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Social Game Development

So lately, the world has been shifting towards online gami
rather than local gaming. Whether it with MM®Ss on the PC
like World of Warcraft of Guild Wars, or if it is Live Gaming
Consoles, gaming in general is shifting to become more of a sc
experience.

Communicating with the world and others is really becoming
need for many gamers.

Such type of ommunication could be achieved in multiple way
7TEETA OITIETA CAIAG8 AO A I
games, it is not the only way to achieve a social gameg
experience.

One of the simplest ways to achieve some sort of a so
gameplay experieoe would be online highscores, where tt
player stops trying to break his/her own highscore, but rather
beat others as well.

To build on social highscores would be chat functionality
games. So that a person could discuss game strategies, etc.
others who play the game, such as those who broke his highsc
etc.

- Ol GEPI AUAO 1T ARG ET CAIiAO
classical singhkplay format and MMORPG games. Providir
lobbies and rooms for players to challenge each other is a g
thing, too.

*O000 OAI Al AAOh xEAT AGAO Ul O
POl OEAA £O1 AOET T Al EOU OEAO x
talking about ditching your game idea in favor of an MMORI
that might never be completgOEA 08 O OT OAAI E
incorporate social features into your existing game and vision.

Eyas SharaihA
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Issue 12 Coming in February

In February 19, 2008, the next isst
of MarkUp: MarkUp Issue 12the 1
year anniversary issue, will b
released!

We will be taking January and the
beginning of February off, to gef
rested, AND to prepare an AMAZIN(
l-year anniversary issue for you all 1
read!

Contribute to the 1 Year
Anniversary Special!

If you want your work to be presen
in the ZXyear anniversary sial:

Issue 12 of MarkUp Magazine, the
you can contact us at the following
addressstaff@gmking.organd send
in your submission or queries.

Writing at MarkUp: Goodies

MarkUp Magazine

You get1/4 page ad for every 40
words written [up to 1 page ads]

After writing 2 more articles for
MarkUp, you can request FREE Gar
Development BOOKS and REVIE'
them


mailto:staff@gmking.org
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ne Making of Ark

So, a bit of history; | gues this is where traditionally I'd list a few earlier projects &

what | learnt from them in order to be able to put Ark together. The trouble is, Arl

was my first ever Game Maker project, and most of the mistakes made (and ther

some truly awful oms) are still in the game somewhere.

Introduction

The first thing | thought of when | got my hands on tt
brand new thing called 'Game Maker' back in 2002 was
wonder if it's possible to make my favourite game
this?". If you've not already guessdtiat was Zelda. For
few weeks | played around with getting a Zelda engine :
up Z a bit of movement, some sprite animation, a swoi
attack and so on. Foolishly I assumed the rest of f
development of the game would be as smooth ai
painless, so | deded to bolt on an original story, some ¢
my own graphics, some altered weapons, etc. Simp
right?

Development lifetime

Getting one obvious thing out of the way first; developir
Ark 22 took dongtime. There are a few GM games | knc
of which have beersimmering away for a while longe
(one of them should be out in a few montls/ou'll see),
but as far as | know, Ark is still 'up there' as somethinc
an epic z for the right or wrong reasons, perhap:s
Development started in 2002, and | made my firteapt
at a 'final' release in October 2005. That's about thr
years for the first build, but it doesn't stop there.

A lot of the game's features to date were added long afi
this, in response to user feedback or as a reaction to
increasingly techrdally impressive state of GM6+ game
(remember, Ark 22 is GM5.Q) things like the Mortar
service, boss replay symbols, updated NPC graph
updated tiles, etc. As a point of reference, the last upds
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Z although mostly cosmetic fixes such as spellingoesr
and tile inconsistency went up last month (November
2007).

What would be most useful here would probably be to i
and answer "how" | kept a game project going "for

long", or where the "dedication" came from. This sort

thing gives mefar too much credit. | don't remember
exactly the point where | realized just how much time
effort the rest of the game was going to take, but it we
definitely long after | realizedHad tofinish it, as I'd spent
too much time on it already to give up. Thati®t really

something you have control of, | don't think.

