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  For Yann, Fabien, Teddy, Neal and Lucas,


  my Spartan brothers at whose sides


  I’ve fought many a battle.
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  FOREWORD
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  hALO WAS CONCEIVED in a drafty old building that used to be a school, so cold in the winter that mice nested in our computer cases to stay warm. I joined Jason Jones, co-founder of Bungie, in the gritty south Chicago office to lay the foundation for a new sci fi game. We didn’t have a master plan. In fact, we called the game Monkey Nuts, a code name that remained for several years into production.




  I was hired to help build the vision for a bold new game Jason had floating around in his head. To my delight and surprise, that vision was less defined than I thought. That put a lot more pressure on me to help him build that vision before we brought on other members to the team.




  While creating a world which the player would get to inhabit, as well as the characters, vehicles, and weapons we would play, the development of Halo took a few massive turns that nobody on our team expected. From real-time strategy to third-person action to a full-on first-person shooter, we often struggled to find exactly what it was we were building.




  It really wasn’t until the final year of development that we finally understood Halo’s transformation. But this realization came so late that completing the game for its debut at the launch of the brand-new Xbox console presented some significant challenges for the team.




  Along the way, the journey of developing Halo was filled with so many moments of joy and celebration, along with extreme difficulties and times when the very existence of Bungie was in jeopardy. After Halo CE launched to great success, our young team was still trying to figure out how to handle the pressure of continuing the franchise with another hit. We needed to grow, which was directly at odds with keeping our small-team culture. We needed to follow a more corporate structure, which bucked against our brash origins within that old schoolhouse in Chicago. And, as much as we knew Microsoft owned our studio, we remained fiercely independent all along the way. I think the pride in what we created, and our spirit of independence is one part of what held us all together. But the other massive part was the community that had grown along with us and supported us through thick and thin.




  In this book, my hope is that you’ll appreciate the amazing stories of how Halo was created. I hope you get an in-depth look at the missions and lore of the universe and get a rare behind-the-scenes glimpse at what it was like building the franchise. Most importantly, I also hope you’ll come to know the many talented people who poured all their creativity, love, and care into building this universe that so many fans have come to adore now for decades.




  Marcus Lehto




  Art Director – Halo 1, 2 & 3
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  PREFACE
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  ON NOVEMBER 9, 2004, after a long and arduous three-year development process, Xbox and Bungie finally released the hotly anticipated Halo 2, forever changing the destiny of many gamers. And not necessarily in the way that some of Bungie’s staff had expected, despite the fact that they fully believed in the potential of their new baby. You see, the collector’s edition of Halo 2 came with a second DVD containing the making-of the game. A filming team had been following most of Halo 2’s development, and the resulting film, with a run-time of over 50 minutes, covered the key stages of the game’s development, like the E3 2003 presentation and the ensuing crunch, before reaching its conclusion, so full of hope, a few days before the game’s release. For many gamers out there, this was an opportunity to get to know the men and women that had made Halo possible, to put faces to the names featured in the end credits of Halo: Combat Evolved. The video also provided a heartwarming view of the relationships between the studio’s staff, who could be seen joking and pranking each other, as if they were a group of friends still together at college. It was more than enough to make many teenage boys and girls dream of a career in video games.




  Because that was exactly what the making-of achieved: it gave people a vocation. At Bungie and elsewhere, many developers that are now busy working on the games of the future are there thanks to the image of the industry they saw in this making-of. Because Halo had lighted a fire inside them. That’s exactly what happened to me. In 2004, video games were my passion and I liked to think that one day, I would be one of the chosen few who were paid to test video games. But it was only when I got my hands on Halo 2, and watched the making-of for the very first time that I realized just how many opportunities existed out there. Including shining the spotlight on the men and women who made video games. In general, gamers are only familiar with a few big names. People like John Romero, Shigeru Miyamoto, Warren Spector, Hideo Kojima and Michel Ancel are well known to gamers, but they are just the tip of the iceberg–of the ice floe–that is the video game industry and the hundreds of studios it contains all around the world. Every day, these offices are filled with a huge variety of highly talented individuals, people who each have their own story that deserves to be known. With every press of a button or click on the mouse, every time we look at the screen, we are discovering their creations and putting them to the test. These are men and women who, sometimes for decades, have kept us entertained and nourished our dreams. I always thought it was a shame that they remained faceless. So I decided to do something about it. It was the dream of a somewhat naive teenager who had no idea of just how much work it would take, but I started my own little blog.




  I soon realised this. Then, from 2006, I decided to focus on Bungie, my favorite studio, and while I was waiting for the release of Halo 3 alongside millions of other gamers, I started collecting press cuttings, videos, and interviews, and anything else I could find about Bungie and Halo. I spent my evenings collating this information in a database that I kept under lock and key on the family computer. This implausible collection was not meant to be shared, and in truth it was of only limited interest. One thing I can say about it, though, is that it helped me understand the industry I was so passionate about. From a game’s development to the moment it hits the shelves, including the relationships between the studio and the publisher and the vying for influence within a single company, I thought I had it all pinned down.




  In 2013, then, when I joined the team at Jeuxvideo.com (the leading video game news website in Europe), I thought I was ready. But I had another think coming. The truth is that nobody can truly know and understand such a unique industry until they’re on the inside. Until they’re part of it. Journalists like me are at best privileged spectators. Privileged because their job brings them into regular contact with studios and publishers, to whom they can speak and ask questions. And, sometimes, see how video games are made from the inside. Their next task is a relatively straightforward one: to share what they have learned with their audience, in an easily digestible way. For six years, that was precisely what I tried to do for the readers of Jeuxvideo.com. But being a journalist is a constant race against the clock, and we all too rarely have time to work free from any constraints. We learn to make do. Some excel at it, and have written and continue to write high-end journalism. For me, though… I needed more time, more space. So, when Third Éditions contacted me in the summer of 2017 to suggest I write a book about Halo, I didn’t even have to think about it. What they were giving me was an opportunity to open a window onto the studio’s private life, one that all fans of Halo and Bungie could look through. To tell the full story of these men and women who, sometimes without getting any credit, had left their mark on video-gaming history. And with it our lives.




  This book, entitled Halo: A Space Opera From Bungie, was published in the original French in December 2018, and since then my life has never been the same. A few months after the book came out, Bungie got in touch to offer me a role with the company. The circle was complete. Fifteen years after watching the making of Halo 2 for the very first time, I was suddenly working alongside the same faces I’d seen on the screen. In the credits for Destiny 2, my name features just below that of Lorraine McLees, the woman we have to thank, among other things, for the design of the Pillar of Autumn, the iconic human ship in Halo: Combat Evolved. I welled up the first time I saw it. As I write this preface, it has been six months since I left Bungie, and I still find it hard to believe that the past two short years spent at the studio are anything more than a dream. And the craziest thing is to think that none of this would have happened if I hadn’t watched that video back when I had just turned 16.




  If this book serves to pique your interest, to teach you something, and to help you see your calling, just like the making of Halo 2 did for many of us, then all of my hard work will have paid off. Because that’s all we hope for when we start working on a project like this.




  The time has come for me to shut up, to stop talking about myself and start talking about far more interesting people, so all I’ll say is enjoy the read! Welcome to the Halo universe.




  THE AUTHOR: LOÏC RALET




  A former History student, he joined Jeuxvideo.com, the main french video game outlet in 2013, and as a journalist, he became their Xbox expert. While covering and reporting on everything related to Xbox, he also set himself appart in the french video game medias as a specialist of Bungie, 343 Industries, Halo and Destiny. In 2019, he was hired by Bungie and joined its Community team, working on Destiny 2, most specifically on two expansions (Beyond Light, The Witch Queen) and six seasons, among other things. He left the studio in 2021 and he is now enjoying some much needed rest with his wife and newborn son.
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  PART I


  THE ORIGINS OF HALO
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  Chapter 1 – Bungie: a Two-Man




  While it’s true that today, 343 Industries are the loving custodians of the Halo franchise, that hasn’t always been the case. Indeed, the history of the Master Chief saga is intimately linked to the history of Bungie, its original creator. This is true to the extent that it’s impossible to disentangle one from the other, despite the fact that Bungie has turned a page on Halo for good, and is now busy telling different stories, in different universes. If we are to understand Halo’s history, we’ll need to go back to when Bungie was first founded and further, to explore the backgrounds of Alexander Seropian and Jason Jones. Because as is often the case in video games, it all began with an everyday encounter.




  THE FOUNDING FATHER




  For as long as he can remember, Alexander Seropian had always wanted to be a businessman. It was an unusual dream for a young boy, perhaps, but one that never left him. When he was aged just ten years old, he took part in a fundraiser for the hospital where his father worked, selling popsicles door-to-door in the Chicago suburbs. The act of exchanging these little icy treats for money brought him an intense feeling of satisfaction. But the young Alexander Seropian had other passions, too, and one in particular was occupying an increasingly large place in his life: video games. He discovered this new hobby in the mid-1970s when his parents returned from Sears department store having bought him a Telegames Personal Arcade, a cheaper version of the Atari 2600. He was spellbound by Pong. No sooner had he arrived at college, than he was visiting the computer room at every opportunity. It had just been equipped with eight brand new Commodore PET computers, which he used to learn the basics of computer programming. At home, meanwhile, his parents decided to invest in his new passion and bought one of the first Macintosh computers, at which he would spend lots of his free time after class. He learned Pascal1 and began programming his very first games. One of his first creations was an American football game that he designed from scratch to test how well he had mastered C,2 a programming language. Even more than video games, programming was Seropian’s first true love. He liked putting together lines of code and seeing the result come to life on the screen. Better still, he knew that if he made something people were interested in, then he could sell it, which was a step towards founding his own company. This was an idea that he never really gave up on.




