The Long Road Up 
Gary Wise 
Disclaimer: the views expressed in this article are those of Gary Wise.
A One Paragraph Introduction
I am writing this upon completing the writing of this report. This thing is damn long and I don't know that anyone will read the entire thing, but it was a labor of love. I wrote this report because I had a lot of pent up feelings towards the events surrounding PTNY and this was my outlet. Understand that in reading this, you'll have as deep an insight into my experiences over this last month as I can give you, for good or for bad. I hope I won't come of as whiny or boastful, but I'm sure there are elements of both contained within. Let me know what you think at JGaryWise@yahoo.com, be it good or bad. I'm always interested in hearing your opinions, as long as they're honest. Enjoy.
A Long and Bumpy Ride
The first time someone calls you a Pro Tour Champion, you get a really strange feeling in your stomach. It's like all of the energy in the entire room speeds inwards towards your gut, culminating in a living, spinning ball of light. For nineteen Pro Tours, I didn't know that, and I don't expect this description fully explains what its like, so for those of you who have no clue as to what I'm talking about, all I can tell you is this: The wait was worth it.
I haven't written a tourney report in a long time. Sure, I wrote my obligatory thousand-word job on the Invitational, but when I think of the Gary Wise tourney report, it involves volumes instead of pages, spines instead of staples. I guess, with my last such report coming out of Worlds '99, I felt my experiences since then just haven't measured up to the point where I was inspired enough to go through the painstaking effort of writing down my every thought and experience for three days straight. Fortunately, I've just won the Pro Tour. Consider me inspired.
Contained within, you'll find more than just the play-by-play details. Hell, I'll probably get some of them wrong, I usually do. What you will get is my thoughts, my emotions, and an exclusive look at one of the most drastic shifts of power to hit the Pro Tour's political scene in a long time. I hope you'll find my story not only interesting, but also inspiring, and that you'll understand that if a scrub like me can do it, anything is possible. This all said, I present to you, ladies and gentlemen of the gaming community, the Wise-eye view of PTNY '00 #2. Enjoy.
PREFACE 1: POTATO NATION: FORMATION AND PREPARATION
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Potato Nation, Scott Johns, Gary Wise and Mike Turian 


Last year, while Mike Turian was going undefeated alongside CMU teammates Randy Buehler (now working for WotC) and Erik Lauer (said to be reappearing at PT Chicago), I was a part of what may have been the weakest Day 2 effort of all time. Playing with Gab Tsang and Sigurd Eskeland, our team had high expectations not only from ourselves, but also from the public, who had made us the most selected team in the Fantasy Pro Tour. Starting 0-2-1, we somehow snuck our way into Day 2 with three straight wins before continuing on to further slaughter at the hands of teams that would never be heard from again.
With Gab deciding that he wanted to play with Brian Hacker this year and Mike without a team due to Lauer's disappearance and Buehler's defection to WotC's ranks, the two of us seemed to be a natural pair. Mike and I met at PT Mainz after encountering one another at GP Toronto. In Mainz, Mike and I, both green drafters, taught one another some things about drafting our favorite color, and we've been good friends ever since.
About half a year ago, at PT Chicago, Mike and I decided to work together for PTNY, but the question of a third didn't get answered until much later. The first person we asked was Jakub Slemr, whose immediate answer was that he'd like to work with us, but he'd committed himself to playing the qualifiers with Ondrej Baudys and another local player. Jakub asked that we wait on making a decision, and we did so with the understanding that we should probably have an answer by PTNY in May.
Well, New York arrived and we still didn't have an answer, so we approached Justin Gary and asked if he'd be interested in the job assuming Jakub wasn't available. Justin decided that it sounded good, but informed us that he couldn't wait to find out and that he'd be actively searching for a team. 
Well, of course, Jakub and his team qualified just late enough that Justin had committed himself to working with Mike Long and Brian Schneider, so next we asked Bob Maher. Bob seemed interested except for the fact he had committed himself to Dave Williams, so we once again went back to the drawing board. Ironically, Bob and Dave eventually picked up Justin as their third and The Fix was born. We'd play them twice before PTNY was over
Our next decision seemed to come down to three guys: Pat Chapin, Dave Price and Scott Johns. Pat was quickly eliminated due to some issues regarding his involvement with Team CMU after Randy's departure, so we both talked to the remaining two players and asked that they argue their cases. In the end, despite Mike not knowing Scott, he agreed to my request to have him as our third due to our Mogg Squad ties. 
	Desperate to do a little drafting, I started repeating the phrase "draften und spielen (German for draft and play), ja?"


Agreeing that one important aspect of our testing would be the use of Grand Prix' as prep tourneys, it was agreed that the three of us would get together for GPs St. Louis and Pittsburgh, where Scott and I would be able to stay at Mike's place. We led St. Louis with two rounds to go, needing a 1-1 record to make the final four, but fell on our collective faces at the hands of Mike Heffern's Thrashing Wumpus to finish 7th. In Pittsburgh, a first day final round loss to Team Diesel ended our exhibition season. 
With our team set, the problem now became how we would go about preparing. With Mike and I the draft specialists and Scott's expertise lying in the realm of team sealed deck, Mike and I each separately started drafting locally, Mike with Car Acrobatic Team, me with Gab Tsang, Matt Vienneau and Gary Krakower. With the Masters series looming, Mike was better able to focus on drafting strategy and started doing 3-4 a week. I, meanwhile, tiring of drafting with four people in a six person format and afraid of becoming too used to Vienneau and Krakower's rigid draft style, shied away from doing to much local practicing.
What Mike discovered was staggering. Conventional wisdom in this format was that in order to get as many chances at Troubled Healer as possible, it was important to put the White player in the leftmost seat. This said, Mike was finding that due to the lack of depth in Prophecy's white, the white decks were often coming up lacking, with only 19-20 playable cards. With this in mind, Mike tried drafting blue in that seat against CAT, and the result was that the only way Andrew Cuneo could recover was to counter by also drafting blue. In other words, of the 110 teams in NY, 108 felt the C seat was the white seat. The other two made the finals. 
PREFACE 2: POLITICS ON THE PRO TOUR
A lot of people don't realize how much maneuvering goes on at the PT's higher ranks. With the Kastles, Mahers, and Finkels all jockeying for position, there is always a certain amount of movement going on with regards to who is working with whom, or more importantly, who isn't. 
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One of Magic's most influential teams 


For two years now, I've worn a security blanket the World knows as Mogg Squad. Possibly the strongest collection of players in the world, coming into NY, Mogg Squad's seven members - Alan Comer, Sigurd Eskeland, Scott Johns, Zvi Mowshowitz, Brian Selden, Jakub Slemr and I - had a collective two World Championships, a Pro Tour victory and 19 final day appearances on the Pro Tour. Over the last two years, Mogg Squad has been damn good, and I have been proud to call myself a member.
All that came to a crashing halt three weeks before PTNY. As of late, our team had been having some problems. Time and again, Sigurd would promise to "really work hard" on the next PT, only to not do so, instead, receiving the decks the team has come up with, reject them, and then not tell the rest of us what he was playing. Jakub Slemr, whose Internet access is limited, has had trouble communicating with the team, to the extent that none of us knew about the two decks he was torn between for Masques Block day at Worlds until the night before. Alan Comer, his life recently dominated by professional commitments, has had very little time to work on his game, and has actually predicted he'll fall off the gravy train by the time he's set to retire from his job early next year. I, hardly innocent, have been known to loathe testing constructed decks online, and until I graduated in April, hardly had the time to do so.
All this led to a number of conversations, some of which I had a part in. A number of our players were making noise to one another about the problems with the Europeans, and it was eventually decided that a sit down meeting had to take place in NY. Scott came up with the idea of putting everyone on probation, with Chicago being the decisive vote as to whether anyone would be expelled from the team, a solution that, as we were all friends, seemed fair. Unfortunately, not everyone saw it that way.
	Zvi's lack of understanding made this whole thing go so terribly wrong


