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It was the summer of 2006 when a grainy video appeared on YouTube. This cursed video 
showed something of great import to gamers across the world and it spoke a sinister message. 
Two friends were mucking around together in an empty Halo 2 lobby. One stepped away to eat, 
leaving the other to wait for his friend to return. Except, they weren’t as alone as they had 
previously thought, after all. A white-armored character appeared in the footage, with no 
defining characteristics and no evidence that the entity was even real. This character, filled with 
sinister intent, would go on to kill both players with the kill feed credits prescribing the wanton 
murder to something called, “the Guardians”. The game itself, in other words, insisted that no 
other real player was there, something akin to a video game haunting. This video spawned one 
of the early internet’s great campfire stories, and what followed was a decade of sightings, 
hunting parties, hoaxes, and arguments over whether these figures were born from lag, mods, 
developer Easter eggs, or perhaps something stranger. This is the story of the Ghosts of Halo: 
where they came from, and most importantly, what they want. That’s this week on Red Thread. 
But first, we need to excavate a now dead video game franchise by asking an important 
question. 
 
Chapter One: What Is Halo?  
 
Halo is a science-fiction first-person shooter franchise formerly created by Bungie Studios and 
published by Microsoft, beginning with Halo: Combat Evolved in 2001. It was the launch title for 
the original Xbox and it’s no exaggeration to say that it singlehandedly saved the console and 
put both Bungie and the Xbox itself into the big leagues. Before Halo, shooters of all kinds were 



considered primarily a PC genre; consoles lacked the control precision for them and so the 
genre had never found a footing on the platform. Halo solved that design problem so decisively 
that it became the template every console shooter after it would follow and, to the wonder of the 
industry itself, it would almost entirely dominate the 2000s as “the” shooter of its time, putting 
that prestigious crown in a console’s possession for the first time. Consoles were now the place 
to be if you wanted to play the latest and greatest of games, and in the early 2000s, the place to 
do that was on Xbox with Halo.  
 
The premise of Halo is admittedly very simple: the player takes the role of the Master Chief, a 
seven foot armoured supersoldier called a Spartan, fighting a theocratic and religiously 
extremist alien alliance known as the Covenant across enormous ring-shaped megastructures, 
the titular Halos, built by a long-vanished civilisation. Again, deceptively simple sci-fi, but the 
surface peeled back to reveal a grand space opera with a fiction richer than a shooter had of the 
time had really needed to be, or had ever been before, with an atmosphere that mattered for 
both the story of the game and for our story that we’re weaving right now. This grand story and 
Halo itself, with its many loose ends and unanswered questions, would always feel slightly 
haunted. Its levels were vast, quiet, brooding, and strewn with the ruins of things older and 
stranger than the player. The game itself trained and primed the audience through its 
atmosphere to believe hidden things were waiting to be found. And, how’s this for media 
literacy... that feeling was orchestrated on purpose.  
 
Bungie reinforced that idea constantly. The studio was famous for burying Easter eggs in its 
games: hidden messages, secret rooms, entire mechanics were tied to player discovery like the 
gameplay modifying hidden collectible skulls that were tucked onto impossible to reach ledges 
or which required obscure rituals to unlock that no reasonable person would stumble upon. So 
when players in the mid-2000s began circulating stories of impossible things happening in Halo 
matches or levels, the community had no reflexive skepticism to fall back onto because Bungie 
really did have a long storied history of hiding bizarre secrets in their games. Rumors really had 
turned out to be true before, after all.  
 
The soil was incredibly fertile for this phenomenon to take root in the early 2000s, especially in 
the video game communities which were rapidly expanding, and especially in the context of a 
developer who seemed to deeply understand the potential of alternate reality experiments like 
hidden secrets and fourth wall breaking puzzles. Bungie, again, had a habit of this. For 
example, the ILOVEBEES ARG in 2004 began in a Halo 2 trailer. The hidden message, found in 
the trailer, would go on to send thousands of players down a rabbit hole of coded messages and 
GPS co-ordinates that led to real-world payphones that would ring at predetermined times, 
giving the hardcore gamers who had solved the puzzles early access to Halo 2 multiplayer 
events across the country. 
 