  While he was growing into a talented programmer, Seropian also completed his education without a hitch. A popular pupil among both teachers and his peers, he was a young man who bore no resemblance to the stereotypical geek, lonely and bullied by the high school jocks. He secured a place at the University of Chicago where he quickly earned a reputation–and not always for the right reasons. Born with a keen eye for business opportunities, Seropian decided to sell his notes from class, especially the ones he took in chemistry. “Half the freshman class at UC took chemistry, and it was an 8am lecture, a 90-minute lecture. Half the class never showed up. I had a Mac and I knew how to use Quark Xpress or whatever at the time. I would take notes, or actually my girlfriend would take notes, and then I would type them up, format them and sell them.” Seropian generated some publicity by putting up posters around campus mocking the chemistry professor, and in particular his accent. “The professor had a very thick accent. One of my taglines was, ‘If you can’t understand the accent, just buy my notes.’” It certainly rubbed the chemistry department at the University of Chicago up the wrong way, and they tried to shut his little business venture down.




  Seropian’s computing talents didn’t go unnoticed for long, and he was invited to a series of interviews at different Chicago-based IT companies while he was still a student. One of them was Microsoft, which has offices in the Illinois state capital. Seropian ultimately began his career there as an intern, where he joined a team responsible for making programming tools. When they offered him a full-time job, he was faced with a dilemma: should he complete his college education, accept the job offer from Microsoft, or even start his own company, which had been his secret ambition for years now? One day in May 1991, he decided to see what his father thought about it. “His advice was to take a job and learn some stuff and then, once I knew some stuff, I could go start the company,” Seropian explained in 2013. But our young programmer wasn’t really listening. He’d already made his decision. What he was really looking for when he asked his dad for advice was validation and encouragement. He saw his dad’s advice as a challenge, and a few days later on May 19th, he founded his own company, which he named Bungie Software Products Corporation.




  To get Bungie up and running, Seropian borrowed some money from his parents and a few family friends. He built his own disk duplication machine, and started making games. Before his internship at Microsoft ended, Seropian had pilfered a not-at-all insignificant number of blank disks, which he used to distribute his first games. Gnop, the best-known of these early games, was a copy of Pong, the first video game Seropian owned. With his floppy disks in hand, he hit the streets giving out free copies of Gnop, and later other games that he would try to sell. The venture would ultimately prove to be in vain, and before long he had lost the money he had borrowed. But Seropian was undeterred, and kept trying again and again until he managed to make a bit of money. Then he came to a realization: if he really got behind it, Bungie could one day grow into a flourishing company. This was when he set about making Bungie’s first real game, Operation: Desert Storm, which was released in October 1991. As its name implies, the game was inspired by the Gulf War, which had ended a few months earlier. It was a top-down game in which players controlled a tank as they battled their way across 20 levels before facing the final boss: Saddam Hussein’s giant head. Developed on Macintosh, Seropian’s computer platform of choice, the game managed to sell around 2500 copies. Not bad for a game made by a student, but still not enough for the young entrepreneur whose plans were bigger than these modest sales figures. However, it was too big a job to take on alone, and he decided to start looking for a business partner, someone who could help him develop better quality games so that Bungie could finally take off. Seropian had someone in mind straight away: one of his classmates from college.




  STRENGTH IN NUMBERS




  This classmate was none other than Jason Jones, who Seropian had met through Pete Hallenberg, a mutual friend. The two classmates had known each other to say hello to for a while now, having both signed up to the same artificial intelligence class. Seropian was very quickly impressed by Jones, or at least by his computer. Seropian recalls that, “He had a machine with 8 MB of ram–which for 1990 was insane!” At college, Jones lived in a small dorm and his clean, pristine, and tidy dorm room contained only a bed, a desk, and, most importantly, his computer, with an equally oversized screen. Artificial intelligence wasn’t the only interest shared by Seropian and Jones: they were both also fans of Apple computers. Like Seropian, Jones had taught himself the basics of IT and programming at an early age. At high school, he started to learn a number of programming languages, particularly Applesoft Basic and 6502 Assembly, and later Microsoft Basic 1.0 when his parents bought him a Macintosh 128k. Eventually he discovered C on an Apple II, but he also learned to use it within a PC environment. These skills enabled him to get a job for a small computer-aided manufacturing company before he even started college. Jones spent a full year designing programs for the company’s machines, and used the money he earned to develop his knowledge and skills. For example, he bought himself a copy of the Macintosh Programmer’s Workshop (MPW) software development environment, and quickly learned to use it. This meant that he could write the code for several Mac games, as well as converting the code of one of his old Apple II games so that it would run on a Macintosh. This game was Minotaur, and while it might not look it, it was way ahead of its time as a dungeon-crawler with procedurally generated levels. Thoroughly playtested by Jones and his friends, Minotaur had been refined again and again over the years, while Jones was still programming on the Apple II, with improvements that included a LAN mode. At a time when the internet barely existed, this demonstrated some real technical prowess, but made the game’s conversion a more complex matter. It was when he had almost finished the Macintosh port of the game that he met Alex Seropian. The two students got on well enough, despite their very different personalities. They did have one thing very much in common, though: the desire to make video games and to earn a living from it. Thoroughly convinced by both Jones’ skills and his plans, Seropian offered to help him finish Minotaur and then to publish it through Bungie. At first Jones was reluctant, mainly because he had never intended on selling his creation, which he didn’t think was sufficiently polished. But Seropian managed to persuade him, and Bungie had its second game.




  While Jones finished work on Minotaur, Seropian took care of the marketing side of things, and designed the box in which the game would be sold. Called Minotaur: The Labyrinth of Crete (so there were no misunderstandings), the game didn’t fare much better than Operation: Desert Storm, also selling around 2500 copies. While the game encountered a certain popularity in the dorms of the University of Chicago, where Jones was living, its success was confined to a circle made up of a few geeks who grasped the subtleties of network gaming. We are talking about back in 1992, and Minotaur needed AppleTalk or a modem to work. This was without any doubt an outstanding technical innovation, but the general public were completely ignorant of online gaming, and even gamers would not necessarily have the right equipment. The game did, however, pique the curiosity of the Mac gamer community. Admittedly, there was hardly a large selection of games to choose from for the Apple computer, and as Jones himself would state a few years later, there was only limited competition between developers. So despite its faults, Minotaur attracted attention nevertheless, as did Bungie.




  

    




    

      1 A programming language created in 1970 by Niklaus Wirth, primarily for educational purposes.


    




    

      2 A programming language created in 1972 by Ken Thompson and Dennis Ritchie, fathers of the UNIX operating system. It influenced later languages, like C++, Java and PHP. It’s one of the best-known programming languages.


    


  




  Chapter 2 – The Rising Stars of




  Their first attempt may not have been the hit they had hoped for, but Seropian and Jones soon found that they had a lot in common and decided to become more than one-off business partners. Jones officially joined Bungie and Seropian split the company with him 50/50, as equal shareholders. They both felt that great things were possible and that together they could make a living from their passion. That said, they would spend several months bouncing ideas around without any concrete results.




  PATHWAYS INTO DARKNESS




  Jason Jones wasn’t short on ideas. Nor on talent. He was keen to exploit the latest technology in the video game industry and began working on different graphic rendering solutions. Indeed, Jones wanted the next Bungie game to be in 3D. Like others in the industry at the time, he had seen and played id Software’s Wolfenstein 3D, and was immediately interested in the technical challenge the game posed. He spent months designing a game engine and development tools that would ultimately enable him to begin work developing a new game. Bungie didn’t yet know what their next game would be, but they did know that they now possessed extremely robust technology with which to build it. After sounding out a long series of ideas, the duo began working on a 3D version of Minotaur, before abandoning the project. In an interview with Inside Mac Games a few months later, Jones revealed how, “We pretty quickly decided that Minotaur was not well suited to a 3D environment since so much of the game relied on the top-down point-of-view.”




  The top-down view was dropped, and Bungie began working on its first FPS. While Jones laid the foundations of the game, he and Seropian set out to enlist the services of a few friends to give them a hand. It would be one of Jones’ friends, Colin Brent, who came to their aid, offering his talents as an artist. In Minotaur, Jones had drawn the characters, monsters, and objects found in the labyrinth himself. While this did give the game a certain charm, it also clearly revealed it to be an amateurish effort. Their new game, Pathways Into Darkness, needed to do better. Brent’s job was to bring the very detailed world imagined by Jones to life. At that time, shooters didn’t have much in the way of plot, and Jones believed that they could serve as a vehicle for a good storyline as much as any RPG did. While he was working on the code for the game, he came up with a number of different storylines. One was about an archaeologist whose sister had been kidnapped by the game’s antagonist, who held her to ransom in exchange for an ancient artifact that the hero must find and return. However, this script was too obviously similar to Indiana Jones, and it was back to the drawing board. Jones wanted something that was richer, deeper, and more complex, so he wrote the story of a secret community hidden from the world among the peaks of the Swiss Alps. The community was made up of old Roman soldiers who had found the secret to eternal life thanks to a magical spring discovered on the fringes of the Empire. Water from the spring extended the lifespan of all who drank from it. The soldiers came to loathe death and clung to life for centuries. Every seven years, the leader of their community had to return to the spring to fetch more water so that the soldiers would never die. It was a dangerous journey for one man alone, and if the man failed to return, the immortal soldiers would elect another of their number to bring the water back to their village. And it was this unwilling “volunteer,” sent to meet certain death, that Jones wanted players to control. He liked the idea that the main character was more of a victim than a real hero, a man who was not allowed to choose his own destiny. On top of that, his mission wasn’t a worthy one: it was to carry out the orders of a community that had been desperately clinging to life for far too long. “I think it would have been burdensome,” Jones would admit a few months later. This idea was also scrapped, but Jones was undeterred: he wanted to tell stories. A fan of sci-fi and fantasy, the young developer would eventually come up with Pathways Into Darkness, a lighter pitch that was still Lovecraftian in many ways, in which an American soldier explores a Mayan pyramid. Players were tasked with travelling into the bowels of the pyramid to activate a nuclear bomb and stop a powerful, godlike being from awakening.