Tired of the deceptions and losing to teammates for whom he'd provided deck skeletons that the team fleshed out, Zvi decided it was time to do something drastic. Along with team associate and workhorse Seth Burn, Zvi decided it was time for him to leave Mogg Squad. Instead of confronting the rest of us with this information immediately for debate, Zvi chose instead to quietly recruit Milwaukee and Internet denizens Jake Janoska and Brian Kowal, along with Seth's Madison, Wisconsin co-habitant Adrian Sullivan and form a new, Internet-based constructed mailing list. Not a team, mind you, but a mailing list. With those five players firmly in tow, Zvi approached Scott Johns and asked him to join them. Scott, torn between friendships with the other Mogg Squaders and a fear for his professional future, chose the safe route, but only if he could bring along Selden as a live playtesting partner. The list, apparently in disarray from the beginning, begrudgingly agreed, but only due to Zvi and Seth's insistence that Scott was vital to the list's success.
	Vienneauesque aside
	It's at this point that I need to educate the reader on how decks got built on Mogg Squad. While yes, Zvi's brilliant but disorganized mind does come up with great deck ideas, it's Scott Johns who really tunes them to the point where they're PT-competitive. Give Zvi all the credit you want, but I find it ironic that he's the one writing the technically based articles when it's Scott who was the most efficient tester of 59th, 60th, and sideboard cards I've ever worked with. Without Scott, Zvi's decks are loose shells of what they can be, and that has shown at PT's to which Scott has not been invited. If you look at the success of Mogg Squad's decks since Zvi's joining the team at PTNY '99, the least successful ones can be found at PT Chicago '99 and Worlds '99 (where Jakub and I played decks acquired from outside resources). This all said, Mogg Squad's performances, Worlds '98 aside, drastically improved with Zvi's joining the team, suggesting that Zvi and Scott form a two piece puzzle, whose deck building is incomplete without each piece being present. The rest of us did make contributions to most of the decks (In the last two Worlds, I had just as much of a part in the process as anyone), but really, it was the two of them that made things work.


Before Zvi even talked to Scott, he had a long conversation with Warren Marsh. It seems that both players were disgruntled by the fact that their respective teams (Warren is a member of the European Alliance) had players on them who instead of participating in a give or take relationship, took without giving. With these commonalities, Zvi took to his new list the idea of inviting Warren, Ben Ronaldson and John Ormerod to their group. With Ronaldson, the Alliance workhorse, apparently being the deciding vote, the Englishmen hadn't made a decision as to whether or not they would join when I got one of the most frustrating phone calls I had ever received, the sender being Scott Johns.
Scott's call was one of courtesy and notification, informing me that I, along with Sigurd, Jakub and Alan, was being dumped, with Scott, Brian, Zvi and Seth moving on to form a constructed-only playtest list comprised of Internet regulars who would be able to test 30 hours a week online. In Zvi's mind, I'm sure this seemed totally reasonable, and that business was business. In mine however the fury was building.
My contributions to Mogg Squad went beyond the mere testing of decks and discussion of Limited environments. Lying in the wake of my loyalty to my team were friends who'd been left without decks for Pro Tours, with the maintaining of team secrets being important enough that to share them with friends like Gab Tsang was unthinkable. On top of that, with Turian and I needing a third for PTNY, we elected to choose Scott over Dave Price because of our team affiliation. Mike and Scott didn't know one another at that time, with Mike only knowing Scott's shady reputation of the past, but I fought hard for Scott and got him our third chair. In Scott's position, I'd have fought harder for me then he did. Even a Pro Tour victory won't make me forget that. 
	Zvi Mowshowitz Aside
	Zvi Mowshowitz is an interesting person. I think the gaming world recognizes that in some ways he is absolutely brilliant, but in others he's very childlike. Many Magic players have difficulty with social convention and applying it to their everyday lives. I myself am too loud and abrasive for some to 'appreciate', but Zvi, as you can probably tell by his pictures, goes above and beyond. When one works with Zvi, one must understand that they're getting the good with the bad. You get the great decks and the great conversations on all things Magic, but at the same time you get the computer-like attitude that doesn't understand the frail nature of human interaction. It was that lack of understanding that made this whole thing go so terribly wrong.
Instead of approaching me and informing me that we'd no longer be working together, Zvi resorted to Magic, his safety blanket. He provided me with a listing of his decks for the Masters, referring to them as 'payment' for the hours of work I'd put in for the construction of the Son of Hermit deck that Kai Budde, Dirk Baberowski and I built for our collective teams. I, being an emotional powder keg, can be difficult to approach at times, but to not acknowledge what was going on behind my back was inexcusable. This isn't the first time I've seen Zvi resort to this security blanket. 


Feeling betrayed and frustrated, I did two things: first, I sent of a more-than-just-angry e-mail to Zvi, talking about how to treat human beings who had been loyal to you and social dysfunction, and then I started about looking at my options for Chicago. Understand that while playtesting for NY was important, no one else in Toronto was qualified for the Masters, so no one else seemed to be too interested. I got together with Andrew Bonham, ninth place finisher at Canadian Nationals once, and Matt Vienneau once also, but in truth, Toronto's Magic community doesn't have too many top-level players, and they aren't too interested in playing unless they have something to gain. Interesting how, when something we do for fun becomes something we do for money, we no longer do it for fun. My drafts with Gab, Vienneau and Krakower were helpful, but when you go two-on-two for a three-on-three format, things start getting a little skewed. In other words, with no way to prepare for NY, I started preparing for Chicago.
I immediately contacted Kai Budde, who had not been informed of his abandonment and talked about the possibility of forming a new team. This wasn't the first time we'd had this discussion, as Kai, Dirk Baberowski and I have been hanging out a lot at Pro Tours as of late. The three of us, along with Steve O'Mahoney-Schwartz, went to Kuala Lumpur early for the Invitational and had an amazing time, and I spent a week in Germany hanging out with the two of them before World Championships this year, so the seeds had already been planted. Kai's initial reaction was that if what I was saying about the impending EA breakup was true, the formation of a new team sounded like a good idea, but at the same time, he wanted to make sure it was true because of how much he'd enjoyed working with Ben Ronaldson.
That night, while sitting on IRC, I saw Ronaldson come online and we struck up a conversation. In that conversation, Ben informed me that his reason for wanting to join Zvi's list was that he didn't feel that the Alliance had the feel of a team, but that of a list. In other words, Ben, like myself was one who romanticized the team ideal as being one for all and all for one, with the team's success being almost as important as one's own. I warned him of the nature of the potential list, pointing out that Zvi was leaving such an environment and had an otherwise good conversation and we went on our respective ways.
Before seeing Ben online the next night, I thought about the possibility of forming a team that looked something like this:
Kai Budde
Dirk Baberowski
Ben Ronaldson
John Ormerod
Warren Marsh
Tony Dobson
Mattias Jorstedt (Who Kai has always enjoyed working with) 
Gary Wise
I talked to Kai and Dirk about it and they both seemed warm to the idea, so I approached Ben with it. After thinking about it for a few days while away at GP Porto, Ben informed me that he hadn't made a decision, but that regardless, he wanted to bring the whole thing out in the open, so I informed Scott of what was going on and he then did so in kind to his team. I also proposed to Scott an alternative: The forming of a team that I honestly believe would be the strongest ever assembled for more than one Pro Tour:
Ben Ronaldson
John Ormerod
Warren Marsh
Zvi Mowshowitz
Scott Johns
Brian Selden
Seth Burn
Kai Budde
Dirk Baberowski
Gary Wise 
I knew the likelihood of this happening wasn't too good as Zvi, having already received deck-building ideas from the Milwaukee players, felt dedicated to the idea of working with them for Chicago, but I proposed it anyways, trying to keep communications with what seemed more and more likely to be my former teammates open.
What happened next was an absolute nightmare. When the Europeans all got back from Porto, I found out that Kai and Dirk had been offered the opportunity to work with Zvi's group in order to ensure that Ronaldson, Marsh and Ormerod would be happy. In other words, they were now looking at a list of 12-14 players, most of who had called me friend and teammate in the past, and for many of whom I'd worked my ass off to provide a constructed deck for worlds. Chaos.
At this point I was the loneliest man in the world. One PT out of University, I'd been a major builder of a deck played by Budde, Baberowski, Mowshowitz, Selden and Ronaldson at Worlds and then was told I couldn't work with them anymore due to my inability to construct decks. Additionally, my guiding American Mogg Squaders to improved performances at US Nationals 99, LA2000 and PTDC, and minor contributions to our Tinker and Fluctuator decks seemed to have disappeared in thin air. To make all this worse, everyone involved continually told me how, of the discarded Mogg Squaders, I was getting screwed and how badly they felt for me. This made matters worse because I'm the kind of person who would do something in that situation were roles reversed, and they all knew it. 
So basically, everyone I'd ever worked with was working together, they knew that they were screwing me beyond belief and they were doing nothing about it. I was bitter. Bitter enough that I called Jeff Donais and told him everything that was going on, and that the time had come for Gary Wise to become a writer who plays, as opposed to a player who writes. Bitter enough that, if instead of Mike Turian I was working with Johns and another member of this new list, I would likely have cancelled my plane tickets thanks to how much I was loathing having to stay with Scott all weekend, and bitter enough that in the back of my mind lay thoughts of my quitting the Pro Tour. Bitter, abandoned and depressed, on Wednesday September 27th, I called a limo, and left for the airport at 5:15 AM
Wednesday September 27th
	I pictured Neutral Ground as the Halls of Valhalla...


