birthday 
cards were produced for four thesis 
students who had birthdays which 
occurred during the spring semester.
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Three Valentine’s Day cards were 
also produced which gave a subtle 
hint about the clues that still existed 
within the group challenge. 
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PART 12 Unveiling The Main Character



58

An actress needed to be hired to play 
the role of the main character, Jerilyn 
Rosenthal.
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After reviewing several actresses, 
Sashia Dumont was selected.
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A script was written for a video 
interview that would serve as an 
introduction to Jerilyn Rosenthal.
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The filming was done in a meeting 
room in the Student Union Building of 
the New Paltz campus. This posed as 
a VoloGen Industries and Astronautics 
test facility.
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By hiring an actress to be the main 
character, the alternate reality game 
was given a more realistic premise. 
The video provided a back-story 
for the character and exhibited her 
personality.
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The video also gave more clues about 
the group challenge which had still not 
been solved.
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A personal blog was created 
for the character at 
JerilynRosenthal.com, further 
fleshing out her past.
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PART 13 New Players
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On March 28th, a forum 
thread was opened on 
Unfiction, the most active 
community for alternate 
reality game players. Within 
a few days, the Unfiction 
users managed to discover 
every piece of content, 
including the password for 
group BLACK. The password 
involved the NATO phonetic 
alphabet and numbers in 
the Fibonacci sequence.
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Unlocking the secrets of group 
BLACK lead to Cerecorp.com, 
a company that specializes in 
neurotechnology.
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A 3D rendering of a cargo shuttle  
was created which provided a new 
clue. Morse code was discovered on 
the side of the vessel.
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Decoding the Morse code revealed a string 
of incomprehensible text. Typing the text 
into Ancilon.com revealed the word “root.” 
Combing the text with the keyword cypher 
“root” revealed “dir auxiliary,” pointing 
players to VoloGen.com/auxiliary where a 
video file was found. The video was a scene 
cut from Jerilyn Rosenthal’s first interview.
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PART 14 The Launch
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A second video interview was 
produced, this time with a 
second actress, Emma Larsen, a 
local student.
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Emma played the role of Natalie 
Finnigan, a reporter for Airis 
News. This time, the New Paltz 
campus was used to depict 
a Kansas countryside. The 
interview gave further details 
about Jerilyn’s life.
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A final 3D rendering was created 
to announce the launch of the 
Palioxis vessel.
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PART 15 Thesis Show
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Five short clips were produced 
which showed Jerilyn’s 
transmissions as she traveled to 
Mars. In each video, she becomes 
increasingly insane.

She’s being affected by a 
combination of many factors 
that have appeared throughout 
the narrative. The mission to 
Mars is a ruse for something 
more sinister.
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Four of the clips were 
played at specific intervals 
throughout the thesis show.

A number was displayed at 
the end of each video.
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Typing the numbers into 
ancilon.com produced an 
image of somewhere within 
the building that the show was 
taking place.

USB flash drives were hidden 
at each of these locations. 
Each drive contained a 
password-protected ZIP file.
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At the end of the night, it was 
discovered that the password 
was a combination of all the 
numbers.

The ZIP file contained the fifth 
and final video which revealed 
that Jerilyn was  being haunted 
by “Jeri,”  a personification of 
her younger self.
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PART 16 Reflections
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Creating an alternate reality game 
has been a lot of work, but it was 
also a lot of fun. There are plenty 
of ideas that I didn’t get to use, 
or that didn’t completely pan out, 
but I’m very satisfied with the 
way the project turned out. I’m 
extremely grateful to everyone 
who helped and played along.
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PART 17 Resources
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