  The game took the form of an FPS and contained plenty of action scenes, as well as several RPG elements that brought greater depth to the gameplay experience. While multiplayer mode was once again included, Jones and Seropian had learned from their mistakes, and it was possible to play Pathways Into Darkness without AppleTalk or a modem. And they distributed their roles more effectively. While Jones was writing the final lines of code needed to enable network gaming, Seropian contacted the press and gave presentations at a number of American trade shows, such as MacWorld in August 1993. July was a stressful month for the two friends, as they worked flat out to finish Pathways so that it would be presentable for MacWorld. But they did it. When the game was finally released a few weeks after MacWorld, it very quickly sold several thousand copies, and eventually recorded sales in excess of 20,000 units. Jones and Seropian weren’t expecting it, but Pathways Into Darkness was a genuine success and quickly picked up a number of awards, like adventure game of the year from the Inside Mac Games website. Better yet, the small community of Bungie fans suddenly expanded, becoming a real asset for the studio as word of mouth drove sales. After only a few years of work and with three games under its belt, Bungie was now the standard-bearer of Mac gaming, or at least its rising star.




  It was a role that Jason Jones really loved, and he wasn’t shy about letting people know. Generally a discreet and reserved individual, Jones revealed himself to be a lot more self-assured when asked about Macintosh gaming: not only did he state that the studio would remain loyal to the Apple brand for the foreseeable future, but he also predicted, in words spoken into an Inside Mac Games mic, that the day was soon coming when Mac gamers would no longer need to envy PC gamers. “We still haven’t caught up with the PC, but I think we will, and I think we will soon. And if nobody else does it, I’m going to do it.” In confirmation, Jones teased the studio’s next games, code-named Mosaic and Marathon. Both to be released on the Mac, of course.




  MARATHON: DOOM, MAC-STYLE




  The modest success that was Pathways Into Darkness did Bungie a lot of good. The company’s financial resources grew to the point that Seropian could consider himself a real businessman. While Jones got to work on Bungie’s next two titles, his partner took care of the rest. Bungie then hired several people who would join the studio over the course of the development process for Marathon and Mosaic. The latter was quickly abandoned after being presented at MacWorld in San Francisco in January 1994. Jones nevertheless retained some of the game’s concepts and incorporated them into Marathon, beginning with a comprehensive AI system that enabled the various enemies encountered by players to react to their actions. Marathon was now the only project in development at Bungie, which continued to hire new staff. Jones brought in a Duke graduate, Ryan Martell, who took a break from his studies to help Jones write the code for the game. He also called in another friend, Greg Kirkpatrick, who he worked with on the storyline for Marathon. Both men were passionate about sci-fi, so they wrote a story about a space station, the UESC Marathon, that orbited a human colony in a faraway galaxy. At the start of the game, Marathon station is attacked by a gargantuan alien spaceship belonging to the Pfhor, who commence hostilities with an electromagnetic attack that damages the station’s three artificial intelligences. Tycho was destroyed, Durandal lost its mind, and only Leela remained in any condition to help the player on their quest. The player’s job was to hinder the enemy advance through Marathon, before discovering that Durandal had formed an alliance with the S’pht, a race of alien cyborgs held prisoner on the Pfhor ship. Together, they repel the Pfhor assault, and Durandal even takes control of their ship, before leaving the sector. A happy ending, after all. Players also had to seek out all the terminals that Jones had dotted around the levels, which were the only way to understand the events unfolding aboard the Marathon during the game. This method of delivering the game’s narrative would win over a lot of fans when the game came out.




  But before it did, Bungie would need to hire again. It was impossible to finish work on Marathon within an acceptable time-frame with the current staff numbers. And so Bungie’s first real employee was a certain Doug Zartman. When Colin Brent, the artist to whom Pathways Into Darkness owes its bestiary, decided to return to college, Seropian posted a classified ad in one of Chicago’s free newspapers. “Help us making kick-ass games for the Mac,” it read. As a fan of both video games and Mac computers, it immediately caught the attention of Doug Zartman. He already knew of Bungie and applied without a moment’s hesitation. Zartman didn’t really have the skills required for the role, but he turned up for the interview anyway and showed Seropian some of his drawings and design ideas for a strategy game. Seropian politely informed him that he wasn’t suitable for the advertised role, but he did offer him another job. And so Zartman found himself providing a bit of tech support for the studio alongside his main role taking care of PR for Bungie, which was eating up too much of Seropian’s time. But Bungie still hadn’t found a replacement for Brent, until, that is, they met a Frenchman by the name of Reginald Dujour to take his place. A graduate of the French National School of Fine Art and a veteran of the French Foreign Legion, Dujour was studying in Chicago when he answered the Bungie ad. He drew the game world for Marathon and was also involved in designing a number of the game’s levels.




  This significant enlargement of the team meant that Bungie had a desperate need to find some new premises ASAP, because up until now Jones and Seropian had been working in Seropian’s apartment. But money was tight: Bungie moved into 1945 South Halsted Street, in Pilsen, a neighborhood on the south side of Chicago. It wasn’t a particularly appealing place: the offices were in what had been a Catholic school for girls, and were in a sorry state of repair and infested with rats. Marcus Lehto, who would go on to become Bungie’s artistic director, recalls how, “In the winter time, it was so cold that mice lived in our PCs just to keep warm. They would often poke their heads out of the desk cord holes and look at what we were doing.” To make matters worse, the building next door was used by crack addicts on a daily basis as a place to buy and sell drugs and to get high, a situation that caused quite a few problems over Bungie’s time there. But the team were in fine spirits when they moved in and pushed on with their work on Marathon, which was beginning to take shape. Much to the displeasure of the fans who loved its game world, Marathon wasn’t a sequel to Pathways Into Darkness. Jason Jones was unequivocal on the matter: he didn’t like making sequels and preferred to create new game worlds and design new game systems. Nor was he afraid of a challenge. Then Doom was released in late 1993, and it had a real effect on the development of Marathon, whose level design suddenly seemed dated. The new shooter from id Software, which would soon become the ultimate benchmark for the genre, used more curves and fewer right angles, and applied a range of mind-blowing graphical effects. Jones didn’t let it get him down, and got back to work improving his own game engine and tools. He added a major new feature, and gave players the ability to look up and down. Unlike most of its contemporary FPS, Marathon demanded more accurate aiming from players. It was also a good way for Jones to show off his game engine, which had the ability to display textures on the ground and the ceiling (a rarity in 1994), which helped make Marathon a game that was as unique as it was gripping.




  In order to accelerate work on Marathon and make more short demos to generate a buzz around the game, Bungie hired Alain Roy, a developer who had been noticed a few months earlier when he bypassed the copy protection for Pathways Into Darkness. Impressed by Roy’s talent, Alex Seropian offered him a fixed-term contract. Roy accepted the offer and spent the summer of 1994 working at Bungie. He quickly struck up a friendship with Jason Jones (they were almost neighbors) and worked on shading for the game. He optimized Jones’ code and helped Marathon run more smoothly. He also worked with Jones on the game’s multiplayer mode, which Jones saw as one of the game’s key features, as he explained during Marathon’s development: “The first time you play a game it might surprise you, but in the long run it’s not very difficult to figure out how the computer will react in different situations. That’s why I like playing network games, because human opponents are completely unpredictable.” It was with this in mind that he demanded PvP mode, where players could face off against each other. With Roy, he spent many a long day working to improve Marathon’s netcode, taking just a few short breaks in the middle of the day. While the neighborhood around the Bungie offices was far from a tourist destination, it did conceal a few pleasant surprises, like the burritos from La Cocina, where the whole staff at Bungie ate almost every day, and a peaceful little park filled with greenery. While Roy basked in the sun, Jones kept working on a little laptop, making sure that the latest changes to the code worked as they were supposed to.




  With the game almost finished, in August Bungie’s little team traveled to MacWorld in Boston for Marathon’s public unveiling. It wasn’t quite finished, but Jones and Seropian were feeling confident. And the trade show vindicated their confidence: Marathon was a hit with the gaming public, and Bungie proudly announced that the game would be ready in two weeks. Seropian also used it as an opportunity to launch pre-orders. But this was a schoolboy error: in the end, Marathon wouldn’t actually be ready until mid-December. As soon as they got back to Chicago, the Bungie team decided to launch the game and test the single-player campaign one more time. When they did, they found little bugs dotted throughout the game. Maybe they only noticed them due to Jones’ near-pathological perfectionism, or because they were feeling under pressure after excellent player feedback in Boston, or maybe they were just seeing the game with fresh eyes after a few days away from the studio. Whatever the case, Jones and his team began to rework some parts of the game. And then some more. And then another, and another, and another, working 14-hour days to rebuild the game’s 21 levels. The whole team gave their all. Seropian, for example, reworked some levels while he was also busy designing the music and sound effects for Marathon, with assistance from Zartman whose voice was used for some of the game’s characters. And Seropian didn’t stop there, also designing the game’s packaging. It took the form of a weird pyramid-shaped box that wasn’t exactly suited to being stacked on shelves, but was immediately recognizable. Seropian and Jones also hired another new member of staff to help them in their work, Jonas Eneroth. A graduate from Georgetown University which he left with two degrees–one in finance, and the other in IT–Jonas earned his stripes over the course of years spent making mods for PC games. A talented game designer, he caught the eye of Jones and Seropian who got in touch to offer him a job. Eneroth took them up on the offer and immediately started work on redesigning Marathon’s levels. The game was finally finished and ready to be released on December 14.




  Marathon was a huge success from its very first day on the shelves. It sold 100,000 copies in six months, unprecedented figures for the Mac world in general, let alone Bungie itself. The problem was that the studio was in no way ready to handle such success. Fans pillaged their stock at MacWorld in January, not even flinching at the $70 price tag applied by the staff at Bungie, who were blown away by their game’s success. The studio was inundated with calls from all over the world, mainly from potential buyers or customers who were having technical issues when installing or running the game. Seropian placed a new classified ad in the Chicago Reader: “Tech support. Must know Mac. Games a plus.” One Matt Soell responded to the ad. At the time, Soell was just a student who had played Marathon during the Christmas vacation. When he saw the ad, he guessed that it was from Bungie and decided to try his luck. The phone lines at Bungie were saturated with calls, but he eventually got through. The voice on the other end of the phone was none other than Alex Seropian. Delighted to be speaking to someone who knew of Bungie and loved Marathon, Seropian immediately offered Soell the role, and he joined the studio without delay. When he arrived at 1945 South Halsted Street, Soell discovered a studio in a state of absolute panic, struggling to handle the thousands of requests they were receiving every day. No sooner had they got back from MacWorld than the studio was filled with all kinds of boxes and trash. But things would soon get better, partly down to Soell’s hard work. Soell had already completed Marathon multiple times, and knew the game almost by heart, so he could answer calls from stuck players. He eventually persuaded Alex Seropian to relaunch Bungie’s AOL page, which had been inactive for months, and he used it to answer the deluge of queries the studio was receiving. One year earlier, Alain Roy had already suggested that Bungie launch its own website, but he was unable to convince Seropian that it would be useful.