It seems that there are two kinds of people in the world: those who love New York and those who hate it. As Toronto is to Canada, New York is to the United States: the biggest, the dirtiest and the most exciting their countries have to offer. I seriously doubt that New Yorkers know much about the surrounding lay of the city's two states because simply put, they don't need to. Everything they need is right there at their fingertips in the city that never sleeps.
I specifically scheduled my flight for 11:00 in order to avoid rush hour traffic in New York. After a half hour delay, the flight takes off, the trip taking an hour and a quarter. Upon landing in New York, I think to myself how nice it is that the trip was such a quick one. My mistake. The shuttle ride from the airport takes a half hour longer then my flight, and when I finally arrive at the Hotel Pennsylvania, I have another hour to wait in line. Fortunately, Christian Lührs, Stephan Valkyser and Patrick Mello are in line with me and they help pass the time, with talk of the Masters and the extended environment. Patrick lets it slip that he really likes Trix and I figure out that likely means the rest of European Alliance likes it too. By the time I get to my room, it's 3:45 in the afternoon. I dump a few belongings and head down the road five blocks, where the World's most famous Magic shop is waiting.
Neutral Ground
When playing in PTQs for Columbus and Atlanta back in the day, Gab Tsang would tell me about Neutral Ground. When I pictured the Ground, it was as if I was in the Halls of Valhalla themselves. The Baxters, Hammers, and Justices of the world would gather and do battle, and granted, they'd use creatures and spells instead of swords and axes, but their battles would be huge. The halls of Neutral Ground were twice the size of any store, they were two or three stories and always full of Magic players playing in endless tournaments.
When I went to the Big Apple for PTNY III, I finally made my first trip to the Ground, and my expectations of heaven were quickly brought to earth. Existing on the fourth floor of a side street low-rise, Neutral Ground was actually a little disappointing to me the first time I went there. Over the years though, as Toronto's few quality stores have come and gone, I've grown to appreciate Neutral Ground. Owner Brian David-Marshall has done an excellent job of maintaining his business, not only keeping it clean and full, but also expanding to Atlanta, San Francisco and Detroit. In a game where the future has always been viewed as short term, Neutral Ground has been impressive if for no other reason then it's long-term existence. I maintain the hope that Toronto will eventually get one.
After a five-block hike, I finally arrive at the store. Heading up to the fourth floor, everything is as I remember it: Computers screaming with the sounds of violent mayhem thanks to numerous Diablo players, kids sitting around waiting to do a non -sanctioned draft and a few pros sitting around waiting for the action they knew would soon follow. 
	Giamatti's Essays Aside
	I see Brian David-Marshall and my immediate reaction is to ask about the book I loaned him. See, Lan D. Ho, a great human being, was perusing a Texan bookshop one day when he saw a collection of essays published by my greatest hero in the world, Bart Giamatti, on his great passion: baseball. See, Giamatti is my hero due to the choices he made with his life. The President of Yale, against the better judgment of his colleagues, Giamatti made the decision to give up that prestigious post in favor of the commissionership of baseball. I find it amazing that a man who was able to do so much with his life had the strength to turn away from prestige for personal happiness. That's why I find Giamatti so heroic.
So Lan sees this book and immediately gets it in his head that I, a huge baseball history buff, would appreciate it as a gift and buys it on a whim, a generous act that should show you why the Lanimal is so beloved amongst PT denizens. He gave it to me at the last NY and I breezed through it in a day and came up with an idea. I inscribed the book with a passage that says that, as Lan gave it to me, I give it to the world. As each person comes to possess the book, they should read it, enjoy it, mark down their name and pass it on. If they feel like sending me e-mail to let me know of the book's progress, they can. My hope was that in a year or so, after the book had done some traveling, I might be in a position to write a book of my own about its travels. Unfortunately, the book is still sitting, unread, at Brian's place. I urge those of you reading to pressure him to pass it along.