Thinking back, | probably would have done things rougl|
the same way if I'd known how much time and effort
would all take, but | certainly didn't the first time rounc
Some other GMers I've tedd to are in the same situation
The idea slowly decays from being the Best Thing Eve
a real chore. There are occasional moments of -si
rewarding magic, but otherwise it'd work, pure an
simple. This is all pretty obvious | suppose, but the tricl
to think of it beforeyou're waistdeep in something whose
only exit is downwards. It's not bagdyou still get it donez

but it's just not all cake and balloons either. No holdi
your breath forever. You have to drown in it eventually.

Implementation

MarkUp Magazine 4
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| have a feeling this is going to get a bit ugly, but it seel
like fun. | spent a long time thinking about this, whe

A
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1he Making of Ark 22

being asked "How did you make Ark 227", what on Ear
xT Ol A AT OxAO8 4EAOCA" O 11
stands out as particularly shiror clever in there nothing
which would hold a reader's attention for more than
minute, at any rate.

On the other hand, there are plenty of things | probak
shouldn't have done, adidn't do and wish | hadThese are
probably a lot more entertainingSeems a bit narcissistic
to go on about 'great things | did' like this, so | guess
share a bit of what | did wrong. Here goes my reputatic
EAEAS

Sreh's top ten horrific mistakes in Ark 22
development;

10. The mountaintop in the clouds

Ever climbed amountain? If you have, you'll know ho\
much fun it is when they're arranged as a series of ti
'fake' summits. Every time you think you're almost ther
uir 6 Al AAO OEA OiI b 1T &£ OEA
Eventually you decide to stop thinking abibthe top and
just walk It will end when it ends.

Same thing with a game like this; basically what | jt
waxed on about for a page or so, so I'd rather not bore
all with the details all over again. This jsroject
underestimation; failing to realizewhat sort of demands
building a game of this size and scope is going to put
you, the tools you're using, the game engine itself
everything's affected. It's not easy to keep it all trim ar
efficient z | didn't. As a result Ark 22 is huge, runs adlit
slowly on some machines, and loses big points in a lo
areas for not displaying the sort of stylish smoothne
we're starting to see all over the Game Maker scene. Is
a necessary consequence of building a game this size
using GM5 to do so? Mbe. Nonetheless there's still a Ic
which could have been avoided or improved by just a lit
more planning and thought. Don't dive in when all you
have is a walking demo. Know in advance what yot
going to need, and roughly how you'll achieve it.

Planyour game. Know your limits and those of the too

MarkUp Magazine 5
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you're using. If your game turns out bloated and sluggis
even if it plays welt at least you saw it coming.

9. Paper plates and plastic forks

Similar to the@lond just dive idline. GM gives you at of

things for freez a rendering engine, a configuration/stat
system (rooms), a snap grid, etc. This can be both a li
overwhelming and wonderful at firsg Gl these great
things | have, and just the way | need them to make |
gameb Proper sweetshop feeling, at least it was to me
This is aboubver-reliance on defaults A room resolution
of 640x480 is fine, but is it thieestoption? A refresh rate
of 30FPS is again perfectly palatalgebut what other

options are available? | didn't consideryaaf this, and as
such Ark has a lot of artifacts in whigtream"Game

Maker!". A smaller resolution could've allowed me to foc
on tighter level design. Something in widescreen might"
been more cinematic. Smaller tiles, maybe. These are
things whch are worth considering. Even if something
there, it doesn't mean you have to use it. My current gar
project doesn't rely on automatic draw it refreshes the
screen 'manually’. When it breaks, it breaks badly, but
worth it.