  A FULL TRILOGY




  Marathon’s success gave Jones, who had never had any interest in making sequels, food for thought. Some of his ideas for the first game hadn’t made it into the game, and given the public’s enthusiasm for the Marathon game world and all the mysteries in its storyline, Bungie decided to begin early work on Marathon 2. And yet, something was bugging Jones. Until very recently, Bungie was made up of just two people: himself and Seropian. Bungie was their decision, their baby. They had been able to count on a few people for outside help, people like Colin Brent and Alain Roy, who had worked on Pathways Into Darkness and Marathon, but they weren’t official Bungie employees. But Bungie was now a genuine small business, and one that was hiring. This worried Jones. In a 2013 interview with Ryan McCaffrey from IGN, he explained his state of mind: “I think it was after Marathon, where I realized, ‘My God, we’re going to make another game. People are going to want it. There’s this company and people come to work here and they have wives and children and they depend on that. We’re paying for their insurance.’” It was a particularly pressing concern as the studio continued to grow, hiring a new artist, Robert McLees in 1995, followed by Mark Bernal, another, two months later. The rest of the team remained the same. Jones supervised the project and worked on the story with Kirkpatrick, while also giving Martell a hand, and Alain Roy now worked remotely as a consultant. The three artists had a real challenge ahead of them, as the sequel to Marathon, which quickly became known as Marathon 2: Durandal, was no longer set on a space station, but on the surface of an alien planet. This meant that the game environments were bigger and needed to be filled with content. Jones used it as an opportunity to rework his game engine so that it could display a larger number of objects. He also added some new features, like being able to use two weapons at once and to swim. Still obsessed with multiplayer games, he added several different multiplayer modes, particularly the option to play the Marathon campaign in co-op mode. This was the beginning of a long tradition at Bungie.




  The team quickly laid the foundations for the game’s story: the player was a security officer with a duty to obey orders from the AI, Durandal, who had kidnapped the player to help it continue the fight against the Pfhor. On Lh’owon, the S’pht homeworld, the player is tasked with finding a powerful artifact to use in the battle against the aliens. As players progressed through the game, they discovered that the Tycho AI had been recreated by the Pfhor. Tycho then reveals to the player that it was in fact Durandal who enabled the Pfhor to discover Marathon’s location: the AI had long forgotten its primary purpose and was no longer concerned with protecting humans or the S’pht destiny. Indeed, the AI wanted to uncover the history of the Jjaro, an ancient alien race with advanced knowledge, that the S’pht worshiped as gods. Durandal was hoping to get its hands on their technology and achieve godlike status itself. After being captured by the Pfhor, the player is rescued by a human commando. Their next job is to reactivate an ancient S’pht AI known as Thoth. With Thoth’s help, the player can ensure that the last humans in the system can return to Earth. They then come into contact with the S’pht’Kr, a tribe that had left Lh’owon before the Pfhor invasion, and who had been plotting their revenge for millennia. Together, they destroy the last Pfhor forces remaining on Lh’owon before they are able to destroy the planet’s sun. The humans and the S’pht’Kr then raid the Pfhor homeworld. The game ends with a short encrypted sequence in which Durandal returns to Earth on board a gigantic Jjaro spaceship. In this way, Bungie left the door open for a sequel, one which would make Marathon a complete trilogy.




  Upon its release on November 24, 1995, Marathon 2: Durandal was a huge success. This time, though, the studio was ready. What they could not have foreseen, however, was the reaction of the fan community when it uncovered that Bungie was working on a Windows 95 port of Marathon 2. Seropian and Jones wanted to branch out beyond the Macintosh world, and to reach more gamers. And so they launched the PC port of Durandal and also began work designing a compilation entitled Super Marathon that contained the first two games, to be released on Apple and Bandai’s small home console, the Pippin. The studio’s fans accused it of selling out, mailing in swathes of enraged letters. The situation was made even more bitter by the fact that the PC release of Durandal didn’t go as well as expected. The port had taken a long time to develop, and by the time Marathon 2 was released it had to compete with Quake and Duke Nukem 3D, two games that were far more technically advanced. To make matters worse, the specialist PC press took a dim view of Bungie’s efforts and panned the game, often without ever even playing it. Bungie was now typecast as a “Mac studio” by many observers, and it wasn’t a flattering reputation to have, especially in an industry characterized by wars between consoles and platforms.




  But despite all of this, the mood down in Pilsen remained relaxed. Bungie had become like a little family, a fact actively encouraged by Seropian, who many describe as doting father. He ran the studio with an ambience of open camaraderie, where every member was happy to contribute their own expertise and to learn from the others. Proud of its independence, the studio was founded on a unique mentality in which everyone learned by experimenting and then sharing their discoveries and advances with the other members of the studio. The relatively low average age naturally facilitated close relationships between the employees, to the point that everyone forgot all about the less-than-ideal conditions they were working in. The team preferred to just laugh it off. Bungie was certainly selling lots of games, but Seropian had his eye on its expenses and a move into new premises wasn’t yet feasible. And strangely, the staff at Bungie had grown fond of their premises, despite their being no shortage of shady goings on. Like the time, one fine morning, that the staff arrived at work to find out that someone had broken into the building and stolen a laptop. Another night, while Jonas Eneroth was smoking a cigarette outside the entrance to the studio, he was threatened by an unknown assailant armed with a revolver. And the picture wasn’t much rosier inside the premises. One morning, Bungie’s phone line was suddenly cut off, and with it the studio’s internet connection, which was hardly a sustainable situation. The telephone operator, AT&T, sent a technician to investigate, but he was unable to find where the line entered the building. In the end, Jones took him down to the basement where they discovered row upon row of old desks and benches. Furniture from the old school had been left beside what must one day have been a swimming pool, and whose bottom was now covered in some kind of stinking mud. The swimming pool would go down in Bungie legend as the “pool of death,” providing plenty of banter for the studio.




  When the time came to start work on Marathon Infinity, the studio was in sound condition. While the atmosphere remained similar to what you’d find inside a college dorm, the team had expanded and grown more professional, especially since the arrival of Eric Klein, a former Apple employee. Klein joined Bungie not long after the release of Durandal, and offered Seropian his experience in managing the business side of Bungie. This was a boon because although Bungie was home to plenty of talented developers, nobody had any training in business and management. Seropian was learning on the job and received valuable guidance from Klein and Eneroth, whose knowledge came in very handy in growing Bungie and helping the studio to reach players all over the world.




  Better armed and better prepared, Bungie began development work on the last Marathon game in total peace of mind. The only fly in the ointment was the departure of Greg Kirkpatrick, a writer on the first two games in the trilogy, who left Bungie because he hated living in Chicago. He moved to Brooklyn where he founded Double Aught, his own studio. However, Kirkpatrick wasn’t done with Marathon, having signed a contract with Bungie that meant Double Aught would lend a helping hand to Jason Jones and Alex Seropian’s staff as they developed Marathon Infinity. Help that came in handy, because Jones wanted to put on a real show for the final game in the trilogy. Marathon is the series that propelled Bungie into the big time and enabled it to become a bona fide video game studio, one that was independent, stable, and with a bright future. Knowing that the fans were passionate about the Marathon universe, and that they’d spent the past two years analyzing every line of the game, Bungie wanted to give them a treat and came up with a complex, winding story filled with twists and references to the first two games. Better yet, Jones decided to offer fans the ultimate gift, by giving away the in-house development tools, Anvil and Forge, with the game. The former was used to edit graphics and physics, while the latter was a complete level editor with a wide range of options. The aim was to enable fans of Marathon to make their own levels and enjoy playing in the game universe for as long as they liked beyond the base game. This was, however, no mean feat. The studio’s development tools were complex, and the aim was to make Forge and Anvil accessible to gamers with no coding experience. Deniz and Eneroth set about this delicate task and took the time to draft a user guide. They were assisted by Jason Rieger, one of the studio’s latest recruits, who joined the studio in March 1996. The former Qualcomm engineer immediately began specializing in the more technical tasks, and while he was working with Deniz and Eneroth, he also took charge of the Super Marathon project. And he wasn’t the only one with multiple responsibilities: Jason Jones locked himself in an office and started thinking about the studio’s next game, which he wanted to be something radically different from Marathon.




  Marathon Infinity was another successful launch for Bungie when it was released on October 15, 1996. Fans praised the new multiplayer modes, but more than anything else they loved the plot of the final instalment in the trilogy with its more varied narrative components and the joy it seemingly took in leading players in one direction only to find a twist in the plot. But Bungie never really had time to celebrate this new success, because 1997 got off to a very busy start.




  Chapter 3 – A Studio in Metamorphosis




  For Bungie, the time had come to leave the Marathon era behind. Jason Jones had lots of ideas for Bungie’s next game as the studio prepared to embark upon what would be one of the most pivotal chapters in its history. This was due to the fact that in addition to developing a new game, Bungie was about to go on a hiring spree that would shape the years to come.




  MYTH: AN UNEXPECTED RTS




  While the small team working on Marathon Infinity was forging ahead, Jason Jones kept his thinking cap on. At this point, he’d been working on FPS for five years, and while he enjoyed turning Marathon into a trilogy, he wanted to make something different. And most importantly, no more sci-fi. At least, not for the time being. Because Jones had another passion: history and the Middle Ages. He began dreaming up a game in which players could control hundreds of units at once and play against other players with their own armies, all set in a 3D environment that would have a real impact on which strategies were effective. After getting a few ideas down on paper and looking at what technical solutions were possible, he presented his idea to the studio, where it was received with much excitement. A number of Warcraft fans worked at Bungie and they fell in love with the idea of developing a more dynamic, more technically accomplished game. And so Jones handpicked a small team that worked in isolation from the rest of the studio to begin the development of Myth. The rest of the staff would have to wait months to see the first fruits of their labors.




