There, Inc. Creates Breakthrough Immersive Online Experience
An Evolutionary Leap in How Consumers Communicate, Interact and Have Fun Online; Registration Begins Today for Free Beta Program

LAS VEGAS  January 8, 2002   There, Inc., an online communication and entertainment platform company, today unveiled There (reached at www.there.com), an immersive, 3D online destination where people can play and talk naturally while having fun and making friends.  The announcement was made at the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas.  After more than four years of development, the company today begins registration for its free public beta test. Participants will be invited in to socialize and play until the official launch in Q3 2003.

Neither a game nor a chat service, There is an immersive 3D world that gives people a place to hang out with their friends online, express themselves via personalized avatars, and explore and shape the world around them.    There represents an evolutionary leap in the way people interact with each other online.  By harnessing many of the Internet’s core strengths – communication, entertainment, interactivity and commerce – There provides a better way for people to socialize, engage in fun activities or simply spend time together while online.  With There, consumers can make these connections via a sub-$700 personal computer and a standard 56 kbps dial-up connection via their existing ISP.  

“Mainstream consumers are now very comfortable using the Internet to communicate, connect and entertain themselves, however, many of them are looking for more meaningful ways to do this,” said Tom Melcher, CEO of There, Inc.  “There leverages the popularity of online socializing and the growth of massively multi-player games (MMOGs) to deliver compelling experiences and personal connections better than chat rooms or online games can provide on their own.”
Members begin their experience in There with an intuitive, interactive guide that teaches them how to personalize an avatar, communicate with others, explore locations in There, participate in activities, and buy and sell items.  After this introduction, members are free to do whatever they choose to do.  They arrive on a planet that is the size and shape of the Earth, and explore four unique zones that offer something for everyone: 

· Tiki, a lush, tropical island archipelago;
· Tyr, a mysterious realm with dark forests and glowing crystal formations;
· Saja, a cloud city of serene landscapes and beautiful vistas; and 
· Egypt, a photo-realistic recreation of Egypt's pyramids and Sphinx.  
Accessible to the mass market

Unlike high-end PC games, which require cutting-edge PC hardware, and broadband connections for optimal online play, There is accessible to the mass-market consumer.  There’s recommended minimum system requirements are:

· An operating system as old as Microsoft Windows 98 SE or Microsoft Windows 2000 SP1 

· A PC at least as fast as an 800 MHz Pentium III, and with at least 256 MB of RAM 

· At least 400 MB free hard disk space

· A 56k modem or broadband connection to any ISP 

· A Microsoft Direct/X-compatible sound card; and 

· One of the following video/graphics cards: ATI Radeon (except for VE), ATI Radeon 7200 or ATI Radeon Mobility 7500 or higher; or an nVIDIA GeForce or nFORCE graphics card. 

Similar configurations can be found today in many PCs costing $700 or less.
Powerful self-expression

The avatar, or 3D character, is the There member’s unique representation of his or her online self.  These fully customizable avatars form the basis of the member's identity in There, but they are also a form of self-expression.  Members can change the way they look in There by visiting a “spa” for a "facial" (which changes how the face appears), or other “treatments” which change the avatar’s genetics.  Members can also purchase new hairstyles, makeup, and clothing.  

Once the avatar is created, There’s robust communication features help members feel as if they are engaged in a true conversation with others.   There avatars behave like real people – breathing and changing body language or position, focusing on whoever is speaking, and reacting to the conversation.    In addition, There avatars give members a rich way to express themselves to others, including a full range of physical gestures (such as smile, yawn, laugh, blush, and others), familiar 'emoticons' that will change facial expressions, and unique 'moodicons' that convey deeper emotions, such as shooting "daggers" or floating “hearts.”

Powering this breakthrough form of online communication are proprietary technologies that blend cutting-edge 3D animation, artificial intelligence, and advanced forms of cinematography.

Connecting by doing 

There is designed for those who like connecting with friends, meeting new people, or discussing particular topics in chat rooms, but who dislike the chaos or unwanted "noise."  In There, members can organize a group chat by hanging a sign in an appealing location with the topic of discussion.  For a more organized group discussion, a virtual game show, or a talent contest, members can rent a “chat stage”.  There protects members from unwanted advances from other people with a unique "summon me" feature, an effective "ignore" system, and vigilant moderators who can intervene on their behalf.
In addition to simply socializing in new ways and venues, There also gives members plenty of things to talk about – such as where to go and what fun activity to do next.  There lets visitors create and customize their own online experience by freely choosing from a wide variety of structured and unstructured fun things to do together.  For example, members can race dune buggies, zoom around on “hoverboards,” explore new lands using “hoverpacks,” host a treasure hunt, join or start a club, or simply hang out with their virtual pet dog.  There is open-ended by nature, which lets members create their own game variations (e.g., “hoverboard paintball”), treasure hunts and puzzles.  
This free-flowing approach to online fun is enabled by There’s breakthrough invention of “distributed physics”, which allows people and objects to perform naturally in the online world without being pre-programmed.  There has gravity: balls bounce, people running uphill slow down, and vehicles collide. This patent-pending technology allows people to interact together much as they do in the real world.  