The timing itself mattered as well. Halo’s golden age coincided with the awkward adolescence of 
the internet, as well as my own. Grainy 240p YouTube uploads, GameFAQs boards, forum 
threads mixing genuine experiences with schoolyard-esque mythology. There was no ubiquitous 
game capture available to the burgeoning crowd of gamers, the most they could hope for was 



pointing a home camera at their CRT screens, which would produce shaky and incredibly low 
resolution home video amateur game montages. That meant that if someone had an interesting 
encounter in a video game, the only way to relay that information would be through word of 
mouth or shaky and grainy video footage. There also certainly wasn’t rapid-response 
myth-busting from developers, if they had even wanted to bust those myths, but more 
importantly from the audience of passionate fans themselves. Nowadays, it’s almost trivial for 
gamers to debunk these theories by diving into the game files and code themselves. The 
audience itself has expanded to such a size, as well, that there are now millions of possible 
mythbusters and capture tools have advanced so rapidly so now that everyone can easily 
capture their experiences on PC and console, providing quick and easy debunkings. It has, 
unfortunately, become impossible for the same experience to be replicated in the modern era, 
which has certainly taken a lot of the charm out of video games, where entire games are usually 
now leaked weeks before they even release to the public. A story back in the 2000s could travel 
from one kid’s living room to a million others before anyone could check it and, even then, no 
one would even have the tools to actually test the veracity of the stories. Halo, more than 
perhaps any game of its era, became a machine for generating urban legends: the Golden 
Warthog is one example, hidden skulls is another and, most relevant to this story, its ghosts.  
 
Chapter 2. The Initial Sighting 
 
The founding document of the phenomenon is a video posted to YouTube on July 28th, 2006, by 
a user called AfRoSaUcE, who said the footage was over a year old and had been recorded by 
a player known as Anti Noob of the trick-jumping group Jump Tactics. The video came to 
become known simply as the Ghost of Lockout. 
 
The setup was mundane, which itself is a large part of what made it an effective video. Anti 
Noob and a friend, The Underdogg, are alone in a custom game on a Halo 2 map called 
Lockout, Halo 2’s iconic snow-covered station suspended over a dark and icy void. The 
Underdogg steps away from his controller to eat, leaving his player character AFK. Anti Noob, 
bored and waiting for his dear friend to return, hops around the empty map. If this were a horror 
movie, and I’m not entirely convinced it’s not, this would be akin to the main character 
separating from the group for a brief stint while wandering aimlessly around the clearly haunted 
mansion.  
 
Then, with no fanfare or warning, The Underdogg’s idle character is stuck with a plasma 
grenade and killed. Plasma grenades, for those unaware, is a particular type of adhesive 
grenade in the game that would stick to players as opposed to bouncing off them. They are 
considered a skill weapon, in that it takes skill to utilise them efficiently for kills. Regardless, The 
Underdogg explodes in a violent burst of light, much to the confusion of Anti Noob for there is no 
one else in the game. When Anti Noob turns to look at where the grenade had come from, a 
white-armoured Spartan is gliding, not walking but gliding with no movement animation at all, 
towards the corpse, where it then throws another grenade. The figure has no gamertag (a 
hovering piece of text that sits above all players heads while in a multiplayer match). It does not 
appear on the scoreboard, like real players would. Its kills are credited in the feed to the 



Guardians, a mysterious and foreboding declaration that the game itself refuses to acknowledge 
that another player exists in the game world. 
 
The footage escalates from that point. The white Spartan hunts both players across multiple 
clips, sticking them with grenades with unnerving accuracy, including throws at angles that 
shouldn’t be possible. It never turns smoothly like a human; it stays locked facing one direction, 
before then snapping instantly towards the victims when delivering the final blow. In the final, 
now most infamous sequence, Anti Noob simply flees. Cornered, he hides behind a fusion coil, 
which is an explosive barrel in the game. The ghost glides past without realising that Anti Noob 
was hiding behind the fusion coil. When Anti Noob peeks out to see if the ghost is gone, it 
appears directly behind him. He panics, backs up, knocks over the explosive barrel and is then 
stuck with one last grenade before exploding.  
 
The video itself spread fast. Accusations that it was a mod came immediately, and AfRoSaUcE 
denied them, offering in the video’s own description a surprisingly sober and sensible theory: the 
ghost was probably a real third player mangled by a network glitch; a sort of Ghost in the 
Machine as opposed to just a regular paranormal Ghost. The internet, however, didn’t fall in love 
with the explanation. It instead fell in love with the ghost itself. A silent white figure gliding 
through an empty map while the game credited its kills to “the Guardians” was simply too good 
too pass up. A legend was born. But, as we all know, ghosts are well known to be social 
creatures. And when there is one ghost, there is likely to be more waiting just around the corner. 
 
Chapter 3. Copycat Sightings 
 
Once the Ghost of Lockout established the template and idea, sightings appeared across the 
Halo games across many years, some caught on video and reasonably credible while some 
stem from pure forum folklore with a few exposed as hoaxes.  
 