  The first technical demos they saw were particularly impressive: the team had created a huge playing area in three dimensions, all governed by a physics engine more advanced than the one used in Marathon. The camera could be controlled freely, to zoom in or out depending on where the combat was taking place. Technically speaking, this was a real coup. This was, after all, mid-1996, and most strategy games were still in 2D. With Myth, Bungie had an opportunity to revolutionize the genre, and the team knew they’d struck gold. More good news: for the first time in the studio’s history, a game was being developed for both Mac and PC from the outset. This meant that on the day of its release, Myth would be able to reach a larger audience than any other Bungie game thus far.




  Work resumed with renewed intensity. Jones, McLees and Zartman worked together to write the story, dreaming up a medieval fantasy world filled with betrayals and brutal wars. As was their custom, Bungie put a lot of effort into crafting the game world, and with the specific aim of making this new creation an even more beautiful experience, the studio decided to work with a real composer to create tracks to accompany the loading screens. Up until now, writing what little music featured in Bungie’s games had generally been Alex Seropian’s job, and while his work was certainly up to scratch, Bungie could do better. They just needed the right resources. By chance, a Chicago-based composer who was also a fan of video games took the initiative of contacting Bungie himself. This mysterious musician was one Martin O’Donnell.




  MARTY




  One day, with the development of Myth in full swing, Tuncer Deniz received an email from someone he had never met. The email was straight to the point: “Look, I’m local, I’m working on the sequel to Myst, you guys should hire me to do whatever you’re working on.” The email came with kind regards from Martin O’Donnell. Deniz’ attitude was “say no more,” and he immediately sent a reply inviting O’Donnell to come to the studio. Bungie hoped that Myth would launch them to the next level, so they needed to have all their bases covered. In this light, a real composer was manna from heaven. Although he didn’t know it at the time, Deniz had changed Bungie’s future forever.




  Because O’Donnell was no ordinary composer. Born in 1955 to a movie director father and a piano teacher mother, Martin grew up in comfort in Westchester, Pennsylvania. There was, of course, a piano at home, and as a child he could never resist tinkling the ivories whenever he passed by. His mother gave him his first lessons at a very young age, just when his father introduced him to the soundtrack to Ben Hur, which he fell in love with. Music quickly became O’Donnell’s greatest passion, and he dreamed of becoming a movie soundtrack composer. His mother introduced him to classical music, but also pushed him to explore other genres, something that allowed him to stand out from his peers. So it was that, at just ten years old, he was playing the hit Blue Boogie on the piano at the school festival, making the audience go wild. In just a few years, Martin O’Donnell had mastered the major classics by Beethoven, Bach and Debussy. After high school, he was immediately offered a place at Wheaton College Conservatory and quickly established himself as the most gifted student in his year group. And yet, from his very first year at Wheaton, O’Donnell was never really happy. Something was missing, he just didn’t know what. It was on the day of an exam that he finally realized what that thing was: even though he was still a freshman, O’Donnell got up on stage to perform two particularly technical pieces of music. He earned the top grade, as usual, but while his girlfriend and other students were busy congratulating him, he realized that he just didn’t like performing. He started thinking about changing direction, but which one should he take? It would ultimately be the drummer in a little rock band he joined that suggested looking into composing. “Oh, I never thought about writing (music),” O’Donnell would admit many years later. And so, despite the warnings from his professors, who explained that changing course in the middle of the year was not without risk, O’Donnell changed fields and left performance behind to focus on composing.




  Compared to when he first arrived at Wheaton, O’Donnell had greatly expanded his horizons by playing with his little band that combined rock, jazz, and fusion, and he had also made a lot of friends. One of them was a guitarist by the name of Michael Salvatori. It was Gail, Salvatori’s girlfriend, who introduced the two men: she and O’Donnell were classmates and she was convinced that the two young men would get along like a house on fire. And as it would turn out, she was right! O’Donnell and Salvatori became great friends, but they also developed a little rivalry, due to playing in different bands. But that was never enough to wreck their blossoming friendship: Salvatori was only too happy for O’Donnell to borrow his personal cassette recorder, and when the latter discovered a small recording studio in the Wheaton suburbs, he immediately shared his discovery with Salvatori, who could then hire it for a few dollars.




  O’Donnell also had a new dream. No longer did he want to work on movies: he wanted to be a rock star. To that end, once he had completed his college degree, he decided to stack the odds in his favor by moving to California. Together with Marcie, who he had married one year earlier, he moved to Los Angeles in the fall of 1978 to study his masters in composing. He enrolled at the University of Southern California and joined the medieval music ensemble, where he developed a new interest in Gregorian chant. He also learned how to play the Renaissance flute and studied Bartók’s string quartets. After completing his masters, O’Donnell stayed another year in California, having decided to consolidate his computer skills. “I had a feeling that the world was moving in the direction of software technology and I didn’t want to be left behind,” he explained. Ultimately, in 1982 the couple left the California sun behind and returned to Illinois. They moved to Chicago, where O’Donnell planned to join the conservatory and teach music. By this time, the young man had long abandoned the dreams of his youth: he no longer wanted to be a movie composer or even a rock star. He didn’t want to monetize his art, but the move and the birth of his first child meant that that would have to change. Now a young father, he worked on a series of small jobs in the movie industry, which he got through the connections of his father, Robert. He worked on one shoot after another as a stagehand: a physical, tiring job, but one that enabled him to feed his family. He missed music, though. And so, when the director of the film he was working on stopped by to suggest he compose the music he needed, O’Donnell didn’t think twice. “At first I told him, ‘Well, I don’t wanna prostitute my art,’” recounts the musician. “So, I actually said that, I actually meant it. Thankfully, the very next day the director came to me and said ‘Hey I have got 500 dollars, if you score this film we’re working on’. I’m like ‘Yeah absolutely!’” The only hitch was that when he accepted the job, O’Donnell was completely lacking the technical resources to make good on his commitment. What he did have, though, was a plan. He knew that his old friend Michael had opened his own studio in Chicago after leaving Wheaton. He called Salvatori and proposed the following deal: if he helped write and record the music he’d been asked to compose, he’d split the $500 with him 50/50. Salvatori agreed immediately.




  Once they’d been paid, the two friends decided to team up. Thus, they founded Total Audio Studios and soon began picking up small contracts for the movie industry, naturally, but mainly for TV. The duo that was O’Donnell/Salvatori proved to be an extremely effective one. O’Donnell was everything that Salvatori was not, and vice-versa: O’Donnell wore his heart on his sleeve and was always on the lookout for new opportunities, while Salvatori was more retiring and preferred to stick to what Total Audio did best. Musically, O’Donnell had extensive technical credentials, while Salvatori adopted a more free-flowing approach. This chemistry enabled Total Audio to grow into a genuine small business that came up with a series of jingles for TV ads. In 1985, they won the contract for the famous Flintstones vitamin ads, which were very popular in the United States. O’Donnell and Salvatori bounced ideas around, and a tune by O’Donnell came out on top. They decided to enlist the talents of Salvatori’s daughters, who sung the lyrics for O’Donnell’s composition. Once the jingle aired, it became a rapid success in the USA, getting stuck in the heads of millions of young Americans. It has been reworked several times since then, but remains in use to this day. Following this first national success, Total Audio picked up another juicy contract, this time for the Mr. Clean brand of household cleaning products.




  In the early 1990s, O’Donnell started to think about Total Audio’s future. The studio couldn’t just compose ad jingles forever, and it was purely by chance that he developed an interest in video games. Although he owned Nintendo consoles and was a fan of video games, he had never thought about making it his job. And then one day, as a favor to a friend, he gave a young Josh Staub a tour of the Total Audio studios. The teenager had a lively interest in music, which was why his father had persuaded O’Donnell to let him drop by the studio. When Staub immediately noticed the video game boxes on O’Donnell’s shelves, the conversation naturally switched to video games. Josh told him that he had some friends who were working on a video game, and that he’d like to show it to O’Donnell. “He was 18, he lives in Spokane, Washington. It seemed cute to me. He had friends that make computer games.” It would turn out that O’Donnell was wrong to scoff at Josh, but he didn’t yet know it. Josh Staub’s friends may indeed live in the sleepy city of Spokane, but they were working for a studio that would soon be causing a buzz: Cyan Inc. The little team was busy working on Myst, an adventure game of the kind gamers had never before seen. This included O’Donnell, who was blown away when Staub showed him the beta version of the game. The composer did, though, say that the music, as good as it was, was not up to the same standard as the rest of the game. He started thinking about whether Total Audio could make an entry into this field. O’Donnell would explain how, “I loved the soundtrack in Myst and it inspired me to get into the industry. I knew that it could get even better in terms of fidelity and professional production. Live musicians, actors, and film quality sound design was finally able to be used because of vastly improving processor speed and memory.” With Myst, O’Donnell had glimpsed a bright future. He wondered if he could invest and buy shares in Cyan, but Staub said it was impossible. Then O’Donnell stayed up all night playing Myst.




  He knew that he had to get in touch with Cyan one way or another. O’Donnell wanted to work with the studio, and to that end, between 1993 and 1996 he did all he could to attract the attention of Robyn and Rand Miller, the two founders of Cyan and the creators of Myst. It went so far as to become a running joke at Cyan, who decided to name the venomous frogs in Riven “Ytram,” which was Martin’s nickname “Marty” spelled backwards. O’Donnell nevertheless got his way in the end, ultimately receiving a contract to compose some of the music and sound effects in Myst II: Riven. As had been expected, Myst was a resounding critical and commercial success, and Cyan began work on a very promising sequel. O’Donnell was over the moon, but Salvatori less so. He told his friend that he would rather focus on Total Audio’s traditional business. So it was that, while continuing to manage the studio’s business, O’Donnell became increasingly interested in the video game industry. But he didn’t know much about it at all. To remedy this lack of knowledge, he headed to the Computer Game Developers Conference3 in Santa Clara, California, held from March 30 to April 2. There, he met George Sanger, Scott Gershin and Tommy Tallarico. Over the following months, O’Donnell would make contact with swathes of developers, including Michael Land, Peter McConnell, and Clint Bajakian, who was then working at LucasArts. Over the course of a year, O’Donnell went from one meeting to another, accumulating knowledge and building up an idea of what video game music needed to be like in order to evolve.




