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Abstract 

 
Kilroy Was Never Here is an augmented reality mystery game which uses design to inf luence urban 

exploration. It uses storytelling to enhance engagement with an environment, and generates an 

immersive experience for the user. It invokes a variety of  methodo logies, most notably discovery, 

transformation, and engagement. An alternate reality is generated through colored f ilters, motion 

graphics, and moving typography which both informs the user of  the story and guides them through their 

environment. Discovery encompasses both clues and new locations for the user to visit as they unravel 

the mystery of  the disappearance of  the main character, Kilroy. Clues transform the space the user is 

viewing, and of fer them a new understanding of  their surroundings, considering how certain spaces may 

take on new nuances with the occurrence of  meaningful events. There are three dif ferent clue types: 

locks, keys and f reebies. Keys are clues which become integral to unlocking further gameplay when 

paired with the appropriate lock clues. Lock clues will then disseminate information to the user about the 

plot, and of ten will point the user to one or more new locations to investigate. Freebies are clues which do 

not require any input f rom the user beyond viewing the space through the lens of  the application. The 

immersive aspects of  the gameplay further dramatize the storyline by bringing narrative elements closer 

to the user’s reality.  
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Between a fondness for non-linear storytelling, adventures involving agency, map-based 

narratives, and a thesis requesting innovation through design, I formulated my initial problem: how might 

we use storytelling and design to enhance engagement with an environment? Through a long process of  

designing and rethinking and redoing and redesigning, I ended up with a project that is best described as 

an AR horror mystery game, titled Kilroy Was Never Here. The three main facets of  the game are 

discovery, transformation, and engagement. 

The story of  Kilroy Was Never Here, a mobile application with the intention of  novelty and 

entertainment, is discovered by the player using three main interfaces: AR, map, and inventory. In the 

narrative of  the game, Kilroy is your f riend who suddenly disappeared and has been missing for a few 

weeks. AR is where the player does the bulk of  the gameplay, scanning their immediate surroundings for 

clues and other artifacts, moving beings, or text, which provide context and insight to K ilroy’s 

disappearance. You explore this mysterious and unfamiliar world seeded within your own physical world, 

narratives spilling out over rooms you’ve sat in, stairs you’ve already descended, sidewalks you’ve 

crossed dozens of  times without a thought. This other world is crawling with f rantic handwritten messages 

f rom Kilroy which populate the environment like graf f iti, slithering beings (worms? snakes? demons?) and 

bits and pieces of  found information, like newspaper articles spanning entire walls, which blur the lines 

between your environment and the game itself , like giant chess pieces towering beside you. There are 

opportunities to engage with minigames directly surrounding you, and opportunities to trigger events f rom 

artifacts which only appear in the lens of  the game. The clues and other messages within the game take 

the form of  warping motion graphics which change over time and with their proximity to you, creating 

corners you may not want to peer around anymore. 

The inspiration for the engagement within the game came f rom largely f rom three games: 

PokemonGo, the location-based mobile game with AR capabilities, MOTAS: The Mystery of Time And 

Space, an escape-room style web game f rom the early 2000s (which has since been archived and is no 

longer directly accessible) and Unsolved Case Files, a series of  board games containing documents the 

players must sif t through like detectives. Kilroy Was Never Here was born f rom combining the ideas of  

piecing together a narrative f rom found clues, solving small puzzles and riddles in order to progress in the 

game, and urban exploration supplemented with AR as gameplay, to create a new kind of  horror game 

which f its snugly into the reality of  our mobile-driven society. The title references iconic graf f iti f rom WWII 

depicting a face and the words “Kilroy Was Here”, and gestures toward the player discovering where 

Kilroy was and was not in the time leading up to his disappearance.  

There are three types of  clues within the game, locks, keys, and f reebies. Locks are clues which 

contain information about the narrative, but that information may only be accessed if  paired with the 

corresponding key. Key clues, therefore, are clues which are seemingly meaningless or nonsensical by 

themselves, but when paired with lock clues as passcodes, identif ied symbols, etc. they unlock that 

previously hidden information. The necessity of  pairing clues together creates more complex and dif f icult 

gameplay, and requires more exploration and consideration f rom the player. Freebies are clues which 

appear in the game’s environment, without any need for the player to uncover or otherwise bring them to 

visibility. The clues are designed to be decorative elements, creating an immersive experience for the 

player as they navigate unfamiliar and unsettling additions to familiar landscapes. Some of  the graphics 

are in constant f lux of  motion, generating the sensation that your environment itself  is some living, 

breathing horrif ic beast, while the motion and transformation of  others are triggered by pro ximity, creating 

a sense of  anticipation and fear. The clues are decoration, but they are alive, and alongside creating an 

aesthetic atmosphere they serve to provide information and deepen the worldbuilding at hand.  