With nothing much to do, Chris Benefel, Brian and I agree to money draft against Raphael Levy, Franck Canu and Loic Dobrigna. Brian has to bow out as the WotC types arrive in order to prepare for the next day's festivities, so we recruit John Ormerod. I square off with Raph, a former teammate (Legion) and long time pal and sweep him thanks in part to his mana problems. John O loses to Canu, considered by many to be France's best all around player, but Benefel is able to squeak out the win against Dobrigna, whose play frustrates Levy enough that Raph tries to supplant him half way through the match.
After the draft, I spot Adrian Sullivan, who provided me with the deck that most closely resembled the Stasis deck I would eventually play. Adrian's decklist looked like this:
	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Stasis
4 Gush
4 Thwart
4 Force of Will
3 Daze
3 Foil
4 Impulse
	4 Boomerang
2 Claws of Gix
2 Spellbook
1 Feldon's Cane
2 Snap
23 Island
	4 Powder Keg
4 Masticore
4 Dandán 
3 Disrupt
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While I liked a lot about the deck, I didn't like the opening hands with three 0-casting cost artifacts and a Snap. I tested the deck for about three weeks, most of that by myself and eventually made a few changes. The first thing I did was replace the Snaps with Powder Kegs, opening two slots in the sideboard. I personally think that the sideboard is important enough that if you need to weaken a main deck slot by a few percentage points in order to improve the board, its worth it. Removing the Snaps in the main deck would allow me to play Back to Basics in the board, as that card was so dominant against decks like Replenish, Sliver, and funnily enough, Jason Zila's 5Cblue.
I also removed the Dandáns from the sideboard. With Adrian designing the deck for the Gateway, he had to concern himself with the third game tiebreaker, which was life total. With no time limits in the Masters, I didn't have to concern myself with such things. I discussed some possible changes to the deck with Adrian while snacking on some Deli and finally decided on what seemed likely to be my final configuration. We head back to the Ground for a few hours before a group of players including Tony Dobson and Becky Hiebert decide to head to a local bar, where I talk to Adrian about sideboarding, Tony about deck choices (and how I'd figured out in advance that EA would be playing Trix in the Masters Series) and Becky about relationships. 
After a mediocre Caesar Salad and some good potato wedges, we head back to the Ground, where Tony and I go about setting up the Stasis deck so he can play it in the Gateway. Tony, who has played Stasis a bit himself, heeds my declaration of the brilliance of Spellbook in the deck and decides that he wants Counterspells over Foils. I loan him the deck and head back to Hotel Pennsylvania around 1:30, anticipating Turian's arrival in about half an hour.
I make myself comfortable and watch some TV as 2:00 comes and goes. Around 2:30, I find myself tired enough that going to sleep is my only option, and just as I start drifting off, Turian barges in along with our roommates for the night, Andrew Johnson and Andrew Cuneo, with whom he'd made the drive. We discuss the wakeup call that would come in less then five hours as well as what they're going to play the next day. The conversation eventually centers on my choice to play Stasis, and amidst jokes of metagamed Steadfast Guard/Zephyr Falcon decks, we finally drift off to sleep, with a long day looming.
Thursday, September 28th
7:45 AM 
**groan**
The extraordinarily loud wakeup call comes, jolting me out of my deep sleep as the three Pittsburgh residents get themselves ready to go to the gateway. I fall asleep for another hour or so before waking up for good, and with Magic going on, realize that staying in the room would be a waste of time and I head over to the Ground.
In the lobby, I see Scott, who's just arrived from the airport. He greets me warmly, but I'm not very interested, barely muttering a quick 'hey' before shuttling past him. I think he understood that all was not well and I wasn't entirely happy to see him. It looked like it would be a long weekend.
Upon arriving, the first thing that struck me was the electricity in the air. I liken the Gateway tourney to the NCAA (US College Basketball) tourney, with the Masters being the equivalent of the NBA. Once a player makes the NBA, they know they're getting that big payoff, with the only question being how big it would be. The Gateway however sees a number of deserving individuals vying for a very valuable prize, with the losers walking away with nothing except lost time spent on tourney preparation. It's this all or nothing reality combined with the harsh nature of single elimination play that may make the gateway the most exciting event in Magic for years to come. 
My arrival coincides with the start of the first round, so I'm just in time to watch Mike Long get absolutely crushed by Patrick Mello. I'm kind of surprised to see Patrick playing Trix as Tony Dobson had told me the previous evening that he wasn't 'allowed' to play the European Alliance's primary deck as the team members wanted to keep it a secret until Masters time. It turns out that Patrick decided that he wanted to play what he felt was the best deck available to him and damn anyone who suggests he should do otherwise. Not surprisingly, other EA members who had bowed to the wishes of others and decided to not play the deck openly questioned why it was that Patrick had been allowed. All for one and one for all? Apparently not.
As the first couple of rounds complete themselves, space starts opening up and eliminated players start looking to do some practice drafts. I do a couple of drafts with teams composed of scraps from PT teams, teaming up with Alex Shvartsman a couple of times. Alex's draft style doesn't seem all that sensible to me, but I inform him at the beginning of each draft that I'll only be providing a warn body to fill his third chair, and let him direct traffic. My teams go 3-0 in such drafts, suggesting I may have been wrong about Alex' technique.
Finally, with Scott arriving and Mike being eliminated in the middle rounds, we have time to do one draft before I have to go play the Masters. Stupidly, we agree to use the time to draft with Rolled Up Aces. The reason I say stupidly is because Dan Clegg, who is legendary for his slow rate of play in PT circles, is easily the fastest member of this team. Apparently, things used to be so bad when little Shawn Keller was starting out in the Bay area that playing slowly was referred to as 'pulling a Keller' and the like. The draft takes over an hour and mine and Shawn's first game would have used up an entire tournament round, meaning I have to go for Masters photo shoots before I can finish the match. Mike and Scott both lose their respective matches. It would be the only match we'd lose all weekend. 
Unfortunately, through all the drafts of the day, culminating with this one, I found myself distracted. Perhaps it wasn't entirely professional of me, but I couldn't help but think about how pissed off I was with Scott, Zvi et. al. This caused me lapses in concentration during the drafts that made it really difficult to keep track of just what my opponent had drafted. This probably cost me the game against Keller as I cast a Laccolith Titan the turn after I should have because I wasn't sure if he'd drafted two Lawbringers or three. I had to get this out of my head by the time the Masters had arrived.
I have a few last words with Adrian about my final decisions and sit down to work out the final decklist with T-Dob. While Tony's teammates seem a little surprised by his decision to stay with the Stasis deck rather then switch to Trix, I think he made the right decision, sticking with the momentum he'd built by playing Stasis through six single-elimination rounds. Tony and I talk about how the deck had played and what should be changed. The following is the decklist I finally settled on:
	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Stasis
4 Gush
4 Thwart
4 Force of Will
4 Impulse
2 Foil
2 Counterspell
	2 Daze
1 Spellbook
2 Boomerang
2 Claws of Gix
1 Morphling
1 Feldon's Cane
4 Powder Keg
23 Islands
	4 Masticore
3 Back to Basics
3 Disrupt
2 Turnabout
3 Annul
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Extended tech against Stasis 


We wanted the Annuls for other Stasis decks, Replenish, Trix and as something to help us with the conversion against Survival (where we'd bring in one or two). Turnabout was a way to set up Stasis or Back to Basics against counter-heavy decks. Disrupt was a good way of gaining card advantage once the lock is down, slowing down Sligh or winning counter wars, while the Masticores were our sideboard against Quirion Ranger-laden decks.
The last move I made was putting in the two Counterspells for one Foil and one Daze. The only difference between Tony's version and mine was that he was using four Counterspells and no Foils, while Adrian's used zero Counters and three Foils. My decision was based on the fact that Tony had just had incredible success in the gateway, and insisted that the Counters were good enough that he wanted four in his deck. Not wanting to lose the Foils completely, I went halfway.
The Masters
After completing the piecing together of mine and Tony's decks and the recording of my deck list, I went and registered for the PT and did our group photo shoots. Sitting there, the top 32 players in the world (at least for that moment) were laughing and joking, but I know that inside my head, questions lingered. Had I made the right deck choice? Who would I be playing? With my Worlds finish falling off, would this be my only Masters Series appearance? To be honest, I was at the point where I just wanted to get the whole thing done with.
	The Dumbest Wager Ever Aside
	Mike Sochon is a fun guy to hang around. Not your typical Magic player, Mike brings a lot of attitude to the table regardless of whether you're using it for Magic. Never one to back down from anyone, I got Mike to make one of the worst bets of all time. Listening as Mike talked about how the French (namely Canu) had dominated the Gateway, my ears perk up when he says that the French would dominate the Masters as well. With the entire roster of players knowing the French deck and there only being three Frenchmen in the tourney (Canu, Levy and Olivier Ruel), I offer Mike the opportunity to bet a hundred bucks on the matter. When Mike starts mentioning odds, I retaliate, saying that if the French are truly as dominant as he says, he shouldn't need odds. You could see the smoke building up. Finally, as it pours out his ears, Mike grabs my hand and agrees to an even odds bet. The Frenchmen are eliminated in the first two rounds. When Mike pays me in Chicago, I'll take him out for some deep dish. 


