Consistency, Creatures and Standard 
Mike Krzywicki
The time has finally come. In a few short weeks, Urza's Block, easily the most powerful and controversial Block of all time, is being rotated out of Standard, leaving only the Mercadian Masques Block, Invasion, and Sixth Edition in its wake. There is no clear picture of the post-Urza's Block Standard metagame, so, at least for the first few weeks of this new format, including the upcoming State Championship season and the first Standard Pro Tour in December, deckbuilders are going to be put to the test trying to flesh out the new metagame, then find a way to beat it. With all the multicolor options Invasion offers Standard, there will be quite some time and effort spent on exploring new deck archetypes, but that may not be where you find the most success this tournament season.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050122161846im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/USNAT00/images/ACRose.jpg]Don't outthink yourself. While there are a ton of reasons in Invasion to play some four or five color deck, don't forget that many of Magic: The Gathering's most successful tournament decks have been focused solely on playing creatures and attacking. A little under a year ago, I went up to Richmond, Virginia, for a weekend of Extended playtesting for Pro Tour-Chicago '99 with Kyle Rose, Matt Linde, and Tim Wu. While playtesting, I found that the deck that all three were leaning towards playing was Stompy, while I had up to that point been favoring a Replenish deck. When I inquired why they were favoring Stompy over other seemingly more potent decks in the field such as Counter-Oath and Replenish, Matt Linde said, pointing to Kyle, "hey, this guy has made a lot of money playing creatures and attacking." And he was right. Kyle has made the top eight of two Constructed Pro Tours and two U.S. Nationals, and in three of those four instances the deck that he played cast creatures in an efficient manner and attacked the opponent with them. I went home from that weekend with a different outlook on the upcoming Pro Tour. I trashed my Replenish deck, which ended up with a losing record versus their Stompy deck on the weekend, and went about constructing a deck that played creatures and attacked. Not totally content with Stompy, I ended up with this deck (with some input from Donnie Gallitz):
	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Carnophage
4 Sarcomancy
4 Flesh Reaver
4 Skittering Skirge
4 Grave Servitude
4 Duress
4 Demonic Consultation
	4 Sphere of Resistance
4 Dark Ritual
1 Perish
1 Hatred
14 Swamp
4 Wasteland
4 Rishadan Port
	4 Gloom
3 Dread of Night
3 Perish
2 Rapid Decay
1 Unmask
2 Terror



	Survival of the Fittest/Recurring Nightmare decks don't always draw Survival and Recur, and Replenish decks don't always draw Replenish, but creature decks always draw creatures to play and attack with.


And, for the first time in three tries, I was able to finish in the money at a Constructed Pro Tour, and I was actually in contention for the top eight going into round twelve. And this wasn't even a good Suicide Black deck; there are no Phyrexian Negators in the deck, which I now feel was the best creature in black at the time, and the sideboard was way off the mark for that tournament (no Null Rods, Dystopias, Cursed Scrolls, or Contagions). But, despite these glaring omissions, many of my opponents were unable to get their deck to function before they were facing lethal damage from small, fast black creatures followed by disruption in the form of Duress, Sphere of Resistance, Ports, and Wastelands. Survival of the Fittest/Recurring Nightmare decks don't always draw Survival and Recur, and Replenish decks don't always draw Replenish, but creature decks always draw creatures to play and attack with. Even though they may appear more explosive and powerful in the games they win, the fact that they are reliant seeing a certain card in every game in order to win leads to a sup-par winning percentage versus a deck that can put up adequate creature pressure every game. This concept is especially valid early in a new tournament environment like Chicago '99 (first Pro Tournament after the release of Mercadian Masques), because, in time, good non-creature decks will arise from virtually any card pool, but they are not always built optimally the first time they are played in a tournament. Creature decks, on the other hand, require a lot less finesse in construction in order to make them consistent, and traditionally thrive early in a tournament season by preying on untuned decks. 
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Negator or no? 


