A Limited Team Adventure
Episode Three: The Winds of Change
Anthony Alongi
For the first and second installments of this occasional series on a new Limited team's quest for Pro Tour glory, you can go HERE and HERE.
Two months into our team's testing in Sealed format, and with two more to go before our first qualifier, we're experiencing several changes. Some are planned, and some are less so...
Change #1: The Door Revolves
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/beta/unsummon.jpg]When Mom Has the Kids... Again first formed, we knew that we would have some tension between the pressure to practice sufficiently and the need (and heck, let's call it desire) to spend time with family. While Curt, Todd, and I all knew these challenges going in, it became clear pretty rapidly that Curt's balance was going to tip away from Magic.
The irony of all this is, Curt's family isn't even in the country! But they are coming back smack dab in the middle of qualifying season; and the more he thought about it, the more he realized that this wasn't going to work. Hearing the specific date of Grand Prix-Columbus (about a week after his family returns) was the clincher. So he politely bowed out, leaving Todd and I looking for a third again.
Fortunately, we had a game plan. Knowing that any one of the three of us might have been screwed once the actual dates of these events were released, we had already approached Robert Drosky, another member of our group, and had him practicing with us for a couple of weeks.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/planeshift/surprise_deployment.jpg]Robert (or, if we use his exotic nickname, "Bob") has been playing since Before The Dark. Doesn't that sound more exotic than "Unlimited"? He is, in many ways, the anti-Curt: while Curt knows the more recent expansions more deeply but is less practiced in tournament formats, Bob has been playing tournament-level Magic for a while but needs to get up to speed on recent sets.
At the same time, he brings many of the same things to the table that Curt did (and still will, as a practice team member for a while) - a cool playing demeanor, an ability to see several moves ahead, and an eye for combat tricks.
The best thing about Bob, though - and I'm trying really hard to find lots of good things to say about him because he just might read this - is that we don't have to change the team name to bring him on. Bob's got a wife and kids just like Todd and me; so we won't have to explain to him that we simply can't meet every Monday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Saturday, like all the other kids in the neighborhood get to do.
In fact, where Todd and I maxed out with two kids each, with comfortable two- or three-year spacing in between, Bob's got three kids, with eighteen months in between each. You know how there are Magic players who live on the edge a little bit, who knowingly make unconventional draft or metagame choices that threaten the sanity of themselves and their teammates? Well, there's a parallel in the parenting world. It's those people who, at one time in their lives, decided, "Yeah, sure, let's have three kids three years old or younger for a little while. That'll be fun."
He and his wife Tracy have my deep admiration for playing this Xtreme sport. Their kids are now a bit older, at 4, 2-1/2, and 1. Ah, how relaxing that must be for them. Break out the hot towels and massage sticks.
Bob's verbatim advice to those of you thinking about doing this at home?
"Don't...we were insane."
Thank you, Bob. I've passed that on to my wife. In any case, Bob is bravely making a go at this, and this is the right kind of team to accommodate his competing demands. We're going to do our best to be sensitive to Tracy's own needs - after all, if we're keeping her happy, then we're probably keeping other wives happy - and we feel it's important to demonstrate a Magic Limited team model that gives hope to a wider demographic.
Welcome to the team, Bob. And thanks to you and Tracy for working through the thorny issues.
CHANGE #2: TEAM MONSTER ROD SHIFTS
At the same time, it looks like Team Monster Rod, a team with a Top 8 at PT-NY last year that we are planning on practicing with soon, may also change composition. I'll refrain from too many details since it's not my team; but there are apparently...ta da!...family commitments at stake.
While I'm always happy to see Magic players balancing life and the game, this also makes our team a bit anxious, since it is likely that Team Monster Rod will now need to requalify to go back to New York. Individually, our team has demonstrated an ability to win a match against these guys; but with the team still sporting three of the top five players in the state, it would be silly to deny that they'll be a major challenge for us.
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/vodalian_zombie.jpg]
Getting the shaft? 