  In parallel, O’Donnell was still working on Riven, the sequel to Myst. As part of this job, he travelled to the other side of the country to visit Cyan. On his first visit, O’Donnell was witness to a bizarre ritual that began every day at 2pm: an alarm sounded in the studio offices and all the developers stopped working. Were they downing tools for lunch? That was a possibility, but in actual fact the Cyan development team were all meeting in the game testing room to play a game that they were all crazy about. That game was Marathon. O’Donnell had never heard of it, but he was soon intrigued. No sooner had he returned to Chicago than he logged on to a developer chatroom he had been using for a while, and stumbled upon the fact that Bungie’s offices were located in Chicago. Yet again, O’Donnell was completely in the dark. But as soon as he found out, he was single-minded in his intent: to find them, and offer to work with them. This was how he got hold of an email address and contacted the studio, without really knowing who would read his message. When Tuncer Deniz replied the very next day and invited him to drop by the studio, O’Donnell couldn’t be happier.




  Nor would his first encounter with Bungie curb his enthusiasm. Up until that point, the only studio that O’Donnell had seen was Cyan. Myst’s global success had earned a lot of money for the company, enabling the team to enjoy all the comforts of the biggest companies. “They had a beautiful new space in the north woods surrounded by huge pine trees and waterfalls,” the musician explains. “Their interior working space was spectacular and filled with cutting-edge computers and workstations. Then I visited Bungie on the south side of Chicago. If you saw the movie, Animal House, you’ll be able to picture what it was like.” Despite that first impression, O’Donnell quickly came to like the little family of developers, each of whom was as passionate and unique as the next. Take, for example, Matt Soell, who was proud to display a dog’s head on his desk, pickled in a jar; or Jason Jones, the head of the studio, who was always walking around in torn jeans with a bandanna tied to his head.




  Jones and Seropian suggested that he start off by taking over the sound design for Myth, and to compose a bit of music for the game’s few cinematic cutscenes. O’Donnell completed the task with gusto and quickly returned the initial samples. The studio liked his work so much that they amended the contract between Total Audio and Bungie: O’Donnell was now tasked with composing a more comprehensive soundtrack that could accompany storytelling sequences and the game’s different menus. Salvatori, meanwhile, preferred to keep his distance, and while he decided to focus on the studio’s usual sources of work, he nevertheless encouraged O’Donnell to pursue this new path. And so the composer got to work, all while continuing to canvas other studios, because after all, Bungie was just another everyday client… for the time being. This was how he came to sign another contract with Valkyrie Studios, for whom he composed and produced the music for their RPG Septerra Core: Legacy of the Creator. The composer almost failed to make it into the end credits when, in 1999, the Total Audio studios caught fire while O’Donnell was still working on the game’s soundtrack. Fortunately, picking through the still smoking ruins of their former studio, O’Donnell and Salvatori managed to find a few saved copies of O’Donnell’s different recordings that could still be used.




  THE NEW HEROES OF PC GAMING




  Meanwhile, the developers at Bungie were still making progress on Myth: The Fallen Lords. The game was growing more impressive with each passing day, thanks in no small part to its physics engine. In the latest version of the game, rain and snow reduced, or outright nullified, the effects of explosives. Archers had to be positioned with care, because the range of their bows changed depending on whether they were on top of a hill or at the bottom. The game did away with some of the traditional aspects of strategy games, like resource management, freeing players to focus on pure tactics. The studio had the utmost confidence in its work. And yet, despite initial demos that were very promising, the press seemed to ignore Myth, hardly mentioning it at all. Even though the game was supposed to be released for PC, the specialist press still had Bungie pigeonholed as “just” a Mac studio whose games weren’t really worth noticing. This sometimes gave rise to situations that were surprising, to say the least, like the time that the editor of the highly respected Computer Gaming World discovered Myth for the very first time at a small American trade show. He was amazed that he’d never heard of it, or ever received any beta versions of the game. The small group of employees who had attended the trade show were embarrassed. “I was prevented from telling him the truth,” Soell says, “which is that he would have seen it months ago if his writers would return our phone calls.”




  While the studio was struggling to garner any media attention, Seropian and his closest advisors were diversifying their business, and founded Bungie Publishing. The first game that the company backed was Weekend Warrior, developed by Pangea Software, which it published for Mac in December 1996. Bungie next published the Mac port of Abuse, a game developed by Crack dot Com and released in February 1996. This 2D shooter had caught the eye of some staff members at Bungie, and the company offered to publish and distribute it for Mac. It was released a few months later, on March 5, 1997. On October 31, Myth: The Fallen Lords hit the shelves. Much to the studio’s disappointment, the initial reviews were somewhat lukewarm: the interface didn’t always work, and given how hard the game was (a Bungie specialty) this fell afoul of several reviewers. The result was that the team had no time to sit back and rest, and immediately got back to work to speedily develop a corrective patch that was released a few weeks later. Bungie’s fast action won it no shortage of praise and better yet, it enabled Myth to make a name for itself with the same speed. The game was a real hit. It soon sold several hundred thousand copies and won a series of awards, winning the accolade of game of the year from MacWorld, Computer Gaming World and Computer Games Strategy Plus. At PC Gamer, which before this point had never been kind to Bungie, Myth was named strategy game of the year. The gaming community agreed, and 100,000 of them signed up to play online. To that end, Bungie launched bungie.net, a community website where players could access online servers for PvP gaming. At Bungie, it was time to pop the cork on the champagne. They were celebrating the acclaim and the satisfaction of having cracked the PC market, of course, but most of all they were celebrating the profits. Myth’s excellent sales figures opened up new possibilities for Seropian and Jones.




  Almost automatically, they began work on a sequel, and began thinking about the studio’s future. Seropian had long been planning to sell Bungie to one of the big names in gaming, because life as an independent studio was becoming increasingly difficult. Indeed, with just 25 employees, payroll wasn’t astronomical, but they had to do everything in-house and the slightest error could prove fatal. But now, thanks to the success of Myth, Bungie was in a far healthier financial position. So instead of selling to the highest bidder, Bungie now had plans to grow. Indeed, for months now Jones and Seropian had been receiving applications from young developers, only to see them have a change of heart once they realized that they would need to move to Chicago. Bungie then decided to open a second studio in San Jose, California, named simply Bungie West. At E3 in 1998, Bungie announced that it was currently working on two titles: one a sequel to Myth, which was being developed in Chicago, and a new game called Oni, which was primarily being developed by Bungie West.




  Change was also afoot in Chicago. The company’s new cash flow situation meant that it could change premises, and the team moved into the seventh floor at 350 West Ontario Street, further north in the city. The move proved to be a particularly epic one, because even though Bungie had paid a removal company to move the old premises into the new one, the staff also pitched in and used their own cars to move certain boxes. The new premises weren’t brand new, but they were certainly nicer than the old ones, with a fitted kitchen and break room with a few futons. They also offered the advantage of being close to O’Donnell’s and Salvatori’s studio, and the developers regularly visited Total Audio to enjoy the studio’s hospitality and comfort.




  MYTH II: A COSTLY BUG




  Unfortunately, though, the staff didn’t really have time for a break. Although for the first few weeks Jason Rieger had been working on Myth II alone, he was soon joined by the rest of the studio, including a few new hires. These new faces included one Jaime Griesemer. This diehard fan of the first Myth stood out thanks to The Myth Grimoire, a little website he set up while the game was in development, where he posted a stream of short articles containing the latest Myth news. A theoretical physics student, Griesemer never planned on pursuing a career in video games, but he was such a big fan of Myth that when Bungie offered him a job working on Myth II, he accepted it without a moment’s hesitation, all the more so as he was already living in Chicago. He started out as just a beta tester before discovering that he had some talent as a level designer, and after spending some time playing around with the level design tools, he was given the opportunity to make the multiplayer maps for Myth II. The game’s development was particularly exhausting because the studio execs had planned a release date of November 1998, giving the development team just one year in which to produce a quality sequel. Those futons in the new offices would get some serious use, especially by people like Rieger who didn’t always have time to go home to sleep. Because when it came to Myth II, there was no question of just churning out a bog-standard sequel: Bungie had standards when it came to quality, and the studio wanted to wow its fans. The team worked tirelessly and came up with a whole range of new features, like a drawbridge system that could be activated when an allied unit managed to infiltrate an enemy fortress. The AI was given a full overhaul, and there was even an option to replace the spouting blood with streams of stars, so that younger gamers could play the game. In summer 1998, the team was burnt out and eased up on the pace. November 1st wouldn’t happen. The game would be released when it was ready. But everyone was aware that they couldn’t drag their heels: the studio was in better financial shape, but eventually it would need fresh income. Bungie couldn’t afford too big a delay: contracts had already been signed and the studio would have to pay fines if it failed to meet its deadlines, especially with certain retailers. As part of a vague attempt to keep spirits up, Seropian himself went out to buy food and bring it back to the office to feed the team that was working almost day and night without break. At long last, on December 28, Myth II: Soulblighter, to give it its full name, was finally ready. The studio quickly shipped the first copies of the game, sending them on their way to stores all over the country.