After the photos, the selection process begins. With the top 16 players being seeded, the rest of us would have our names drawn from a hat to decide which of the seeded players we'd be playing. If I had my druthers my choice would have been to play Kurt Burgner, who has a history of playing red and black beatdown style decks, both easy victories for me. Also, Kurt isn't really affiliated with any of the major teams, so questions lingered in my mind as to how effective his playtesting would be. Also among those I wouldn't have mind playing are Jon Finkel, whose traditional Forbidian is generally a great match up for Stasis, or Mark Le Pine who usually plays some kind of control and hasn't really made his presence felt in the last year. It turns out that my deck prognostications on those three are right, but I don't get so lucky. 
Instead, I get paired against Ben Rubin. Probably among the top 5 players on the Pro Tour in the last year, Ben has just about everything going for him that I don't want to see in an opponent: Good recent finishes, a strong team of players to work with, and a lot of confidence due to a strong lifetime record against yours truly. Ben and I have played one another three times on tour, with his victories at the most recent PTNY and PT Chicago definitely besting my mana screw victory in the teams' competition in DC. I give Ben a pat on the back and we head over to the play area and sit down, where we, as always, engage in our traditional arm wrestling match. When I say traditional, I am of course referring to the fact that, while Ben is a little bit stronger then I, I'm always able to fend off defeat through questionable tactics. This started in DC when, in an awkward position, I defeated Ben by coming "over the top."
	Over the Top Aside
	A truly horrible film by almost every standard, the film watches Sly Stallone try to act without words while confronted by an executive's child-actor within the confines of a truly horrible script which focuses on the Stallone character's ability to put himself into the zone by turning his baseball cap backwards. With today's PT purse being what it is, I suspect such hats could sell for a couple hundred bucks easy, so you entrepreneurs out there should get off your collective asses. With all of this negativity expunged however, I have to admit that watching Over the Top (shown every two weeks or so by Turner) gives me, as a former film student, some perverse pleasure, much like a connoisseur eating cotton candy. For anyone with a competitive streak and the desire to fight the odds, this is about as bad a movie as you could ever hope to enjoy.