Oh, well. We certainly weren't going to qualify without beating some darn good teams, anyway. We figured we'd get some of the Milwaukee crowd here in Minneapolis, and that's the whole point of practice: You need to get better than you are right now, if you want to win.
Change #3: B-U Gets B.O.
Turning to technical aspects of play, two more recent card pools we've opened have shown us more promising decks for b-r. As a result of these, as well as the Zombie deck we created out of card pool 3 (see last article), I think we're more readily embracing the conventional logic that a b-r deck is worth fighting to create in your sealed set. In both cases, b-u seemed far less attractive, even though we had seemed to prefer it in early decks. Of course, these decisions become a lot easier when you're looking at the two card pools you're about to see.
Card Pool #4, Master List
	White
	Blue
	Black

	Angel of Mercy
Aurora Griffin
Benalish Lancer
Capashen Unicorn
Disciple of Kangee
Guard Dogs
Obsidian Acolyte
Prison Barricade
Razorfoot Griffin
Ruham Djinn
Samite Pilgrim
Spirit Weaver
Dismantling Blow
Heroic Defiance
Heroic Defiance
Holy Day
Pollen Remedy
Restrain
Reviving Dose
Rewards of Diversity
Shackles
Spirit of Resistance
Winnow
	Dream Thrush
Faerie Squadron
Hunting Drake
Hunting Drake
Metathran Zombie
Rainbow Crow
Shoreline Raider
Stormscape Apprentice
Stormscape Battlemage
Stormscape Familiar
Vodalian Merchant
Vodalian Merchant
Vodalian Serpent
Allied Strategies
Confound
Escape Routes
Escape Routes
Gainsay
Opt
Planar Overlay
Probe
Repulse
Repulse
Well-Laid Plans
Worldly Counsel
	Bog Initiate
Maggot Carrier
Morgue Toad
Nightscape Battlemage
Phyrexian Battleflies
Ravenous Rats
Trench Wurm
Urborg Skeleton
Volcano Imp
Volcano Imp
Addle
Addle
Cursed Flesh
Death Bomb
Death Bomb
Exotic Curse
Exotic Curse
Hypnotic Cloud
Recover
Shriek of Dread
Shriek of Dread
Sinister Strength
Soul Burn
Tainted Well

	Red
	Green
	Gold/Split

	Ancient Kavu
Hooded Kavu
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Recluse
Kavu Runner
Mire Kavu
Mogg Jailer
Pouncing Kavu
Rogue Kavu
Scarred Puma
Skizzik
Viashino Grappler
Crown of Flames
Insolence
Insolence
Planewalker's Fury
Singe
Singe
Turf Wound
	Amphibious Kavu
Jade Leech
Llanowar Cavalry
Llanowar Vanguard
Mirrorwood Treefolk
Pincer Spider
Pygmy Kavu
Quirion Explorer
Quirion Trailblazer
Root Greevil
Serpentine Kavu
Stone Kavu
Thornscape Familiar
Aggressive Urge
Explosive Growth
Explosive Growth
Harrow
Harrow
Multani's Harmony
Primal Growth
Pulse of Llanowar
Tranquility
Wallop
Wandering Stream
Whip Silk
	Cavern Harpy
Galina's Knight
Horned Cheetah
Horned Kavu
Lava Zombie
Riptide Crab
Sabertooth Nishoba
Shivan Wurm
Silver Drake
Sparkcaster
Vodalian Zombie
Armadillo Cloak
Cauldron Dance
Daring Leap
Frenzied Tilling
Gerrard's Command
Gerrard's Command
Hull Breach
Recoil
Rith's Charm
Terminate
Terminate
Wings of Hope
Wax/Wane
Wax/Wane

	Artifact
	Lands
	 

	Bloodstone Cameo
Seashell Cameo
Stratadon
	12xForest
12xIsland
12xMountain
12xPlains
12xSwamp
Ancient Spring
Darigaaz's Caldera
Elfhame Palace
Forsaken City
Geothermal Crevice
Shivan Oasis
	 


Hmmmm... two Terminates... let's think about that for a while.
When you add Soul Burn, Skizzik, two Volcano Imps, and a whole lotta Kavu goodness, you get a pretty easy red-black stomper. (You can see all three current deck lists out of this pool at the end of this article.)
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/planeshift/shivan_wurm.jpg]The second deck we built from this was a green-white-red combat deck. This is fast becoming our favorite style of deck. It becomes a lot more attractive when Jade Leech is your fourth best closer (Shivan Wurm, Sabertooth Nishoba, Mirrorwood Treefolk...and arguably Stone Kavu or Sparkcaster). This deck isn't just beef; it has good early drops in Thornscape Familiar and Pincer Spider. It also has acceleration in the Familiar, the two Harrows, and the elves. It's a midgame nightmare for just about any deck with less than eight removal cards.
The final deck is a pretty classic blue-white that splashes in some theme-appropriate black (e.g., Nightscape Battlemage). It's a Cavern Harpy and Silver Drake playground (Hunting Drake, two different Battlemages, Angel of Mercy, even Benalish Lancers). 
This last deck definitely benefits from the strong red in the card pool. If red splashes in both directions are mediocre instead of solid, then we can't do a red-black and a red-green (-white). We'd be forced into red-black (given Terminates) and green-white, which means there'd be less white to go into this third deck, which means a stronger black element... which in turn weakens the red-black (since the first cards we'd look at would be the Exotic Curses, which are strictly stronger in a three-color deck).
This reinforces the basic notion that you start building with your strongest color pair (here, red-black). On occasion, we've been tempted to build from the single strongest creature (arguably the Nishoba here, but the point sticks if you prefer Shivan Wurm) or single strongest color (probably blue here). If we did either in this scheme, we could easily have ended up with inferior decks.
Card Pool #5, Master List:
	White
	Blue
	Black