  Everything seemed to be going to plan: the developers had managed to make exactly the game they had in mind, and they couldn’t wait to hear what players thought. To help it on its way, the studio had even made Myth II more accessible than earlier Bungie games, which all had a reputation for being very hard. “It’s not about making it easy,” Jones would explain. “It’s about not making it discouraging.” But at this point the studio was blissfully unaware that in Tokyo, on the other side of the world, the person responsible for localizing the game had discovered that it contained a major bug. Or at least its uninstall program did. When users tried to uninstall the game, it completely wiped everything on their hard drive. Everything was deleted, with no possibility of being recovered. When word reached Bungie, very early in the morning, Jones and Seropian were not yet in the office. 200,000 copies were all ready to go, packaged and about to be shipped. 150,000 of them already had an owner, thanks to pre-orders. The situation was critical, but Bungie still had time to find a solution. When Martin O’Donnell found out, he headed straight to the studio and found it in a state of complete panic. In the time it took the two bosses to get to the office, the few employees already at work had begun looking into the bug and trying to figure out where it came from. There was still time to react, but under no circumstances could the game be delivered to players in its current state: the future of the studio itself was at stake, because a scandal of this magnitude could easily force it to close down. When Jones and Seropian finally reached the office, the bug had been found and a patch already prepared. The two bosses then needed to decide on a plan of action. “I very much remember discussing what we should do once we discovered the bug,” Seropian recounts. We put ourselves in our players’ position and also thought about how we would want to look back on this in 10 years. We certainly didn’t want to be responsible for deleting people’s hard drives.” So Bungie did something very brave for a company of its size: it recalled all of the boxes that had already been shipped, and replaced the faulty CDs with newly printed ones. The studio’s staff would head out and track down all of the games that had already been shipped and which, fortunately, had not yet reached the stores. Without a doubt, this course of action saved Bungie’s reputation, but it was a very, very expensive one: the cost came in at around $800,000, eating up most of the profits from Myth II.




  The game was well-received by critics and fans voted with their wallets, but even though the game was selling more and selling faster than its predecessor, it wasn’t enough. Bungie had lost a lot of money, placing the studio in a difficult financial position. But Jason Jones had more than one ace up his sleeve: while everyone at Bungie was still busy working on the first Myth game, the company’s co-founder had shut himself away to lay the foundations for a new game. When Myth II was finally released, his secret side project had grown considerably. It would come to be known as Blam!, and it would shape the future of Bungie.




  

    




    

      3 The Computer Game Developers Conference (CGDC) became the Game Developers Conference (GDC) in 1999.


    


  




  Chapter 4 – Halo Is Born




  While most of Bungie’s staff were working on Myth II, Jason Jones settled down in a corner of the studio and began thinking about the next big project. Bungie West would henceforth be working on Oni, a third-person action game that combined shooting sequences with hand-to-hand combat. While some staff from Chicago would join them in working on that project, the entire workforce of Bungie East and West couldn’t all be kept occupied working on the one same game. A new project was needed to keep the majority of the troops in Chicago occupied. Although Jones had enjoyed working on Myth–a brand new world inhabited by knights, dwarfs, and fortresses–his first love was sci-fi, and its siren song was too powerful to resist. And so he began work on a new game, this time set in a futuristic world. It was an RTS in appearance only, because Jones still didn’t have a clear picture of exactly what the game that was currently code-named Armor would become. But in the beginning, he used an improved version of the Myth engine to try out his ideas. On September 24, 1997, Bungie trademarked the name of its new game. It was just a code name for the time being, but Jones liked to hit the ground running: Marathon and Myth were also both just code names, and were never intended to become the permanent names of each series. So given Bungie’s track record with code names for games, it was worthwhile registering Armor from the outset, even if the name might be dropped at a later date. But the name, like the game itself, would go through a lot of changes over the coming months.




  THE FANTASTIC FOUR




  To pave the way for Armor, Bungie was hiring. In particular, the studio hired two new artists, Marcus Lehto and Shi Kai Wang, who would soon be responsible for creating Bungie’s unique visual identity. Lehto wasn’t really a new face, having already worked for Bungie in 1996 when the studio began working on Myth. The son of a pastor from Ohio, he discovered a real passion for art and sci-fi when he was just eight years old, when his sister and her boyfriend dragged him along to the movies one night in 1977, where he was introduced to Star Wars. It was this passion that led him to enroll at Kent State University in 1987, where he studied industrial design. After earning his degree, Lehto spent two years working in industrial design at Karen Skunta & Co., which is where he heard Bungie mentioned for the very first time. As a longstanding fan of video games, he suddenly began thinking of a possible career in that field. “We played Marathon constantly since it was the only good game on the Mac at that time,” Lehto recalls. “I reached out to Bungie in 1996 and started freelancing with them at night, sending UI and other content to them for Myth: The Fallen Lords. Lehto joined Bungie full-time in fall 1998, where he would work on Armor. Shi Kai Wang, who joined the project shortly after Lehto, had a completely different background altogether. Having just graduated from the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, where he also earned a degree in industrial design, Wang was applying to work at both FASA Corporation (Battletech, Shadowrun, etc.) and Bungie. He presented both with a thick portfolio that he had been able to flesh out while he studied by working for a small studio named Mobeus Design, recently founded by one of his friends. Bungie liked the work of this young concept artist, and wasted no time offering him a position. He then joined the trio made up of Jones, Lehto and Robert McLees, who had already laid the foundations of Armor.




  In early 1998, Armor was looking like a real spiritual sequel to Myth, and the foursome were busy using and trying out loads of different ideas. Jones really liked Starcraft, but just like with Myth, he preferred to steer clear of some of the genre’s clichés, like resource management. Like Myth, Armor was based primarily upon an extremely powerful physics engine, comprehensive management of 3D graphics, and the tactical positioning of different units. While the team was busy experimenting, the artists were at work modeling the game’s first units. At this point, the Armor universe was remarkably generic: it had tanks and 4x4 with decidedly modern designs, a few aliens, Marines and, notably, special armored soldiers. It was Lehto’s very first contribution to Armor, and although he didn’t know it at the time, this character would soon become something of the game’s icon: Lehto recalls how, “The very first asset I designed, built in 3D and animated was a very simple ‘super soldier’ character. I still remember how excited we were to see six of these characters running alongside a basic tank in a blank world for the first time. It was at that moment that the potential for what we were making started to unlock in my head. As time went on, I continued to rebuild and rethink that character design, which ultimately became the Mjolnir armor for the Master Chief.” But at that point in the design process for Armor, nobody knew they would one day become Master Chief, and in actual fact, nobody knew what the game itself would be like. Jones didn’t have any concrete ideas. He tried out a few ideas with the studio’s latest tools, and listened attentively to input from Lehto, McLees, and Wang. One day, they invited Martin O’Donnell to come and have a look at the prototype, which was still in its very early stages: the little team really wanted to hear what he thought, and Jones wanted O’Donnell to compose the beginnings of a soundtrack. “It looked a lot like Myth,” the musician explained. “They were using its engine and it had that isometric camera, except it was sci-fi.” Perhaps because O’Donnell didn’t seem overly impressed, Lehto decided to show him some storyboards he’d been working on for the past few days. One of the things he’d drawn was a Marine facing off against a massive, armored alien that looked like a giant lizard. The alien creature was the work of Shi Kai Wang, who had been entrusted with creating the different aliens that the players would face. O’Donnell didn’t know it, but he was one of the first people outside the small development team to encounter the Sangheilis, more commonly known as the Elites in the Halo universe. What did make an impression, though, was the point of view used in the storyboards. Here, there was no more isometric camera, but a point of view that was much closer to the characters, like a third person camera. “I remember thinking that looks a lot cooler, but too bad the final game won’t be that.”




  A 4X4 CHANGES EVERYTHING




  While Jones was trying to get a good picture of what Armor would really look like, Wang, Lehto and McLees kept crafting its world. Wang had made a lot of progress in conceptualizing different alien races. He thought that his time at Mobeus Design served as a good warm-up. The game he had worked on, entitled Esoteria, was also set in a futuristic world populated by aliens and armored super soldiers. When trying to breathe life into the aliens that would become the Covenant, he drew on his own personal influences in Japanese comic books and animation (Katsuhiro Otomo, Masamune Shirow, Akira Toriyama, etc.), while also drawing on his observations of nature. For example, it was when studying the anatomy of different birds that he came up with the Jackals: fragile but annoying creatures, especially when they were protected behind their imposing energy shields. As for the more-amusing-than-dangerous Unggoy, or Grunts as they are also known, they were a deft blend of monkey, crab, and tortoise. When it came to designing the first alien vehicles, he spent a lot of time researching how the shells of beetles, as well as some forms of aquatic life, worked. It was an idea that he got straight from Marcus Lehto: “When I was a kid, my family took a vacation to Cape May, NJ,” the project’s artistic director recounts. “While playing on the beach, this strange alien looking animal crawled up from the ocean near me. I was alarmed by this thing but also amazed at how cool it looked. It was a horseshoe crab, a prehistoric arthropod whose sleek but brutish design was burned into my brain forever. When it came to designing our enemy ships for the game, I drew from that experience and made a large tank that closely resembled a horseshoe crab in shape, blended with the iridescent shell of a beetle.” Based on these initial concepts, Wang conjured up a whole series of vehicles, one of which was the Banshee, a small flying vehicle whose appearance owed as much to sharks as it did to certain insects. Everything about the Covenant had to imply technology that was leaps ahead of our own; it needed to evoke fear and otherness, so that players felt that what they were seeing had emerged from the imagination of another civilization, whose aesthetic norms and concepts were light-years removed from our own. McLees loaned a hand, creating a unique alien race nicknamed the “Flood.” These creatures with their disgusting appearance were initially intended to serve as a bioweapon wielded by the Covenant. McLees dreamed them up one day while examining his cousin’s thumb after he had hit it with a hammer and it had developed a nasty infection. His thumb’s rather repugnant appearance inspired the artist who, after making a drawing of his cousin’s thumb, used it as the basis for an entire bestiary of repellent creatures. They all had different names, shapes, and roles, but they all shared this strikingly unique visual identity. But out of all the monstrous creatures created by McLees, one is more complex than all the rest. Its name? The Librarian. This non-combatant Flood was then intended to archive its victims’ memories so that it could extract all kinds of information from them, which it would then transmit to the Flood soldiers. Keen fans might here spot the origins of the Gravemind, the Flood’s ultimate hivemind, which would pop up years later in the plot of Halo 2. Before that, though, this idea would be reworked and used in the “Truth and Reconciliation” level of Halo, in the form of the Proto-Gravemind that had absorbed a number of Elites and, more importantly, Captain Keyes, from whom it was trying to extract information. But that would not be until two years later. As for the name “The Librarian,” it would be repurposed even later, this time for a major Forerunner character. “Forerunner” was a term that didn’t yet exist at this stage in the creative process, but would become increasingly important to the game universe as the series progressed.