So Ben and I sit and re-sit when informed we're at the wrong table, all the while trading some banter and arm wrestling to a draw in front of a gathered audience. When we sit down it becomes apparent that Mouth, a clever-but-not-necessarily-smart reporter for New Wave will be covering the match. Mouth immediately backs up my impressions by making a stupid comment about my size (yes, I am a big guy and I have no problem recognizing this. Rather, my problem was that concentrating with someone trash talking me in my ear would be difficult) and as a result I almost kick him out of the area amidst his cries of 'but I'm doing coverage!' My threats seem to work as he quiets down for the rest of the match.
Before we start, I lean over to Tony Dobson and ask if he wants to do a split. With the two of us getting along well and playing the same deck, Tony agrees. What I didn't know is that Tony had already split the initial $2000 with Chris Senhouse, meaning that as things would work out, there wouldn't be that much left for him. 
To be honest, I don't remember all the details of the match, with Mouth's coverage being auspiciously absent from the net. Game 1 saw Ben and his Squirrel-Prison Survival deck have 1 more must-counter spell then I had counters, getting out his Tradewind Rider with a Quirion Ranger for the eventual lock. I think if I knew what his deck was, I might have won this game, but with my Powder Keg not loaded up to kill off the Tradewind, I got locked and scoop, my logic being that I'd rather enter Game 2 fresh then sit there for 40 minutes being dominated. After sideboarding out the Stasis lock for the Masticores, two Disrupts and two Annuls, I started with three Masticores and an abundance of mana. Ben Force of Willed the first 'Core, but the second hit, and after using his Survival to chump more times then I can count, he finally succumbed to the 4/4. 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/uz/morphling.jpg]In the third and final game, with Morphling in hand, I sat and watched Ben struggle for blue mana. Having no Force of Wills or Foils with just one Thwart, on turn six, with four lands in play, I decided to make what I still feel was a good gamble. With Ben holding five cards, I Boomeranged his two blue sources, untapped and draw Gush. Tapping two mana into my pool, I drew two cards, lay an Island and cast Morphling, knowing that if it resolved, it's likely game. Discarding a Tradewind, Ben Force of Willed. I tried to Thwart the Force of Will, but among those three invisible cards in Ben's hand was a second Force and another blue card. I looked at my hand and saw the Counterspell that earlier in the day was a Foil and could only sigh. Ben untapped and swiftly played a Tradewind, and within a couple of turns I was locked. Ben needed 2 Force of Will and 2 blue cards to win. This just wasn't my weekend.
So, with my fate decided, I sat down to watch T-Dob play his second round match against Jason Zila. I arrived to see the following interaction:
Dobson: At the end of your turn, I'll cast Turnabout (Holding a Stasis)
Zila: (Holding three castable Force of Wills) That's fine
Dobson: still at the end of your turn, I'll Gush
What I saw then is truly amazing. With Zila's side of the table being a dozen or so tapped non-basic lands, Tony Gushed into two Back to Basics. After Zila Forced the first one, Tony got the second one through, at which point I told him he might indeed have been the best player on the planet.
Game three saw Tony get the god draw. Not only did he play more lands then Zila, he also drew and successfully cast three Back to Basics. Both players started taking turns in which they draw and quickly say go, with Tony just looking for a win condition. Zila would say afterwards that the only reason he didn't concede is because there was no point in doing so. Turns out it would pay off.
After a dozen or so of these quick turns, Tony drew an Impulse and cast it main phase. He quickly looked at the four cards, selected one, put the others at the bottom of his deck, untapped and drew. Only half paying attention now, I noticed this but was in no way sure, but when Dave Humpherys called over Dan Grey and Mattias Jorstedt excitedly started speaking to a friend in his native tongue, I knew I was right. A huge dispute erupted which ended with the card count showing that Tony had indeed drawn the extra card. Exasperated, Tony argued with Dan until I pulled him aside and tell him that I thought I had seen the extra draw before Humpherys said anything. Tony's reaction was a bit of a slump in posture that came with the realization of a colossal brain fart. It was the unfortunate end to a great run by one of the really nice guys on tour. 
So, with the Masters going about as poorly as it could, I resigned myself to the fact that this would be the shittiest weekend of my PT career. I wasn't really feeling like playing Magic, especially not with Scott, but I'd paid the airfare and hotel costs and there wasn't much choice in the matter. I headed back to the hotel to try to recoup some of the sleep I'd missed the night before.
Friday, September 29th
Come 5 AM, I found myself stewing in bed over the mess my Pro Tour life had become. Totally obsessed by the topic, I lay there thinking 'how did it all come to this?' I know that by now it must seem like I'm being a whiny child, but you people have to understand how serious this all is. When one casts their lot on the Pro Tour, it generally means that certain barriers are erected between that person and non-team members. Sure, I'm friends with a large number of gravy trainers, but there's only so close one can get when on their guard about overly inquisitive tech questions and the like.
With two years of Mogg Squad allegiance under my belt, there had to be quite a bit of professional alienation, and that means that now, suddenly without a team, I didn't know if there would be anywhere to turn. While the odd individual can survive on the PT as a solo act, being a part of a brain trust like Mogg Squad or Your Move Games provides a sense of security in that you know that if you don't develop the god deck, someone else will. 
What you also have to take into account is that since graduating in April, I've been making my living playing Magic. Granted, it wasn't much of a living in the pre-masters era, but PT winnings plus writing fees has been enough to get by on the short term. My reputation as a pro player lends a certain amount of credence to my writing, and without a team or the resulting professional success, my value as a writer would definitely decrease. In other words, we're looking at what would likely have to result in a change of vocation, and my eventually leaving Magic. For me, that's a pretty big deal.
I got up and quietly started pacing the room, unable to wrestle my brain from its frustration. I slammed my fist into a pillow a couple of times in the hope of releasing some anger, but it was of no use. After the second such shot however, I heard Scott stir and quietly asked if he's awake. Turns out he hadn't slept a wink and we started talking about how bad this situation had gotten and the resulting concentration lapses. 
The reason I was bitching to Scott about this more than anyone else is that, like it or not, he had been the leader of Mogg Squad. Scott is a great organizer, but more importantly is a great communicator. That he's a trained orchestral conductor shouldn't come as a surprise because of these strong capabilities. My problem with how Scott has handled the whole thing is that he continually tells me how sorry he is but comes off as hypocritical in that if Zvi et al. were to listen to anyone, it would be him. His continued refusal to take any action therefore suggests that he doesn't want to work with me nearly as much as his protests suggest. 
While we didn't really get anything cleared up, getting this out in the open at least served as a release. At some point we woke up Mike during the conversation and we eventually turn to sealed deck strategy. My first contention with regard to how we would build our decks was that RG is about as weak a color combination as one can find in this format, where decks are going to be even more focused then they would be in booster draft, the result being that they're going to be very capable of stopping an aggressive rush the likes of which RG needs to win. Bucking convention even further, my next contention was that UW is also a poor color combination. When I spent a week in Germany with Dirk Baberowski before worlds, he convinced me that UW just isn't very good in Masques draft, mostly because a third rate card like Rib Cage Spider can effectively end the game. Man, I miss Wizard Mentor. 
We finally decided that the best plan would be to split up red or black, keeping our minds open to other possibilities as the cards came out of the packs. We eventually got ready and head out with plenty of time to spare, stopping right beside Madison Square Garden for breakfast. As we sat down with our coffee and assorted pastries, Scott pointed out something pretty impressive. Plastered in the lights of the MSG billboard sat a huge sign saying 'MAGIC: THE GATHERING, PRO TOUR' along with the dates of PTNY. For a moment, there were no problems with the world. Magic had moved into the big time, or at least taken a step in that direction. We finish breakfast and head inside where Mark Rosewater greeted me.
The Invitational
Mark had some news that could potentially have improve my weekend. It seems that with Sigurd dropping out of the Invitational the day before, Kyle Rose was now talking about not going, and if this were to become official, his spot would drop to me. Having kicked ass at last years Invitational, I wasn't motivated enough to write any 'vote for me' articles, but this year's tourney is in Sydney, Australia, one of the few places I've always wanted to see that Magic hasn't taken me to, so despite my lack of work ethic with regards to exhibition tourneys, the Invitational was an honor I'd accept with open arms.
I searched out big Kyle and found him talking with Brock Parker and Donnie Gallitz, who was furiously trying to talk Kyle out of dropping. I told Kyle that I'd had a great experience last year and it's an opportunity he might regret missing. I think I understand why it is that Kyle isn't going. A number of players on the Pro Tour play Pro Magic as a financial endeavor and while the Invitational is indeed an honor, there isn't a lot at stake for someone whose prime concern is money. Throw in the fact that Kyle is a monster of a man for whom 50 hours of flight time can't be too thrilling, and you have a couple of decent reasons for his decision. Donnie's last effort comes with the information that the tournament is being held in a casino, which makes Kyle's ears perk up, but in the end he decides to give up his invite, prompting a number of jokes asking whether I can top my feat from last year. The answer: I don't really care as long as I have as good a time.