Still within Halo 2, a clan called HollywoodHalo produced the Ghost of Turf, notable for showing 
two ghosts at once, while also showing a previously unseen ghost behavioural characteristic in 
that these two ghosts were observed shooting at each other, with one even dying, something 
that most paranormal investigators had previously believed impossible. Of course, this added 
more questions. Was it possible that ghosts could die a second death? This sighting did come 
with an important detail, however. Just before the ghosts appeared, two white-armoured players 
had lost connection to the match and they had quickly been replaced with these mysterious and 
totally unrelated entities.  
 
When Halo 3 launched in 2007, the ghosts migrated across discs. On April 25, 2008, a video 
showed the Ghost of Blackout, fittingly, on the map that was itself a remake of Lockout. The 
ghost had the classic features (no gamertag, no scoreboard entry and no walking animation). 
However, this ghost was again killable. If anything, the ghosts had seemingly grown to become 
more vulnerable over time. It also appeared to take on very human behaviours, like toying with 
the players as opposed to just mercilessly executing everyone in the lobby. Another clip 
captured the Ghost of Sandtrap. This ghost was instead a pink Spartan, proving perhaps once 



and for all that Halo ghosts had genders as well and they were just as prone to stereotyping. 
This pink Spartan had a battle rifle and appeared briefly, stood eerily still, and then completely 
vanished. Most likely when the woman Ghost received an uncomfortable level of attention from 
a bunch of Gamers. 
 
Beyond the recorded cases, oral tradition flourished. The Halo 3 map Valhalla was said to be 
haunted by a sword-wielding Spartan lurking near the map’s crashed Pelican (a sort of aircraft). 
Sandtrap, another Halo 3 map, was said to supposedly host an orange ghost with a Spartan 
Laser, which is a giant weapon that would one-shot enemies if directly hit. The ghosts were 
upgrading their arsenals rapidly. Players also reported “poltergeist” activity, such as grenades 
being thrown from nowhere, objects moving on their own and even vehicles driving themselves. 
Communities quickly formed with the goal of hunting ghosts, including groups on Bungie’s own 
forums that staged expeditions to hotspots like Snowbound (another map). Sightings reports 
were prepared and traded with the earnest methodology of amateur paranormal investigators. 
The Ghost of Blackout even got a second life as a character in fan-made machinima, showing 
how far the stories had grown beyond just the niche corners of Halo sub-forums. 
 
Chapter 4. An Explanation About Halo 2 Multiplayer 
 
To understand why the sightings were so believable, you have to understand what Halo 2 
multiplayer actually was, both culturally and technically. Released in November 2004, Halo 2 
was the killer app for Xbox Live, Microsoft and Xbox’s brand new online ecosystem which 
allowed players from across the country and world to play with one another. The sequel to the 
hit first game, this was perhaps the most anticipated game of the early 2000s. For millions of 
players it would be their first experience of online console gaming, period, as this had never 
been a console technology and certainly not a technology that the casual gaming audience had 
access to before this point. The experience was genuinely a new experience for almost 
everyone who played Halo 2 online, and its ecosystem of custom game modes, clans, and 
friends lists defined how a generation played together and truly laid the foundation for how 
online gaming would go on to dominate through the future.  Maps like Lockout, Midship, and 
Zanzibar became as familiar as players’ own households, thousands of hours were spent 
learning every ledge, spawn point, and trick jump.  
 
Technically, though, Halo 2’s online play was held together with duct tape and hope, as one 
would expect. You can’t be a groundbreaking technology without breaking at some point and 
Halo 2’s online components were known to break often. Halo 2 online multiplayer used a 
peer-to-peer networking model. Without boring everyone, basically this means that one player’s 
console acted as “host”, an authoritative version of the game logic, and everyone else’s console 
received updates from the host machine while playing together. This is different to what most 
games now use: dedicated servers, where everyone’s machines receive and send information 
from a dedicated server in some company's basement and not another player's basement. This 
is important, because with peer-to-peer, connections can not be guaranteed and are ultimately 
down to very transient properties like the host’s connection quality, upload speed, download 
speed and even how much dust had accumulated in the host’s machine by the time the 



connection was made. When these connections faltered or became spotty, the game engaged 
in constant improvisation and predictions. These predictions, most evidently, appeared as 
players interpolating movement between sparse updates which would visibly look like player 
models glitching or jumping between locations; otherwise known as “lag”, which is what most of 
my deaths were attributed to, of course. Other timeless examples included, shots clearly hitting 
enemies actually not causing damage to the enemy, dying in a delayed manner while around a 
corner after having just escaped from an enemy and, when the connection was that poor, 
genuine hang-ups and disconnects.  
 
