Maintaining, Creating or Changing Transparent Surfaces





The process by which most of the builders go about creating transparent surfaces on models for FS98 is relatively easy. Yet, it is looked at by the general hobbyist as a sort of “dark art” because it involves terms such as hex-edit and hexadecimal numbers. Even some of the recent “simple” tutorials that have been published (very few to date) seem to make much more of an issue out of it than really need be made. But I’m here to tell you it is no big deal. 


So let’s start eliminating those damn ugly gray blobs that are being passed off as windows and the little circles hovering in the air in front of the spinner we are supposed to believe are propellers.





There is only one tool you really need (besides FlightShop) and that is a Hex Editor. 





Put simply, a hex editor is a notepad program on steroids.  It is a text display program that can read just about any file with binary data on it and display it for you to edit. For our purposes we will be editing the *.mdl file located in the model folder created when you run the FS98 converter on a FlightShop created aircraft. 


Personally I use a hex edit program called UltraEdit 32 (shareware with a long expiration date available at any of the major download sites such as WinFiles.com or Tucows). This is not an endorsement, I just like the ease of use, the speed and the intuitive interface of the program. I will be using the ten second process that I has worked so well for me with UltraEdit 32 as the example program. However, any decent hexeditor should work  as the features I will mention are usually present in most all.





The Rules of Making “Glass” and props. ….or… Transparency made a little easier. 





Encoded within the *.mdl file (where * equals the name of the model) is a set of instructions that tell FS98 what colors to use when displaying an object that is part of your plane such as a window. There are a fixed standard set of numbers that equals each different color available to the FS98 base palette. These are hexadecimal numbers. (you really don’t need to know any more than that about hexadecimal anything to make glass) 


FlightShop is not able to allow you to select the transparent surface colors that are present in FS98 because at the time it was something that was not a reality with FS5. Which is why when you rev up the Cessna in FS5 you see little squiggly lines or the classic “prop circle” instead of a transparent prop as in FS98.  





So what we have to do is tell FS98 what objects we want to be displayed using the transparent palette. 





The way we go about it is very simple. Within FlightShop you should give your part meant to be transparent a unique color that is used nowhere else in the model. This is so that we have a reference color to change to one of the transparent options after we have converted the model.  I tend to use (L)Orange, (L) yellow, Red or  Blue. The (L) simply indicates that it is a constant color in FlightSim that does not dim with the outside light, as in navlights and this is an option within FlightShop. The reason I use these colors is I have never really seen any planes with yellow, orange or blue navlights. (Although some j-3’s use the yellow for body parts)





Notice that I mentioned Red above?.. “but I use red for my navlights” you say. Also notice that I did not give the Red color the (L) designation used for the red navlights. Red and (L)Red are two different colors on the FlightSim palette so it is ok to use plain red as a reference color. 





You may wish to run FlightShop now on the Maule Comet and look at it in a test flight in FS5 or run the converter on it for FS98 and see what it looks like with no hexediting done. You will notice right away that the prop circle is solid and is all yellow as is the main windscreen. You will also see that the cabin windows are red.  This is because I chose to have the prop circle and the windscreen glass a “clear” transparency for better pilot visibility and the cabin windows are a “tinted” glass to keep the sun out of the eyes of the passengers so I needed to give them different reference colors in order to keep the new transparent surfaces a different shade when I did the hexedit. You may also see a little stripe of orange at the top of the main window glass. This is for another shade of transparency, “green tinted” glass. 


RULE: Whatever you want to be transparent make it a unique color in FlightShop. When you want to do several shades of  transparent colors on the same model use different reference colors for each shade of transparency you wish to display.





THE MILDLY-TECHNICAL PART: When a plane’s mdl file is read by FS98 there is a particular sequence of numbers imbedded in it that is a flag to use a transparent surface on a specified part. The way it is laid out is really simple:


For each separate object in your model the color flag consists of 2 numbers. 


Basically all we need to know for this exercise is that the first number tells  FS98 what color to use and the second designates that it is a transparent palette color being called.


 For example the number 04 68 tells FS98 that this object should be a near pure white (04) transparent surface (68). 


The number 68 is a constant (regardless of the first “color “number) in FS98 ,that means it should render from the transparent palette. 


   


When we are hexediting we are simply taking the original numbers (colors) created in FlightShop of an object such as a prop circle and changing them to be flagged as transparent surfaces (replacing the old color number with the 68  transparency designator instead of the F0 designator which means the old FlightSim solid palette colors). 





So now you should be able to understand why it is so critical to use a bizarre color for the original part instead of a color that may be used elsewhere in the model. Because if you replace all of the gray colored objects with the transparency flag you may find 90 percent of your model looking like Wonder Woman’s Invisible Jet. For those of you old enough to remember her. (P.S. I may do that to a jet and upload it just for fun, I wonder if Linda Carter would mind if I put her in the cockpit)





So you have the model done and you want to make transparencies… here is the really easy part.