8. A comfortable tortoise

Anyone who's ported a mediumto large-scale project
from GM5.* to GM6.*+ will know there's a lot of things

T
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shouts at you for when you do. What is tfiasit_coloryou

keep talking about? Scale that up a bit to a project whi
isn't terribly weltpartitioned in the first place and the
amount of work changing the underlying system incurs i
horrible thought. This iscomplacency, being so used to
something you think you can squeeze it into doing wh
you want. | was used to GM5 and didn't want the keef

headache it would have taken to harmonize all Arl
source code with the nesand-shiny GM6. I'm not sure if
would actually make the jump after all if | had a seco
chance, but there's no denying GM6 is stronger, fast
harder and certainly bettethan version 5, performance
wise. Something to bear in mind then; if technoloc
changes and you think you're "too far in" with your proje
to change with it, think again. It may be the best thing y«
can do. It may be the worst. But at least consider it.

7. Somebody think of the children

I'm not suggesting anyone undertake a project in the
school years so massive that they bear children before
finished, no. This isheritance " fom Evas: awesome punff yq
don't know what that is, take day or so to look it up, play
with it, and use it If you do know, put on a wry an
knowing smile. Inheritance saves you an absolutely s
amount of work if you use it properly. It's about identifyir
common elements and patterns between the objects
your game. For instance, an NPC who sells you sc
ammo is just a specific type of NR@o-sellsyou-stuff.
That NPC is just a specific type of NPC you can walk u
and talk to with a key press. That object is just a spec
type of object you can pressnter while near and it'll do
something And so on.

Now taking guesses as to how many of the 10€®
objects in Ark 22 form an inheritance tree. Clue: less tf
1.

6. Stone, paper, orange

One of the most liberating things about using Gan
Maker is the snplicity with which you can express yot
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intention without being constrained by the constructs ¢
'real' to-the-bones programming languages. It's a fantast
way to focus on thgameand not theprogramand | love it
to pieces. The trouble is, your ganiea program, so it
makes sense to take a little time to think about how i
organized internally. The idea isaintainability z the

degree to which you can painlessly change or a
elements to the game's content or enginefter you've

already built them. Tie simplest example is text. In

game like Ark 22, there's a lot of textNPC speech, cut
scenes and so on. The obvious approach is to write
text strings straight into the code where they appes
When you want to change one, you have to find the abije
in which it appears and change it there. This is what |
everywhere.

What if I'd stuck all my strings in a big switstatement

script, like get_textstring(id) or something? Clearly it's
all in one place, so | only need to go to that script
change things. But then the code in which it appears is l¢
readable, people are talking in numbers, so | don't re¢

O

O7ET OEET 8 EO A "Ai A -A
DFortun81 to add skinning capabilities to Game M alus |
The extension does natkin the actual game Windovo
AOGO OAOEAO AiliTx0O OEA

within the game, with a certain skin. X
The extension basically adds capabilities of Rw
window skinning to Game Maker.

Winskin Extension

To be honest, the whole implementation for tlfD
extensian seems clean and rather attractive Iookir<
Definitely recommended. P

Get it now
qmc.vovoqames.com/?showtopic=2826§

MarkUp Magazine 6
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gain anything immediately. But what if three years latel
want to release "L'Arc 22" by translating everything

French? Make your game dk up' its own data from
variables, scripts, etc. wherever you can ident
somewhere where these may change.

5. Sand in a jar

One extension to the 'lookup' idea is to override sor
common elements of the GM systegncontrols and input
is usually a safe beFor example, if | want players to b
able to redefine their controls, storing each input key in
variable and reading from there is the obvious solutic
That's fine, but my objects are still all goin
keyboard_check(global.key_action1) or something. What

about joysticks and gamepads? What about changing 1
way a certain action is even performedtwo buttons

instead of one, for instance? It's not strictly essential, bu
secondlayer system can help leave such decisions un
later. In my current prigct | have an object whict
populates an array global.pressing][] Each index
corresponds to a logical 'action’, and the objects all re
from thisz never thekeyboard_check Sor joystick ~  scripts

directly. In Ark 22 | not only had statieyboard_check S

Treating Uninitialized Variables as Value 0

| will be blunt; this is a bad idea. If you are using t
option, make sure you know what you are doing. Treati
variables that have not even been created yet as 0 cre¢
several problems, first and foremost it makes code hiard
debug. If you setiVar' to 5 somewhere in your code ar
later seek to add 4 to 'iVar,' it is quite easy to ty
something like the following: "iVra += 4;" this leads to tl
obvious (yet not so obvious in practice) problem that 'iV
will never be ineased, instead, a new variable "ivVra"
created (as 0) and 4 is added to it giving it the value
Since 'iVra' is considered every bit as proper as ‘ivar
error message will be generated and you'll be hard pres