Two further details are essential background information here. First, Halo 2 handled players who 
lagged out of sessions or joined in odd states poorly. The systems tying a player model to a 
gamertag, a scoreboard entry, and even other game systems like the animation system could 
entirely desynchronise from one another. A player could, under rare conditions, exist entirely on 
your screen without existing in the game’s systems entirely. Second, whenever the game 
couldn’t attribute a death to another player, like if the player died to an unexpected physics glitch 
or bug, the game credited the kill to the so-called “Guardians”, a deliberately mysterious 
catch-all name Bungie used as a meta joke.  
 
Put the ingredients together and you have a well known atmospheric game world with a very 
extensive physics and gameplay system rife with unknowns, a networking model prone to 
buckling under the weight of its own genius, and in-game logic that could lose track of players 
entirely as well as Bungie’s love for encouraging mysteries and unseen entities like the so-called 
“Guardians”. Halo 2 was, perhaps both by accident and on purpose, engineered to produce 
ghost stories. Subsequent Halo games would carry on the technical debt that Halo 2 had 
incurred, and so they also exhibited the same peculiar behaviour with peer to peer connections.  
 
Chapter 5. Rational Explanations 
 
The satisfying thing about the Ghost of Halo, as internet mysteries go, is that the rational 
explanation is coherent and accounts for nearly every reported behaviour. It just requires an 
understanding of Halo 2’s network code and what would happen to it if it was put under stress. 
The core theory, proposed initially by AfRoSaUcE himself, is that of the desynchronised player. 
In a peer-to-peer game, your console’s idea of the match you’re experiencing is that of a sort of 
negotiated fiction. Under severe lag or connection failure, a real human player could remain 
present in the simulation while the information and data attached to them fell away due to lag. 
No gamertag, because the identity failed to sync. No scoreboard entry, because the session 
information was lost. Kills credited to them had nowhere to go, and as such, were attributed to 
the Guardians as a fall back. Crucially, this also explains the creepiest detail, the detail that kept 
many young gamers up late at night in cold sweats: the unnatural gliding. Animation state was 
among the data that failed to replicate, so other consoles received only the ghost’s position, 
updated in a delayed manner, producing a figure that slid without walking and a figure that 
would snap towards its targets rather than turning. On its own screen, the ghost was just a 
person playing Halo normally, probably themselves wondering why everyone else was acting so 
strangely. Its “supernatural” grenade accuracy needs no further explanation beyond the fact that 



Anti Noob ran with expert trick jumpers; the ghost and the player himself may have simply just 
been very good at the game.  
 
The supporting evidence for this theory is strong. The Ghost of Turf, the example with the two 
ghost entities, appeared immediately after two real players visibly disconnected from the 
session, and those ghosts could shoot each other and die. Ignoring the very real potential that 
there could have been a Ghost civil war that we were all unaware of, the next best theory for 
that sighting remains the fact that two players being forcibly disconnected just before the ghosts 
appear is too convenient to completely disregard. 
 
Three secondary explanations mop up the rest of the sightings. First, mods: by the late Halo 2 
era, modified clients could replicate essentially every ghost trait: invisibility, missing gamertags, 
teleportations. Simply, any given video may simply have shown a modder performing a 
haunting. Which to us law-abiding Halo players is a scarier concept than if Halo ghosts truly did 
exist. Second, engine errors: the Sandtrap ghost’s brief, motionless appearance fits a game 
mistakenly spawning an unmanned player model. Bungie later did confirm that a comparable 
phenomenon in Halo Reach did exist and was a genuine coding error. Third, a case of mundane 
misattribution. Much of the “poltergeist” folklore matches known, unrelated glitches, including 
map-overload tricks players were already performing on purpose. Nearly everything on the 
ghost’s resume of skills and experience does have a documented natural cause at the end of 
the day.  
 
Chapter 6. Less-Than-Rational Explanations 
 
Of course, nobody built ghost-hunting clans on Bungie.net because they found the idea of 
packet loss or peer-to-peer connections compelling. The folkloric explanations were always 
more fun, and they reveal what the community wanted the ghosts to be. At the end of the day, 
we are a spiritual species innately. We can try not to be. Oh, how we can desperately try not to 
be. But none of us can escape the fact that we want to believe. I am specifically talking about 
Halo Ghosts right now and not any other religious or personal belief systems, just to make that 
abundantly clear. 
 