	Angel of Mercy
Crimson Acolyte
Disciple of Kangee
Disciple of Kangee
Glimmering Angel
Glimmering Angel
Honorable Scout
Prison Barricade
Samite Elder
Samite Pilgrim
Sunscape Apprentice
Sunscape Familiar
Wayfaring Giant
Dismantling Blow
Heroic Defiance
Holy Day
Holy Day
Pollen Remedy
Restrain
Reviving Dose
Rewards of Diversity
Shackles
	Hunting Drake
Metathran Zombie
Rainbow Crow
Sea Snidd
Sea Snidd
Shoreline Raider
Stormscape Familiar
Tidal Visionary
Tolarian Emissary
Tower Drake
Vodalian Merchant
Vodalian Serpent
Escape Routes
Exclude
Prohibit
Shifting Sky
Shimmering Wings
Sisay's Ingenuity
Sleeping Potion
Traveler's Cloak
Worldly Counsel
	Bog Initiate
Firescreamer
Morgue Toad
Morgue Toad
Nightscape Apprentice
Phyrexian Bloodstock
Phyrexian Slayer
Ravenous Rats
Ravenous Rats
Trench Wurm
Agonizing Demise
Bog Down
Death Bomb
Defiling Tears
Do or Die
Exotic Curse
Hypnotic Cloud
Mourning
Noxious Vapors
Recover
Shriek of Dread

	Red
	Green
	Gold/Split

	Ancient Kavu
Caldera Kavu
Caldera Kavu
Flametongue Kavu
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Recluse
Kavu Runner
Kavu Scout
Kavu Scout
Mire Kavu
Mogg Sentry
Rogue Kavu
Scarred Puma
Slingshot Goblin
Breath of Darigaaz
Chaotic Strike
Goblin Game
Implode
Keldon Mantle
Keldon Mantle
Magma Burst
Overload
Planeswalker's Fury
Savage Offensive
Scorching Lava
Stun
Tribal Flames
	Kavu Climber
Llanowar Elite
Llanowar Vanguard
Pincer Spider
Pincer Spider
Pygmy Kavu
Quirion Explorer
Quirion Sentinel
Stone Kavu
Thornscape Battlemage
Aggressive Urge
Canopy Surge
Explosive Growth
Falling Timber
Falling Timber
Gaea's Might
Primal Growth
Primal Growth
Vigorous Charge
Wallop
Wandering Stream
	Cavern Harpy
Charging Troll
Galina's Knight
Horned Cheetah
Horned Kavu
Llanowar Knight
Pyre Zombie
Samite Archer
Shivan Zombie
Silver Drake
Silver Drake
Steel Leaf Paladin
Vodalian Zombie
Aura Mutation
Daring Leap
Death Bomb
Do or Die
Exotic Curse
Malicious Advice
Plague Spores
Reviving Vapors
Rith's Charm
Treva's Charm
Wings of Hope
Wings of Hope

	Artifact
	Lands
	 

	Rith's Attendant
Planar Portal
Urza's Filter
Urza's Filter
	12xForest
12xIsland
12xMountain
12xPlains
12xSwamp
Coastal Tower
Rith's Grove
Salt Marsh
Sulfur Vent
Sulfur Vent
Terminal Moraine
Terminal Moraine
Treva's Ruins
	 