  At the same time, Lehto was also responsible for a task that appeared to be more straightforward, but which was just as technical a challenge: designing the initial human vehicles which were gradually replacing the old, extremely generic 3D models that were used in the first iterations of Armor. He dreamed up a new kind of helicopter, as well as a new 4x4, whose beefy suspension system made fantastic use of the game’s physics engine. Armor was a strategy game, but just like Myth, it relied heavily on managing three dimensions and an extremely accomplished physics engine. The 4x4, baptized the Warthog, could travel at breakneck speed, and its suspension meant that it could absorb any shocks along the way without it ever being a cause for concern. The team, which had now amassed a few new members, found its ultra-bouncy handling funny, and the developers decided to conduct a little experiment: they moved the aerial camera and pinned it to a Warthog. Once that was done, the team spent a bit of time driving the Warthog around the vast map designed to test out the different concepts in Armor. As it turned out, driving the Warthog proved to be a whole lot of fun. A few years later, Jones would even affirm that “Our physics are better than a lot of racing games.”




  At that time, Jones was still deep in the thinking process for Armor, and still wasn’t really sure of the direction in which to take the game. True, the initial idea started off using the Myth II engine, but making another RTS wasn’t on the table. In any case, Jones had no idea what the game would become; he just wanted to try a few things out. In the end, the light-bulb moment came when the team discovered just how much fun it was controlling a single unit in third person. Armor was not now destined to become an RTS game, but rather a third person action game. However, there was no way that the tactical and strategic component that gave rise to the idea would be abandoned: Jones saw Armor as a game in which players would cooperate, to beat either the AI or another team of humans. Online and co-op gaming were now part of Bungie’s DNA, and as a game designer, it was also what Jason Jones got really excited about. But despite the studio’s persistent advances in artificial intelligence, Jones thought that it would be impossible to create AI-controlled enemies that were as unpredictable as other people. This last point would prove to be absolutely decisive for Jones.




  BLAM!




  So that was that: Armor would be a third person shooter. In early 1999, Myth II was delivered at long last and the new game, no longer a mere side-project for a handful of developers, became the focus of the entire studio. This was also when they decided to give it a new name, since Armor was neither catchy nor really representative of what the game was about. But Bungie still had the same problem: they were having a really hard time finding a name that they genuinely liked, and whenever they gave a project a code name, it always ended up being the game’s permanent name. In an effort to stop that from happening again, Bungie went with Munkey Nutz, but was soon forced to change it again: however funny the new name was, it was also really embarrassing, especially when Jones was trying to tell his parents about the new project he was working on. It would ultimately be Robert McLees who suggested Blam!, a very popular bit of onomatopœia often heard around the studio when the devs were playing against each other, and even on the Bungie forums, a few years later, where “blam!” would automatically replace any curse words. There’s also a real story behind the name: Bungie’s new premises were located on a very busy Chicago Street, where there was generally a lot of traffic, and the staff would regularly hear near-collisions out on the street. “You’d hear the screech of tires and then nothing. So I’d yell ‘Blam!’ Just so there was some sense of completion.” This time, the studio had definitely found a code name that was zany enough to never be chosen as the game’s official name.




  It would not be long before fans learned of the project’s existence, and on February 15, the fansite marathon.bungie.org received a mysterious email from an unfamiliar address at Bungie: mailto:cortana@bungie.com. The content of the message was even more mysterious, taking the form of a strange poem evocative of the AI in Marathon.




  I have walked the edge of the Abyss.




  I have governed the unwilling.




  I have witnessed countless empires break before me.




  I have seen the most courageous soldiers fall away in fear.




  [I was there with the Angel at the tomb.]




  I have seen your future. And I have learned.




  There will be no more Sadness. No more Anger. No more Envy.




  I HAVE WON.




  Oh, and your poet Eliot had it all wrong:




  THIS is the way the world ends.




  The poem was signed, “A friend of a friend.” In total, marathon.bungie.org would receive five emails, and the website admins naturally shared the content with the community. A sixth and final letter would be discovered in September that same year, hidden on the CD of an updated version of Myth. Bungie’s fans were immediately obsessed with these cryptic messages, known as the “Cortana Letters,” and tried their hardest to find out more. They were eventually convinced that Bungie was teasing a new Marathon: indeed, Cortana was the name of Ogier the Dane’s sword, Ogier being a legendary knight who featured in many epic poems in 13th century France. As these poems would have it, Ogier was one of Charlemagne’s loyal paladins. Some fans quickly spotted the connection: the famous Roland de Ronceveau was, according to legend, Charlemagne’s nephew, and he owned a sword called Durandal. The same name as the AI in Marathon. Bungie had fun with their insight, and offered perfectly enigmatic answers to the community’s questions. Little by little, Bungie was generating a bit of hype. At least it was among its fans: despite Myth and Myth II being given simultaneous Mac and PC releases, Bungie was still perceived as a Mac studio. In-house, though, there’d been some changes: while a Mac version was certainly on the cards, Blam!, the game that would become Halo, was developed first for PC. A first for the studio.




  While Bungie was having fun with its fans, work on the game was progressing at a steady pace. Now that Jones knew what kind of game Blam! would be, the team was wasting less time on conceptualization and instead developing ever more content. Ideas weren’t short on the ground, but they needed to be made into reality. Blam! would be set on an artificial world in a very distant star system, where Humans would encounter an alliance of hitherto unknown alien races with whom they would need to do battle to assert their domination of the strange planet. Jones had a very specific idea in mind: he wanted his new baby to abandon the usual action game structure, often being composed of different levels that players need to complete one by one, in a linear fashion. He wanted to offer something more organic, where players were free to take whichever course of action they thought best: “There won’t be any occasions when the gameplay stops and a dialog box pops up to say, ‘you have now finished X level, now you must go do Y mission,’” Jones explained. “Instead, the player will have a great deal of discretion as to where they go in this world and how they choose to wage war against the aliens.” At that point, Bungie had its heart set on giving players free rein, and the developers had created a series of tools to deliver on this promise. Weapons, in particular. Robert McLees was in charge of designing the game’s many weapons. A keen survivalist, McLees was also passionate about physics and firearms. As he was particularly fussy when it came to weapons, he worked flat out to make sure that each of the human weapons was realistic. Functional, not flashy. To that end, he made one of the first versions of the famous MA5B assault rifle, which would quickly become one of the series’ iconic weapons. He also designed a pump-action shotgun, sniper rifle, and revolvers… All very traditional weapons, truth be told, but Bungie wanted players to intuitively understand how the human weapons worked, and then invent more exotic weapons for the aliens. While most of McLees’ concepts were retained for the final game, a number of them weren’t, including a long machete (the human equivalent of the aliens’ energy sword), and even flamethrowers. McLees was particularly proud of the flamethrower, but it was no good, the developers couldn’t get it to work properly: the flames didn’t spread in the way they wanted them to, and they soon abandoned the idea of being able to turn anything you could see into a blazing inferno. The weapon was useless for the time being, but it would make an appearance in the PC version of the first Halo game, before being officially added to Halo 3 eight years later. The design would barely change in those intervening years.




  With a view to enhancing the game’s tactical and cooperative aspects, Bungie tested a number of features, such as a “super jump” that could be triggered by holding and releasing the jump button. The longer the player held the button, the more powerful the jump. The idea was dropped, but not completely, with the team planning for a while to add a jetpack to the game that would let players fly for short distances. This, too, was put to the side. However, they did keep one of the ideas they came up with, and that proved very popular with the staff at Bungie: the game contained a number of different rocket launchers, and one of them, a particularly powerful one, required players to use a laser marker to target enemies so that the rockets found their target.




  Blam! would also need a plot, and a few people put their heads together, beginning with Jason Jones, Robert McLees and Jaime Griesemer. But the team couldn’t come to an agreement on the story: some on the team thought that the most important thing was to make a game that was fun to play, and couldn’t understand why anyone would want to waste so much time on the story. The year was 1999 and while some games, like Marathon in particular, endeavored to do it, very few shooting games really tried to tell a story. But it was what Jason Jones had wanted to do ever since he teamed up with Seropian to form Bungie. In the meantime, the success of Half-Life, proved that a shooter could be more than just a series of rooms and maze-like corridors to spray down with a machine gun. And so it would be that Blam!, like its predecessors, would tell a story. Several potential storylines would be sounded out. The first was set on a strange planet far from Earth, where players assumed the role of an Empire soldier who encounters a group of indigenous people: humans, but less technologically advanced. They decide to train them to prepare for the next Covenant attack on their homeworld.




  Jaime Griesemer, meanwhile, suggested an alternative story that was heavily focused on the Flood. He also came up with the term, “Gravemind.” In his plot, the humans that the Empire discovers were used by the Flood in a rite of passage: as soon as they reached adult age, young males were thrown into a vast forest, filled with Flood. Any that made it out of the forest emerged with enhanced intelligence, but also more aggressive.




  But the studio couldn’t come to an agreement. And so they kept thrashing it out. They did all agree on one thing, though: the mysterious planet would be home to traces of a long since disappeared alien civilization. The world needed to be populated with buildings and ruins to make players think that this race was once prosperous, and highly evolved. Marcus Lehto was the man tasked with designing the many structures that would dot the game map, and when the time came to start making the initial sketches of this alien architecture, he found inspiration in his past: “I tapped into my childhood as a preacher’s son and delved into the mythology and reverence of ancient religions to create something that felt awe inspiring to explore,” Lehto explained. “I always wanted what we saw of the iconic Forerunner architecture to feel like just the tip of an iceberg. The rest of the massive structure lived far below the surface in the structure of the Halo ring itself. I was lucky to find an artist, Paul Russel, who totally understood the approach I was taking with the Forerunners, and he ran with the design aesthetic and built some of the best stuff I’d ever seen.” And together, Russel and Lehto laid the foundations of what would soon be known as the Forerunner civilization.
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