The most popular theory held that the ghosts were secret Easter eggs, or artificial hauntings, 
that were deliberately coded into the maps by Bungie. On its face, this wasn’t crazy. Bungie did 
have an already established record of hiding elaborate secrets in their games, and the fiction 
that Bungie had created for the Halo series was saturated with ghost-adjacent ideas: dead 
civilisations, ancient machine intelligences, and the Guardians themselves, whose very name 
was chosen for its air of unseen menace. Every vehicle in the Covenant’s arsenal is also named 
directly after this very concept (the Spirit, the Banshee, the Wraith, the Phantom, the Spectre, 
the Revenant and, of course, the Ghost).  
 
If the developers themselves would spend important development time hiding collectible skulls 
on invisible ledges, the question became, was it really that far out of the realm of possibility that 
they would hide a legitimate haunted entity in their game? Believers pointed to the kill feed as 
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evidence: the game was telling you directly that these so-called “Guardians” were responsible 
for your experiences with the paranormal. The theory even got an unexpected jolt of life in 2025, 
when a modder digging through Lockout’s files with official tools discovered an invisible, 
untextured Master Chief model, itself a leftover from the 1999 MacWorld demo, that had been 
sitting silently inside the map for over two decades. It’s a placeholder asset and there doesn’t 
appear to be any code attached to this model that would insinuate its use as a haunted entity, 
but the revelation that Lockout really did contain a hidden and unseen figure all along was, as 
fans admitted, almost too poetic.  
 
A second family of theories drifted toward the genuinely paranormal or conspiratorial: rogue AI, 
escaped bots and ideas that there was something in the code that was acting on its own. These 
readings borrowed freely from the era’s broader gaming-creepypasta tradition, the same internet 
ecosystem that had produced haunted Pokemon cartridges and cursed Majora’s Mask saves, 
and Halo’s ghosts arguably helped pioneer the genre. At the very least, they had contributed to 
the ever-expanding of new spooky media. The “haunted multiplayer match” became a stock 
creepypasta setting and the Ghost of Lockout was the pioneer. 
 
Finally, there was the community’s most charming irrationality: treating the ghosts almost as 
fauna or real ghosts that could be communed with if the ghost hunter dedicated enough time to 
the pursuit. Ghost-hunting groups mapped hotspots, ranked and categorised the ghosts, 
describing their temperaments as docile or aggressive, and then mounted expeditions to 
hopefully lure them out to capture new encounters. None of this survives scrutiny as 
investigation, all of it succeeds as folklore. The players weren’t really trying to solve the mystery 
at the end of the day. They were, on the other hand, actively maintaining it, the way that every 
generation maintains its own campfire stories. And, before you ask, no, the Catholic Church has 
not yet confirmed the existence of the Ghost of Halo, but importantly, nor have they ruled it out 
and it is our opinion that’s irresponsible that they’re not spending valuable Catholic resources on 
making priests play a bunch of Halo in case an emergency exorcism is needed. 
 
Chapter 7. In Conclusion 
 
The Ghosts of Halo were almost certainly never ghosts. The evidence is pretty concrete on this 
one, in that it points to desynchronised human players, deliberate mods, game engine errors, 
and enthusiastic storytelling. The founding video’s own uploader said as much in 2006, in the 
description that everyone ignored that was sitting under the footage. 
 
And yet the legend’s persistence is the more interesting fact. Twenty years on, the Ghost of 
Lockout still resurfaces in the Halo community, in retrospectives, in Reddit threads, in the 
genuine excitement that lights up a Bungie.net user’s face when they remember the potential 
that the Ghost of Lockout represented for the gaming medium as a whole. Maybe most 
importantly, the Ghost of Lockout still makes me smile, many years after I hung up my Halo 
ghost hunting tools. At the end of the day, isn’t my happiness the most important part of this 
story?  
 



The deepest takeaway may be that regardless of whether or not the Ghost is real, it doesn’t 
matter. The ghosts were true in the way that matters for folklore. There really was an unseen 
presence in those matches: the network itself, an invisible, capricious, generous and selfish 
system that shaped every player’s reality. A system so powerful that it could turn a human being 
into a phantom at the whim of a bad connection. So, yes, the Ghost of Lockout was probably 
just some anonymous player with said bad connection, sticking strangers with grenades, never 
knowing that on other screens he had become the most famous ghost in gaming. And I think 
there’s something perfect about that. It’s what separates the video game medium from every 
other medium. It’s what makes it the best form of media. It’s entirely interactive, it’s 
simultaneously knowable and unknowable and it’s impossible to not be caught up in the 
possibilities. The early internet’s greatest video game ghost story turns out to be proof of what 
games do better than anything else: they leave room for wonder. Twenty years later, we know 
exactly what the Ghost of Lockout was, and yet, we still want to believe. That’s the magic. 
Somewhere in Halo 2, in Lockout, it’s still waiting. 
 
 
 
 