In this card pool, we made almost exactly the mistake I warned about from card pool four. Seeing Pyre Zombie and a host of other red-black goodness, we knew red-black was probably the strongest color combo. But as we built the deck, we actually reserved cards like Ravenous Rats and Bog Down that we thought would fit better into a blue-black discard theme (and there's no doubt that deck is there, if we want it!). 
As a result, we found at the end that we had the worst green-white deck known to man. (Todd was reduced to advocating for Steel Leaf Paladin. Then he looked at himself in the mirror, cried out "What have I become?" and we started all three builds over again.)
Starting over, we built the red-black deck the way we wanted to see it. A blue-white deck with minor black splash emerged after that - and the two decks didn't interfere with each other.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/planeshift/planeswalkers_fury.jpg]Now the third deck was still a bit lame, but we could create a more consistent red-green axis since the red wasn't being pulled out to fill in holes in the r-b deck. At 22 cards, including a Rith's Charm and Rith's Attendant (thus the name, "Where's Freakin' Rith?"), we were reduced to choosing between a Planeswalker's Fury, Mogg Sentry, or an eighteenth basic land. I wanted to try the Fury since it seems to be gaining some small acceptance as a distant second-best of the "planeswalker" set (behind Scorn); but in the end we went with land #18.
This deck taught Todd that even the fourth-best charm is still a pretty darn good charm. It generated Saprolings "at end of turn" several times, and since the rest of the deck was built from small, cheap, unexciting but efficient creatures, it pulls off its fair share of wins. It even won a mirror match with a pool three deck (the one that actually has Rith).
But the major lesson from this card pool is: you don't necessarily build all three decks "evenly" from the start. You find the must-have color combination, and build the deck at its best. From there, you can work around the wheel and build the other two decks. Adjust strength after you have all three decks built.
Of course, with Apocalypse, that ploy gets tougher...
Change #4: Imminent Apocalypse
In the backs of our minds, of course, we're gauging what effect the reintroduction of enemy-color combos are going to have on the environment. In a recent Casual Fridays, I gave some preliminary thoughts on why this color-splash evolution is different than anything any Magic player has seen before. Here is the logic:
1. There will be good commons in Apocalypse with two desirable enemy color effects (e.g., a good white card that becomes better by adding both red and black).
2. As only one-third of the card pool, the cards in Apocalypse have to get along with cards in Planeshift and Invasion.
3. The Planeshift and Invasion red and black cards are geared to cooperate with each other - but also with green and blue, respectively.
4. Faced with a (for example) white Degavolver that really only shines with both enemy colors, a player thinking W-R-b at first will be torn by losing the two Recoils, or the full functionality of a Thunderscape Master. 
5. If the card pool in a sealed deck gives lots of desirable Invasion and Planeshift gold commons instead of mono-commons (e.g., more Cavern Harpies than Duskwalkers), this dilemma will become even more pronounced, since the earlier releases will be screaming stuff like "R-B-u!" while Apocalypse dangles "R-U-g!" in front of you. 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/manadots.jpg]So it boils down to this: assuming three colors (and we'll toss that up in the air some other time), do you build e1-P-e2 (where P is the primary and the e's are enemy colors), or a1-P-a2 (where the a's are the allieds)? And if you use enemy colors, does the primary really need to be the primary, or can one of the enemy colors carry most of the creatures and utility? (After all, many solid R-B-u builds have more red than black.)
Personally, I think the problems that this will cause are terrific for our team. The environment we are entering - a relatively new format, with basic strategies still under development, and a brand-new wrench in the works - is pretty much perfect for three guys who are used to analyzing unique situations in their everyday jobs. What we don't figure out on our own, we will absorb readily from others because we're used to setting ego aside.
Well, at least that's the theory. We're going to have to ramp up our practice if we're going to see that become reality.
OVERALL LESSONS AND NEXT STEPS
So what have we learned from the events in this article?
· Change happens to teams. Don't expect your first configuration to be perfect, or last forever. The person who leaves is responsible for plenty of advance notice, and the people left behind are responsible for seeing the situation for what it is: an opportunity to embrace new ideas and play styles.
· Build your team decks from the most obvious two-color allied combination. While you'll certainly want to scan the entire card pool before doing this (in fact, it's kind of prerequisite if you want to know which axis is best), don't "reserve" cards that the first deck may need to work right. This strategy will need to mutate as Apocalypse phases in.
· Think flexibly. When Apocalypse comes out, you're going to read a lot of stuff from people who are still trying to figure things out. Even the experts are going to hit and miss. And since Limited formats are not immune to metagaming (witness Budde's first-day g-w gambit in Barcelona), the post-Apocalypse game in mid-June is going to be very different from the post-Apocalypse game in early July. Bear that in mind as you go through qualifier season.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312110858im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/gp_lg.gif]Mom Has the Kids...Again has set on our agenda at least two qualifying events: PTQ Minneapolis on June 30 and Grand Prix-Columbus on July 28-29. We'll also cast an eye at PTQ Milwaukee, once we know the date there. It's a short list, and many teams go to several more events; but such is life with career and family. We'll keep looking for opportunities that make sense.
As before, the deck lists from the two card pools above are detailed below. As I've said before, the decks tend to evolve from practice to practice; this is a reasonable snapshot of how we've split the cards for a couple of weeks, and nothing more.
The next article will be discussing cross-team practices, and may feature additional Sealed Deck and/or Rochester Draft breakdowns. We also just began an experiment in a five-color build that our extended practice pace has made possible; that'll make a good story, I bet. I'd always like to hear what folks would find useful to hear; please email me at alongi@usinternet.com and tell me what's on your mind.
From Pool Four:
	Deck One
	Deck Two
	Deck Three