“With so many ways to express themselves, and so many fun things to do and discover in There, the consumer’s experience is only limited by his or her creativity and imagination – and once they experience There, consumers might find it hard to go back to traditional chat rooms or repetitive online games again,” added Melcher.

The bonus of broadband 

There offers unique features for broadband users that are not available for dial-up users, including 3D voice chat, shared music, shared video, and the ability to upload digital photos to decorate their virtual house.  

There's 3D voice feature elevates the already immersive chat experience to a greater level of fun and interactivity.  By using a PC microphone or headset, members can literally talk with friends while engaging in other activities such as driving a dune buggy or scoring a hit in paintball.  Importantly, each member’s voice sounds as if it is coming from where his or her avatar is standing, unlike a “voice channel” used in some current multi-player games.

With shared music, broadband members can listen to cool tunes from a virtual jukebox or stereo with 3D audio.  Now, instead of listening to music alone, There members can enjoy listening to music together, in an engaging setting, while doing fun things together with friends who are physically distant.

Also in development is the ability for broadband users to watch video streams together.  Friends who live far away can hang out while watching a virtual drive-in movie, catching a game at the “local” sports bar, or sitting together in front of their virtual TV in a virtual house.

Creating in There
In addition to delivering an immersive consumer experience, There, Inc. is today also opening There to amateur and professional designers and game developers.  “Until now, game developers needed to build the end-user experience, the core technology engine, and significant customer service infrastructure – an effort that typically requires years of effort and millions of dollars,” said Stewart Bonn, There Inc.’s VP Fun and former SVP and GM of Electronic Arts Studios.  “By using the open There platform, developers can more rapidly bring their creative ideas to market, in a virtual world with a built-in audience.”  

An initial set of development tools are available today, focused on unleashing There members’ creative energy.  Members without advanced technical skills can create complex dune buggy and hoverboard race courses, set admission prices, track lap times, maintain leader boards, and award prizes.  Less kinetic activities can also be created by members armed with nothing more than an active imagination: treasure hunts, scavenger hunts, poetry readings, game shows, and fashion shows.  These activity creators can use a built-in and easy-to-use system to publicize their events, sell tickets, and manage reservations.

In addition to creating fun activities, members with more technical skill can add objects to There.  By using any image editor -- such as Adobe Photoshop, Macromedia Fireworks, or Microsoft Paint -- members can create unique patterns and colors for their own line of clothing, hair, buggy and hoverboard paint jobs, and furniture.   Members proficient in using Discreet gmax, the industry-standard 3D modeling tool, can create unique geometries and invent new types of clothing, vehicles, and furniture.  

Within the next few months, There, Inc. will publish an open API for C++ developers, along with a more robust set of content development tools targeted at the needs of professional developers.  Developers will also be able to: customize the There GUI by using Macromedia Flash; create new scripted events by using “Therescript”, a Javascript-like language based on a Brazilian open-source game language called “Lua”; incorporate new web pages by using the embedded Microsoft Internet Explorer web browser; and communicate with the There data cluster via standard XML interfaces. 

Virtually real economy

As with the off-line world, There will have a thriving economy based on the supply and demand of goods and services.  Almost anything that There members create can be sold to other members.  In addition to activity- and content-creation tools, There includes a tightly-integrated e-commerce catalog from which members can buy an ever-increasing variety of virtual goods and services.  Members can also buy and sell items via a robust built-in auction system that ensures smooth transactions and prevents fraud.

The legal tender of There is Therebucks ™, which can be used to buy objects, rent a house, access special events or change an avatar's appearance.  Therebucks can be earned by:

· Creating and selling clothes, furniture or other objects in There;

· Charging admission to parties, games or other events;

· Getting a job, such as a There Ambassador who greets visitors and welcomes new members; or 

· Participating in online focus groups or surveys.

Members also receive Therebucks as part of a monthly membership program, with pricing to be determined during the public beta period.  Therebucks can also be purchased “a la carte” with a credit card.

About There, Inc.

There, Inc. is an entertainment and communications software company that is creating a new category of online interaction.  There (reached at www.there.com) is the first online getaway that gives consumers the freedom to play and talk naturally while having fun and making friends. There, Inc. is privately-held, with over $33 million in funding from Sutter Hill Ventures, individual investors and employees.  The company is headquartered in Menlo Park, Calif. For more information on There, visit www.there.com.
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For more information, contact:

Steve Kerns, 415 962 8200 x 251, steve@sparkpr.com 

Editor’s Note: There, Inc. will host its first public display of There at the Consumer Electronics Show (CES) on Wednesday, January 8 at 12:00noon PT at the Las Vegas Convention Center, Room S228. Attendees to CES can visit There, Inc., at CES booth 37234.