Run the FS98 converter on the old FlightShop file.


Then open up your hex editor and through it-


open the *.mdl in the new “model” folder in your FS98\aircraft\whatever (whatever = the name of your plane) directory.


Whammo! Tons of numbers. Leave the numbers alone. You are not going to manually do anything to them. So you don’t need to know the gory details about what they all mean.





The next thing to do is go up to the “search” button (in UltraEdit at least) then select “replace”.  


You should be presented with a window that says “Find What” in that window enter the OLD color number of the object you want to be transparent and in the “Replace with” window type in the new transparency color you want. Then hit “Replace All” and poof that’s it. Hit the save button and go fly.





I know I left out a critical portion…replace what with what. 





OLD COLORS Well if you used (L)Yellow in FlightShop for the part color  you want transparent than you want to “Find” the number 14 F0 (that’s 14 f zero, not the letter o)


if you used (L)Orange then you want to “find” the number 13 F0 or here are some others


Red-  05 F0


Blue- 07 F0


Plain green (not L as used for navlights)- 06 F0


Plain Yellow (not L)- 09 F0


This should be more than enough old color options to keep you occupied.





NEW TRANS COLORS


The transparency colors that FS98 can use are not as varied as the other colors in the whole palette I have found only a few that really display well in all lighting conditions.


Here are a couple of simple suggestions-


For clear glass and prop circles you can “Replace with” 16 68


For Smoked Glass try  04 68


For Green tint glass try 32 68





Here also are some intensity ranges and varied transparency colors I have discovered just through sheer experimentation. I don’t know or care if they are “technically” correct because I have not, and refuse to, read the SCASM documentation to dig into the details, only to further confuse myself.  I just know what works and I go with that.





0-20  68Starts at black and runs to pure white.  Some nice smoke shades in the lower end of this scale.


20-30  68 Red. Runs the gambit from a pinkish hue to a very dark red transparency.


30-40  68 Green. All in varying intensity.


40-43 68 Blue. This one looks almost baby blue when it is transparent. Don’t know where you could use it but who knows it’s your plane.


44-49 68 Orange hues. This also has some nice “smokey” colors at the upper end of the scale also.


50-55 68 Yellow. This one is pretty bright.  





Some unique transparency colors are the glow in the dark colors. These can be used for anything like real interior window lighting while still remaining a transparent surface. These are:


74 68 Constant Red


75 68 Constant Green


76 68 Constant Taxiway Blue


77 68 Constant Faded blue


78 68 Constant “orangy-yellow” transparent color


79 68 Constant Yellow


Again these are constant colors that do not dim with the fading light so do not use them for anything you don’t want to glow.











Q&A





“I downloaded an afx that had separate window parts on the blueprint  and I gave them a unique color and ran the hex edit and nothing or little at all happened. I still can’t see into my cockpit.”





This one is easy. The entire model has to built to accommodate a transparent cockpit. In other words the place where the windows go has to be actually “cut out” of the fuselage for the transparency effect to work its magic on a cockpit. 


The best you can expect without doing this is an extremely slight transparent effect that lets the base color of the fuselage been seen through the “window”. Also you may get no effect what so ever if the window lines on the blueprint are just that…lines. To have any real visible transparent surfaces it must be applied to a solid surface or flat plane and not to lines. I will delve more into some tricks I have stumbled onto for creating a full blown transparent cockpit in another tutorial, and after I have learned a little more myself.





“I Just want to make my prop circle transparent but nothing is happening and now I can barely see it or not at all or it appears as a florescent green line.”


Another easy one. Save your prop circle as a solid object and not a line. This will force you to pay a little more attention to the plague of prop circle bleed- through out there anyhow. 





“Does the transparency work on any object?”


You bet. But keep in mind that if you want to stick to realism.. not many planes have glass pilots. (








“Where do I get a Hex Editor?”


As mentioned above you can find them at any of the large shareware/freeware download sites such as www.winfiles.com or www.tucows.com or www.shareware.com or www.downloads.com.


 Just make sure you find one that runs in Windows and has a search/replace feature on it. The freeware DOS hex editors can be confusing to use and some are quite unstable. Also as mentioned above I personally recommend UltraEdit32 because a simpleton like me can use it with no sweat.





This tutorial is copyright protected by the author. It is freeware. No portion of  it or in whole may be re-uploaded, copied or distributed on any media without the express written permission of the author. The only exception to this is granted to The FreeFlight Design Shop to use, add to, or republish wherever or however they see fit.
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