In considering the player and when they might be playing, I imagined the time between classes 

on a college campus, the time between work and an appointment in an urban area, the time in which you 

are waiting for a f riend to meet you at a cof fee shop. Kilroy Was Never Here is a game which is designed 

in short snippets, in order to allow the player to f ind a single clue at a time within a matter of  minutes, if  

that is the duration of  time they have to commit. The inventory is designed to remind the player of  the 



 

 

context in which they discovered the clue, displaying metadata about the date, time and coordinates of  

discovery, so they may put down the game for a week or longer at a time and be able to pick the story 

back up with relative ease. The lack of  social media connectivity or larger network co mmunication 

resolves the game to be structured for independent gameplay and isolates the player, a meta element 

that brings them closer to the narrative of  the lonely, lost, and missing  Kilroy.  

The details of  the design decisions were nuances that had the ability to amplify the core feeling of  

the game, but required consideration of  practicality and clear communication, ease of  understanding f rom 

the user. Designing the icons presented questions of  stronger connotations of  certain forms with 

unintended meanings, such as a magnifying glass clearly representing a clue in the context of  a Carmen 

SanDiego CD-ROM computer game, but more obviously signifying ‘search’ in the context of  a mobile 

application interface. Some design decisions were directed simultaneously by practicality and aesthetic 

streamlining, such as omitting titles f rom the inventory page, as naming conventions posed an 

unnecessary issue and would visually clutter the screen, inhibiting the user f rom scrolling through a large 

grid of  information with ease. Other design decisions were made f rom time and resource scarcity, such as 

a 3D f igure I had made 6 variations of  before omitting entirely f rom the project. The f igure required 

signif icant amounts of  time to render f rom Cinema4D, and compositing the renders to integrate smoothly 

with the footage and f ilter in Adobe Af terEf fects proved too problematic to spend the time on. The visual 

research into what features placed a f igure in the uncanny valley may not have been able to come to 

f ruition in the form of  a not-quite-human f igure lurking at the end of  a hallway and reaching it’s backwards 

bent f ingers out towards the player in a jump-scare moment, but the research was still valuable in 

directing the placement and behavior of  other graphics throughout the environment. One of  the more 

dif f icult aspects of  the game to design was the interaction indication, which would appear in relation to an 

artifact in the game that was entirely augmented and not at all related to the existing environment. The 

indication had to contrast enough with the object and environment that it was an obviously new addition to 

the gameplay experience, but couldn’t contrast so much that it became visually disintegrated with the rest 

of  the aesthetic. It could not be too cheesy (as an array of  Af terEf fects Particular tentacles proved to be), 

whimsical (as a ring of  turbulent Insydium X-Particles proved to be), or distracting (as a full screen 

transition ef fect proved to be), but had to obviously lure the player into tapping on the artifact. A spiral 

appearing overtop the object became my answer to this design decision, which integrated well with the 

other spirals that had snuck their way into the game as location marker icons, decorative elements of  the 

AR environment, and mental journey that Kilroy seemed to be going down.  

Designing the map also required much time and attention, with vastly dif ferent iterations 

preceding a f inal style. The f irst variation of  the map was inspired by the assertion of  a notable professor 

that isometric was the way to go, and the maps that appear in the beginnings of  fantasy novel series to 

contextualize the world into which the reader is about to plunge. The 2D perspective was too f lat to feel 

truly immersive, and was resultantly confusing to navigate and relate to direct surroundings. A second 

version of  the map sported a ghost avatar, which was intentionally androgynous and could be identif ied 

with any player, f it the spooky theme of  the game, but didn’t quite make sense in context of  how the 

player related themselves to the environment of  the game. The player was intended to feel as though 

they themselves were peering into an alternate dimension of  their reality, not an entirely separate f igure 

existing within the scope of  the game. The third version of  the map took notable design moments f rom the 

AR portion of  the game, dipped in red with larger than life typography sprawling the landscape, and it’s 

‘avatar’ was nothing more than an arrow, which functioned to succinctly inform the player of  their locati on, 

as well as further the ambiguity of  the player’s place in the world.  

What I originally anticipated in designing Kilroy Was Never Here was a geocaching narrative 

adventure, utilizing QR codes and video reels. Instead, the resulting project stepped even deeper in 

integrating the virtual and physical worlds, tying the f ictional narrative to reality through AR typography 

which bled and embedded itself  directly into the surrounding landscape, of fering a new (and quite red) 



 

 

perspective into spaces players had presumably seen before, but never before as they appeared in 

Kilroy’s world. 
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