Very shortly, we will be entering another new tournament season, and options are rather limited across the board with only four expansion sets and 6th Edition. Urza's Block will take along with it Green's best cheap creatures, as well as Black staples like Skittering Skirge and Phyrexian Negator. White Weenie, however, will remain almost perfectly intact following the switchover, and Merfolk will actually get a huge shot in the arm from Invasion with Vodalian Zombie and Galina's Knight. Black has three different creatures mimicking Hypnotic Specter's ability, with Blazing Specter joining the already legal Chilling Apparition and Abyssal Specter, but does not have any other especially good creatures outside the Mercenary chain, which is totally inferior to Rebels in constructed deck. Green keeps Blastoderm, Saproling Burst, and River Boa, and Invasion adds Kavu Titan and several other solid creatures, but Green decks will most likely require a second color to be competitive, in part for some form of removal (both White and Red serve well in this capacity), and also in part due to the fact that Perish is legal in Standard. Red, like Black, no longer has any great inexpensive creatures, as we've seen red 2/1 creatures for one mana degenerate from Tempest's Jackal Pup to Invasion's Scarred Puma, which is not worthy of a spot in any Constructed deck. Red will most likely be used as a splash color for its excellent removal spells, such as Seal of Fire, Shock, and Urza's Rage, but expect to see more than a few Mono-Red land destruction decks out there willing to take the chance that they won't see a Tsabo's Web or Teferi's Response all day. Chimeric Idol will almost assuredly go in all creature decks after November 1st for a number of reasons. It's an artifact, so it is easy to cast, and it has an exceptional cost to power/toughness ratio, providing a 3/3 creature for three mana. However, its true strength lies in the fact that it is not a creature unless you activate it, making it impossible to kill with traditional removal spells like Wrath of God and Earthquake, which will both see a great deal of play in the new Standard environment. Also, as a colorless creature, it can help to overcome anti-color sideboard cards like the Circles of Protection, Perish, and Light of Day, which are extremely powerful versus the colors they target. Right now, it looks like White Weenie is the best creature deck available in the format, with a great cast of efficient creatures, the extremely powerful Ramosian Sergeant included, as well as tons of options to compliment the Rebel engine, like Parallax Wave, Reverent Mantra, Armageddon, Crusade, and two pinpoint removal spells in Last Breath and Topple.
If you do decide to play a different style of deck, whether it be a control deck, a combo deck, or otherwise, take a few lessons from previous tournament seasons into mind when constructing and tuning the deck. One thing all successful decks of this sort have in common, whether it's Forbidian, Counter-Oath, Necro-Donate, or Replenish, is their inclusion of lots of cards that search through their respective decks for the power cards contained therein. Necro-Donate has Vampiric Tutor, Demonic Consultation, and Necropotence. Counter-Oath and Forbidian both use Brainstorm and Impulse, and both also use a deck-shuffling search mechanic in Enlightened Tutor and Thawing Glaciers, respectively, to improve Brainstorm's effect in addition to providing a search effect of their own. Replenish uses Enlightened Tutor, Mystical Tutor, Attunement, Frantic Search, and, in Extended, Intuition. A lot of the cards in these decks also have powerful synergy with each other in addition to being good on their own. For instance, Illusions of Grandeur, one half of the combo in Necro-Donate, works wonders with a Necropotence on the board, and in Replenish, a lot of the search spells also happen to fill up the graveyard as well as buzz through the deck, ensuring a big Replenish when it resolves. Here's a great example- the deck Kai Budde and Dirk Baberowski played in the recent Extended Masters Series tournament in New York:
	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Necropotence
4 Duress
4 Illusions of Grandeur
4 Force of Will
4 Demonic Consultation
4 Vampiric Tutor
4 Mox Diamond
4 Brainstorm
	3 Donate
1 Firestorm
1 Misdirection
4 Underground Sea 
4 Badlands
3 Underground River
2 Gemstone Mine 
10 Swamp
	


[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050122161846im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/ia/illusions_of_grandeur.jpg]The actual combo in this deck only occupies seven slots in the deck. Four Demonic Consultations, four Vampiric Tutors, and four Brainstorms help to ensure drawing Necropotence, the most important part of the deck, every game even though there are only four in the deck, and the four Mox Diamonds speed the deck up so it can keep pace with the fastest creature decks in the environment. The remainder of the deck is filled out with disruption to protect the combo in the form of the four Duress, the four Force of Will, and the Misdirection. The only thing that might seem out of place in a focused combo deck would have to be the Firestorm; while this card doesn't fit in with the concept of the deck in any way, it is a necessary evil considering the environment in which the deck was played, in which the otherwise unanswerable Elvish Lyrist is becoming increasingly popular, and several good life-gaining cards like Spike Feeder, Swords to Plowshares, and Gerrard's Wisdom exist. Another important facet of this particular deck is the low mana curve of the spells in the deck; nine free spells, seventeen things to do at one mana, seven things that cost three mana, and four things that cost four mana. With many extremely inexpensive search cards and relatively inexpensive power cards like Necropotence and Illusions of Grandeur, this deck is capable of achieving its best draw, which is when it gets a second turn Necropotence with the help of a Mox Diamond, easily and often. This is a very important quality for a Constructed deck to have in order for it to succeed in a long tournament.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050122161846im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/bargain_replenish.jpg]Earlier this year, after the release of Nemesis, Yawgmoth's Bargain decks were hyped up as the deck to beat. Everyone was living in fear of the dreaded third turn kill that the deck was capable of delivering. At the same time, Replenish with the new white and blue Parallax enchantments was emerging as a respected archetype in the Standard metagame. As it got closer to Regionals in May, more and more people began to advocate Replenish over Bargain because it was proving more consistent and more resilient versus creature decks, but many were still under the spell of the explosive White/Black combo deck. At Regionals, Replenish was the most dominant, successful deck in the field, while Bargain only qualified a handful of its players for Nationals. Bargain has since faded away in the Standard tournament scene, while Replenish went on to define this summer's Championship season and retain its status as a tier one deck. What happened? Bargain was capable of killing on the third turn, but it was also capable of not ever drawing a Bargain, Vampiric Tutor, or Academy Rector and having no chance at victory. Some other percentage of the time, the deck would be unable to provide the necessary amount or color of mana to cast the unwieldly six-mana enchantment, and those situations made for automatic losses as well. Replenish, however, was a different story altogether. It had a best draw that was far easier to assemble (three land, one of which is blue, and Attunement), which makes it easier for the deck to do the same thing all the time. Its cards were also more versatile, more powerful individually, and had better synergy with each other. And, the most expensive spells in Replenish cost four mana, while Bargain had twelve spells that cost five or six mana. All these factors combined to push Bargain out of the spotlight, because it was no longer capable of performing consistently enough to prove successful in a long tournament after the arrival of Replenish. 
So, consistency and efficiency are the keys to look for, when building decks. Just as Replenish was more effective than Bargain, white creatures look like they'll the best creature deck this season, because they tend to be cheaper and more efficient than their counterparts in other colors. But, if you must go rogue, make sure that your deck does what it does all the time, otherwise there might be a lot of frustration waiting for you in the new Standard.
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