Mike Long aside
How is Mike Long in this year's Invitational? Mike is one of the best players in history, with his skill being surpassed only by his charisma, but let's look at the facts: This year, Mike was at the middle of more than one scandal and was punished (though by most accounts the punishment was lenient.) for said indiscretions without missing a single PT. Away from the table, I actually kind of like Mike, though I'm not a big fan of his tactics, but his inclusion this year is just wrong.
Just after the Invitational votes were tallied, I wrote an article that was not posted that said that from an objective point of view, assuming that his suspension was payment for his indiscretions, Mike Long was as deserving as anyone of a vote for the Invitational. That said, last year, Invitationalists were given a few very simple rules to follow, one of which was that we each had to write a tourney report, with failure to do so meaning that we would not be allowed to participate in future Invitationals. All but two of last year's cast did their part, the exceptions being Pat Chapin, whose US Customs problems were a little embarrassing, and Mike. Despite his not writing that report, Mike is being allowed to play in this year's tourney, and while the report rule may have been a little silly, I see no point in creating it if it isn't going to be enforced. This only serves as an example to younger players that suggests that rules won't be enforced for them either and as a result, there's no reason to heed them. I understand that Mike is probably the PT's second most noteworthy character and from a marketing standpoint WotC would be insane to not want him in there, but I think for the greater good of the game, Steve OMS, and not Mike Long, should be playing in the Invitational. 
End Mike Long aside
So, with this good news in tow, I find Scott and Mike and we prepare for the first round. We go over our sealed deck strategy one last time and the decks are finally handed out. We end up building a GB deck for my seat (B) featuring a strong Mercenary engine with Cateran Enforcer and Belbe's Armor, an aggressive UR deck for Mike (C) and a more defensive RW deck for Scott (A). Before our first pairings go up, Mike puts a little extra pressure on me to do well, pointing out that with two whole colors and our best artifact, I really have to win both my matches.
Round 1: Team Jumble a.k.a. Team Turncoat a.k.a. Team Ha Ha Hashim. Mike Bregoli (a), Brian Kibler (b) and Terry Tsang (c). Eventual finish: 91st
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/PTNY0001/Images/916.jpg]To be honest, I thought these guys would end up doing better then they did. Bregoli has two Top 8s this year, Terry is a beatdown machine and Kibler is a former GP champ. The story behind the alternate names comes from the fact that Terry originally qualified for New York with Ben Farkas and Hashim Bello, neither of whom is very active right now, and decided he's rather play with his Jumble teammates Bregoli and Kibler. For the few weeks before the Pro Tour, Farkas and Bello, understandably feeling betrayed, talked about showing up just to spite Terry, who would be forced to play with them if both made an appearance. Fortunately for Terry, Ben didn't make the trip, so Hashim was left on the sidelines.
I sat down across from Kibler for our feature match as Turian prepared to play Terry. When Terry sat down, his first words were "The green mage? I can beat the green mage!" so he had to be surprised when Mike played an Island, then a Mountain and then a Two-Headed Dragon, stomping Terry to bits. Scott was able to squeak out the Defender en-Vec/Troubled Healer vs. RG match. 
My match wasn't too climactic. In Game 1, Brian was a little mana-light, so Scandalmonger was a total force, allowing me to dominate the table despite being forced to discard Vicious Hunger and Sever Soul. Game 2 saw me drop a horde of 1-toughness creatures to which Brian responded with a Stinging Barrier. Fortunately, I was able to topdeck a Snuff Out that turn and control the table with Belbe's Armor and Plague Witch until I drew my Intimidation. With Brian having no enchantment/artifact removal, it was only a couple of turns until the handshake. 
1-0
Round 2 Team Monkey Dog. Brook North (a), Brian David Marshall (b), and Eric Kesselman (c). Eventual finish: 41st
Well, well, well. Take my book and don't bother to read it? When we sat down I tried to keep things friendly with Brian but he was all business. Kesselman I know from numerous money drafts, while Brook I knew only from talking with his ex-girlfriend, Becky Hiebert. I was going to introduce myself after the match, but Brook made my liking him kind of impossible. Mike dominated his match with Kesselman by using Wandering Eye to full advantage, eventually getting down the Dragon and riding it to victory. My match up with Brian wasn't very eventful, with my deck coming out a lot faster than his, Belbe's Armor dominating his red kill and my black creatures nullifying his black kill.
In the 'A' match Brook's deck, a loaded UW monstrosity carried him to victory, but while his teammates were getting beaten down, he took it upon himself to start trash-talking Scott. Scott, trying very hard to keep things civil, wouldn't retaliate, but when the trash got worse upon Scott's casting his sideboarded Close Quarters, I decided it was time to step in, saying "You know, for a guy whose team is down 2-0, you're being really f---ing rude". At that point, Brook shut up and took the duel. Even if I'm not that happy with Scott, no one treats my teammates that way.
2-0
So, with a strong start being coupled with news of failures in the Antarctica, Your Move Games and Black Ops camps, we had no complaints with how things were going. We sat down to build our second set of sealed decks, again putting black, green and Belbe's Armor in my hands, while Mike again built the RU jank and Scott played the WR Rebel deck, though this time there were no Healers to be found.
Round 3: Monster Rod. Cory Ferguson a.k.a. 'the Competitor' (a), Dale Taylor (b) and Noah Weil (c). Eventual finish: 8th
My first reaction when sitting down across from Dale Taylor is "whoa, you're old school, aren't you?" Having a good memory for faces helped me recognize the guy, who made a bunch of appearances on PT back in 1997-98. Dale and I waxed nostalgic for a bit before the round starts.
Mike played against Noah, or rather, Noah played Mike. Turn after turn, I looked over to see Noah casting yet another bomb, with Mike powerless to stop it. On my other side, Scott was able to outplay the competitor, carrying himself to a draw in a match that featured Ferguson forgetting about Chieftain en-Dal's giving Scott's attackers first strike, resulting in three cards of advantage that should have never happened.
My match was a BG mirror that saw Dale playing a lot of cards I had in my sideboard while I played cards like Cateran Enforcer, Cateran Slaver and Belbe's Armor. Game 1, after winning the die roll, I came out strong with Trellis, Silt Crawler and Thresher Beast in successive turns before playing a Bog Smuggler to finish Dale off. It's during this game that Dale exhibited his unusual tendency of talking his way through situations, explaining to me the whole time what would happen if he were to use a particular strategy or make a particular attack. This starts to get even more interesting when, in an effort to speed up the match a bit (we would finish with 20 minutes left on the clock), Dale started helping me with my decisions. My theory is that Dale does this for one of two reasons. Either a) he's a very good guy who treats the game like a game (I don't doubt he's a good guy regardless) or b) he does this as a way of swaying the game to his way of seeing it, potentially leading players to make mistaken assumptions based on his explanations. Regardless, the fourth or fifth time he did this, Dale didn't choose the absolute best strategy, but I saw past his explanation to find the best move on my part. If this was an elaborate ploy, some might think it immoral, but I think it's pretty clever. You have to be careful out there.
Game 2 saw Dale play first and outrace me. I think he won it a turn before I would have, but I could be wrong. Long weekend. Game 3 saw me come out fast once again, but Dale stabilized the table with Scandalmonger (which makes me discard Plague Wind) for my Enforcer and Boa Constrictor for my Green fatties. He then played Bog Smuggler and started whittling my life total away while I sat on the brink of being able to break through. Finally, with my life total at 4, I drew Vicious Hunger, killing the Smuggler. Two turns later, Cateran Slaver showed up and I rode him to victory.
Considering the teams we played during the tourney, you have to give these guys credit. They were probably our toughest match, and despite not getting a win they probably should have had, they were really cool throughout the weekend. Dale and I talked a few times, in which he'd always ask how we were doing before anything else. I'm glad they did as well as they did.
2-0-1
Round 4: BIG. Brian Hacker (a), Gab Tsang (b) and Igor Frayman (c). Eventual Finish: 7th
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/PTNY0001/Images/728.jpg]The first tournament I ever played in was at Paradise Comics in Toronto. Lacking the powerful T1 cards I'd need to build a competitive deck, I did the next best thing: stupid red burn. For the first two rounds, my Lightning Bolts and Fireballs took out the Power Nine and I found myself in the quarterfinals against a guy whose deck was just as janky as mine: he was using bolts, but instead of more bolts, he had creatures like Kurd Ape and Savannah Lion that were obviously too small to be good. We split the first two games before I lost the match the turn before drawing the pivotal Lightning Bolt, and thus my hopes and dreams were crushed. Turns out that guy would eventually become the best pure player in Canada. His name was Gab Tsang.
Since that fateful afternoon where the first prize Mox left my grasp, Gab and I have worked together. For five years now, we've money drafted with one another, tested for Pro Tours and National Championships and discussed draft theory, and the partnership has been a successful one for both of us, with a combined 35 Pro Tours. Until round four, though, we'd never played each other for anything except for fun or the occasional qualifier slot back in the day.
When the initial pairings went up for the round, it said we ware playing BIG, but we were informed that the pairing was being changed. By the time we were informed that the matchup was for real, Mark Rosewater had already chosen the feature matches for the round, so we were relegated to trash talking at the high tables. The match started with showy bravado from both sides of the table before we settle down to business.