	"Terminator 2"

Black
Phyrexian Battleflies
Ravenous Rats
Trench Wurm
Volcano Imp
Volcano Imp
Death Bomb
Exotic Curse
Exotic Curse
Hypnotic Cloud
Recover
Soul Burn

Red
Ancient Kavu
Hooded Kavu
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Runner
Mire Kavu
Pouncing Kavu
Rogue Kavu
Skizzik
Viashino Grappler

Gold
Lava Zombie
Terminate
Terminate

Lands
8xMountain
8xSwamp
Darigaaz's Caldera
	"Heavy Rain"

White
Ruham Djinn

Red
Kavu Recluse

Green
Amphibious Kavu
Llanowar Cavalry
Jade Leech
Mirrorwood Treefolk
Pincer Spider
Quirion Explorer
Quirion Trailblazer
Serpentine Kavu
Stone Kavu
Thornscape Familiar
Aggressive Urge
Explosive Growth
Harrow
Harrow

Gold/Split
Horned Kavu
Sabetooth Nishoba
Shivan Wurm
Sparkcaster
Armadillo Cloak
Gerrard's Command
Wax/Wane

Lands
9xForest
3xMountain
3xPlains
Elfhame Palace
Shivan Oasis
	"End Game Master"

White
Angel of Mercy
Aurora Griffin
Benalish Lancer
Razorfoot Griffin
Samite Pilgrim
Spirit Weaver
Shackles

Blue
Dream Thrush
Faerie Squadron
Hunting Drake
Rainbow Crow
Shoreline Raider
Stormscape Apprentice
Stormscape Battlemage
Confound
Probe
Repulse
Repulse

Black
Nightscape Battlemage

Gold
Cavern Harpy
Galina's Knight
Silver Drake
Recoil

Lands
7xIsland
6xPlains
3xSwamp
Ancient Spring


From Pool Five:
	Deck One
	Deck Two
	Deck Three

	"Consistent Pyre"

Red
Ancient Kavu
Caldera Kavu
Caldera Kavu
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Aggressor
Kavu Runner
Mire Kavu
Rogue Kavu
Breath of Darigaaz
Magma Burst
Scorching Lava
Stun

Black
Firescreamer
Nightscape Apprentice
Phyrexian Slayer
Ravenous Rats
Ravenous Rats
Trench Wurm
Agonizing Demise
Recover

Gold
Pyre Zombie
Shivan Zombie
Plague Spores

Lands
8xMountain
8xSwamp
Sulfur Vent
	"Nine that Fly"

White
Angel of Mercy
Glimmering Angel
Glimmering Angel
Prison Barricade
Samite Elder
Samite Pilgrim
Shackles

Blue
Hunting Drake
Rainbow Crow
Shoreline Raider
Sea Snidd
Stormscape Familiar
Tidal Visionary
Tower Drake
Exclude

Black
Death Bomb
Do or Die
Exotic Curse

Gold
Galina's Knight
Samite Archer
Silver Drake
Silver Drake
Angelic Shield

Lands
7xIsland
7xPlains
1xSwamp
Coastal Tower
Salt Marsh
	"Where the Hell is Rith?"

Green
Kavu Climber
Pincer Spider
Pincer Spider
Quirion Explorer
Quirion Sentinel
Stone Kavu
Thornscape Battlemage
Aggressive Urge
Canopy Surge
Explosive Growth
Gaea's Might

Red
Flametongue Kavu
Kavu Recluse
Kavu Scout
Kavu Scout
Slingshot Goblin
Tribal Flames

Gold
Charging Troll
Horned Kavu
Llanowar Knight
Rith's Charm

Artifact
Rith's Attendant

Lands
7xForest
6xMountain
2xPlains
Rith's Grove
Terminal Moraine
Treva's Ruins
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