January 2008

MarkUp Magazine 7

B A o o i S S A A A A i S A A A A o S A A A A A i S A A A A i i A A A i i i A A A i i g A i o g g g g A g g g g g g g g g g g g S i g g i i i S i i S i S S g i 3 O

S ~.

Iflicaerutiet

|

everywhere, but the input keys were hardcoded too. N
clever.

This made writing obj_force_joystick a horrifying
experience. Don't do it. If you can abstract somethil
away like this, as long as it's not trivial, do it. It may ne
change and you may haviecurred another unnecessanr
level of lookup. But if it does change, you'll be glad y
were ready.

4. Crash mat

Simple, this onemake backups | only needed to be tolc

to find the problem. Let's get thistraight: there are no
benefits to using this option unless you are an expert us
for new to advanced programmers this will only cause y
pain.

Leif Greenmayh
Graphics | Resolution  Other | Loading = Constants | Include | Erors

Display eror messages
[]wiite error messages to file game_errors.log
[] &bort on all error messages

Treat uninitialized variables as value 0
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Making of Ark

this once. But | learned it the hard way. Save often too
you don't, you'll find otwhy veryquickly.

3. AO cartography

This isn't something that | have any authority on, nor th
can be properly detailed in just a few lines, but

retrospect it's well worth thinking aboutiesignsmall. We

usually split games into the engine and thentent. For

something like a puzzle game, the two things may |
practically inseparable; the engine knows to increase t
difficulty as the game progresses, and that's what driv
the content z the playable bit. For an adventure/RP
game, the engine is aevy small partz character motion,
enemies, interaction, and so on; the real meat of the gair
comes from designing locations, puzzleadding things

everywhere to use the same basic constructs again ¢
again.

This, clearly, is what | did with Ark 22. Aghdverworld,
complex dungeons, tradguests, NPCs, optiona
upgrades, all of it. But it doesn't have to be this way.
game can be small, but just as rich. You can keep con
back to the same few places as they change and evo
made possible by the fadhat the designer has packec
each pixel with detail and multiplicity. Ark is full of roomn
which serve only to link two locations, to fill a square
the map z to be walked across. Things should never
that way.

2. Multi-pass

This is fairly obvious, lut still didn't occur to me. From
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the looks of things it's still quite common in general, too;
you've only just started using an unfamiliar tool, and y:
want to get the hang of how it all workspake your first

game simple or, as nearly every Softwa Engineering
textbook will tell you,plan to throw one away. Making

your firstever game an adventure/RPG is only a fi
insanity steps away from making it an MMORPG. It's 1
impossible by any means, clearly, but a large proportion
your development tine will then be spent on retrofitting
and maintenanceg changing things you didn't realise wer
inadequate the first time round. Nearly everything I'v
mentioned here is something | later had to 'bolt on', ai
that's never as effective as designing it pesly from the

beginning. It's not my 'fault’ as such, | didn't know hi
these techniques were even possibfesome of them
weren'tz but it's still a factor. Overall this is what hounc
Ark's source codez bits and pieces of miscellaneou
nonsense from bfre | knew any better. This is in th
same vein as the 'planning’ poigtif you can't do it yet,
don't. Wait, and do it properly later. Or be ready to spe
a large slice of your time building the same parts of yc
game again. | did. It's not much fun.

1. All tied up with string

Imagine this thought: "A lot of the objects I'm creating a
only used in one or two places. Things like stepgcific
NPCs who only appear once, or ctime visual effects.
Instead of creating a separate object for each of #nek
could create one 'template’ object and specify its actio
through strings andxecute_string() ."
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