While Hacker beat down Scott, Mike joyfully smacked Igor around, so the match came down to Gab and I. Game 1 was a long drawn out affair that saw my BG deck's two Horned Trolls hold off Gab's RG army. His troops kept piling up as I drew land after land. Finally, he had enough board advantage (thanks to a Spidersilk Armor) that he was able to make an attack after playing Shock Troops. I, forgetting the Armor, made a bad block, taking four more points than necessary, taking me down to 11. Gab, feeling confident, unloaded his hand, playing a couple more creatures, including Jolrael. Fortunately, though, I had the answer waiting.
Drawing and playing a tenth land, I was finally able to cast the Plague Wind I'd been setting up all game, with one mana back to regenerate a Troll if Gab were to use his Seal of Fire on it. The look on Gab's face was one of absolute shock, as the Wind was the only card in the format that could really save me. I launched an attack in which I lost a couple of creatures to the one card in Gab's hand, Natural Affinity, but I still had enough back to eventually dominate the table and ride to the win.
Game 2 was all Gab. Launching the attack with turn two and three creatures, Gab was on the offensive, with the game lasting about three minutes, in which I played my second land on my last turn. Game 3, however, my deck came to play. Starting with a second turn Trellis, I followed it up with a third turn Caterpillar and fourth turn Silverglade Elemental. With this mana boost, I was able to cast my sideboarded Treetop Bracers on the Elemental along with a Thresher Beast on turn six, finishing the whole thing off with a Cateran Slaver on turn 7. What a beating. Gab didn't have much of a chance, with his stopping at three mana not being too helpful. I don't like beating a friend, but I like getting the pivotal checkmark in the Win column.
3-0-1
While my deck was fairly strong, Mike and Scott's were mediocre at best, so it was nice to be able to go 1-0-1 in the two rounds with that card pool. We sat down to register our third set of decks and received what I think was easily our best set of decks. Along with the Power Matrix and Belbe's Armor (again) that could go anywhere, we also got a Troubled Healer, Volcanic Winds and a whole bunch of burn.
This time around, we decided to put a splash of red kill and the Armor with the Green, meaning I'd be playing Belbe's Armor in three consecutive decks. Mike was the recipient of all of our solid Black and Blue cards along with Chimeric Idol, while Scott played the Winds/Healer/Matrix deck. Around this time, Kim Eikefet comes over and did an interview with us about how we liked our decks and how we liked our chances in the tourney, at which point the main difference between Mike's approach to tourney play and mine became apparent. Mine is a cynical attitude filled with care and unrest. I said that if we didn't make Top 8 we'd be disappointed, and if we made Top 4 we'd be happy. Mike, however, simply said he came to win, and he wouldn't be happy with anything else. My approach is logical and smart, but I have to admit Mike's is the better one. Screw logic, when you pay hundreds of dollars in airfare and hotel costs to go to a Magic tourney, you'd better go to win. I'm going to try doing that from now on.
Round 5: Draften und Spielen. Patrick Mello (a) Christian Lührs (b) and Stephan Valkyser (c). Eventual finish:4th
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/PTNY0001/Images/832.jpg]Funny story here. While spending a week in Germany before Worlds, I got very bored of testing constructed one day. Desperate to do a little drafting, I started repeating the phrase "draften und spielen (German for draft and play), ja?" time and again, until finally the Germans consented. In that draft, I beat Patrick Mello before losing to Christian Lührs who, while I'd never played him in sanctioned play, always had my number in practice drafts. Now, here they were, along with the most consistent player on tour since Justin Gary using a name they pilfered from my repertoire. 
Upon finding out that we're playing them, I knew the first thing I had to do was talk with Scott. See, Patrick Mello, while a fine player, can be pretty easy to rattle, and I wanted to make sure Scott knew that. We had a quick conversation and Scott knew what to do. In their first game, Scott played first, casting a Steadfast Guard followed by Ramosian Lieutenant. When Mello cast his first spell, a third turn Soul Charmer, Scott, laughing, said "wow, nice response. **pause for laughter** That is a Soul Charmer, right?" Almost immediately, Patrick started bitching about the poor cards his team had gotten and how his teammates had made him play the worst deck. According to Scott, there was more than one occasion during the match where Patrick tapped his mana wrong or made poor attacks/blocks. If you people think Magic is nothing more than the interaction of the cards, you aren't getting the full effect.
While Scott was winning 2-0, Christian and I settled down to play the GR mirror match. While I don't normally like GR in this format, our Green was extremely deep and we just wanted a little bit of removal to back up the fatties. With an excess of red kill, the decision was a pretty easy one. 
Game 1 starts with the two of us trading our 3rd turn Silt Crawlers. I played a fourth turn Blastoderm, but it only got through for five, with Christian playing Horned Troll with the mana to regenerate. I eventually cast and sacrificed a Giant Caterpillar, but the lack of sleep apparently started catching up (or maybe I'm just a bad player), with me forgetting to attack with the butterfly for three turns in a row. Fortunately, the three points didn't make the difference. Unfortunately, that's because Christian creamed me over the next few turns to take Game 1.
Game two was all about Belbe's Armor. I played a third-turn Herbalist and boosted it up with Treetop Bracers, riding it all the way to victory while holding off 4-5 creatures with two blockers and the Armor. The Germans all seem to feel that the Armor is a better card than Predator Flagship. While most North Americans would disagree, I tend to think they're right.
Game 3 was a funny one. Christian got out to a fast start with a second-turn Vine Trellis, which he used to cast a third turn Darba. Having played first, I got a Silt Crawler into play on my third turn. When I held back the Crawler on turn four, Christian went on the offensive, figuring he'd likely be trading Darba for an Invigorate, which would free up his mana. Instead, after I blocked, I cast Flaming Sword and suddenly Christian has lost his 5/4 and has to deal with a 4/3 first striker. After Christian passed his turn, I cast Lure on the Crawler and attack, with Christian choosing to tap the Trellis and take a point of burn rather than have it die. When Christian played the Horned Troll that would buy him time to develop his side of the table, I decided I might as well keep loading up the Crawler, playing Treetop Bracers (making it 5/4) and racing to victory, with Belbe's Armor still in hand.
Lagging behind, Mike was able to best Stephan, who loathed the idea of having to play the mighty potato. Let me just take the opportunity to tell the world how good Stephan Valkyser is. It's my thinking that his top four in NY will bring him closer to the spotlight, but a lot of people don't realize this guy was the only player on tour to make money at every individual Pro Tour stop last year. Consistency may not get the headlines, but it's a rare and impressive thing.
4-0-1
Round 6: The Fix: Justin Gary (a), Bob Maher (b) and Dave Williams (c). Eventual finish: 25th
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/PTNY0001/Images/754.jpg][image: http://web.archive.org/web/20041229134252im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/PTNY0001/Images/753.jpg]...And the irony continues. Another team whose fate is intertwined with ours, The Fix includes two of the guys Mike and I approached to be our third. This was definitely the most frustrating match of the day. Playing Bob, who I've known since playing him for a Khabal Ghoul at Origins '96, I was able to take the match thanks once again to Belbe's Armor.
Game 1 saw me play a Rushwood Dryad against Bob's GB deck and do 18 points of damage with it. Bob was able to get down a Mungha Wurm, but the combination of Rib Cage Spider and Belbe's Armor reduced it to dealing me no damage, so nine turns or so after I cast the Dryad, the game ended. In Game 2, it was Bob who played the second turn Dryad, and despite my playing my own a couple of turns later, it was of no use. With Bob killing my Dryad and Saber Ants sitting on both sides of the table, his Forest walker was the only thing moving. Funny note on this game, Bob was forced to hold his Wurm all game thanks to my Rishadan Port, which would have locked him.
Game 3 saw my deck come out swinging. I don't remember the details, but it was pretty gory. I think Bob may have had some mana problems, but regardless, it didn't take very long. In the meantime, with Mike getting run over by Dave Williams, the match came down to Scott and Justin. With Scott winning the first game, the action in game two slowed to the point where, while Scott insisted he was just being careful, it could have appeared to a bystander that he was stalling. Justin started pressuring him to hurry up and a flurry of words started passing over the table, with Bob eventually becoming so pissed off that I had to pull him aside and calm him down. The unfortunate side effect of this was that Scott didn't play aggressively enough and missed more than one opportunity for an advantageous attack. The end result of his giving Justin this extra time was Justin's finally dominating Scott's Ramosian Sky Captain, allowing him to win game two and force a draw on the second turn of overtime. After the match, I have a talk with Scott in which I tell him that if I were on the Fix, I'd have made the same complaints. Scott promises to keep a closer eye on his actions in that situation, and the problem doesn't come up again.
4-0-2
So, with the day done and the ugliness of the last round passed, we sat and wait to hear the standings after day 1. With the Fix and us being the only teams at 4-0-2, it became apparent that we'd be playing each other the next day. With the clock striking eleven, we decide it would be better to get some sleep then to do one practice draft, so we head back to the hotel where we talk at length about our draft strategy for the next day. I was thinking we needed to go 4-1 to clinch a top 4 finish. Mike just planned on winning them all.
Tomorrow: Part 2, Days Two and Three
[bookmark: _GoBack]
image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg




image8.jpeg




image9.jpeg




image10.jpeg




image1.jpeg




image2.jpeg
Mogg Squad et -1/-1 fo cach other
cxvuare i pay
sty rpt it the Westhrlighe's

T ot W
el s S ot ,!

33




image3.jpeg
Each player skips his o her untap.
phase.
Duringyourupkes,py ¢ orbury [

oy





image4.jpeg
i sxarh

.
b 0T, L 111




