Domain: The Best Deck in IBC
Brian Kibler
Magic - just like rock music - has its shooting stars. Those that flare up, shine brightly for a brief time, and then fade quietly away, never to be heard from again - except on "Behind the Music", and in articles like this one. At the beginning of last year's Extended season, NecroPebbles was all the rage. What many considered the consensus "best deck" from 1999 Pro Tour-Chicago, NecroPebbles failed to post even a mediocre showing following that tournament, and it was soon eclipsed by the meteoric rise of NecroDonate to dominance in the environment. Interestingly enough, the NecroPebbles design was an offshoot of the original "Fruity Pebbles" deck, which similarly slipped from prominence to oblivion in its time. Not long ago, some would have had you believe that Domain in IBC had met a similar fate, and that it, too, ought to be shuffled off into an early grave. Fortunately for those of us who are fond of the archetype, reports of Domain's death have been greatly exaggerated.
	I once described playing Domain as feeling like you're playing a different format than your opponent...


My personal love affair with Domain began many months ago, before cards like Legacy Weapon and Evasive Action and Overgrown Estate even existed - I can only imagine how much I'd have been drooling over those if they'd been printed in time for PT-Toyko. In an attempt to break free from the rock/paper/scissors metagame we'd come across in our testing, my fellow Jumble playtest partners and I looked to harness the power of Domain. The idea was that while all the r-g decks were metagaming to beat the r-b and u-b decks and the r-b and u-b decks were metagaming to beat r-g and each other, if we showed up with a deck that was nothing like any of these in its vulnerabilities and had a solid game against all of them, the tournament should be a breeze. Even beyond that, the cards available to Domain were (and remain) so powerful that it seemed that if one could construct a consistent deck utilizing them, that deck almost had to be a top contender on the grounds of sheer power level alone. 
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050529073831im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/collective_restraint.jpg]
The key to Domain 


Most of this we got right the first time around. Domain was an extremely apt metagame call in a field dominated by r-b and r-g decks, many without the means to remove a single enchantment between deck and sideboard. Our problem was that so much of our testing had been devoted to getting our Domain deck to beat our u-b control deck in game one that we'd diluted its strengths against the rest of the field. When our scouting the night before the tournament indicated that blue control decks were going to make up only a small percentage of the field, we rebuilt the deck with an entirely anti-creature bent. Free to pay much less heed to the danger of Recoil, we went up to four Fertile Grounds, which both aided tremendously in mana consistency and provided much-needed acceleration. We didn't spend enough time testing the Fertile Ground-powered mana base and shortchanged the deck a land, which showed in the absurd number of times I had to mulligan throughout the tournament. Things were a tad more ironed out by Barcelona, where Masters Series Superman Ben Rubin piloted Domain to victory.
Enter Apocalypse, and the world is turned upside down. My work on IBC post-Apocalypse was at first limited to research for this column, and was thus more an attempt to understand the format as it was being played and present ideas that could be fleshed out in the future rather than to truly break it. Soon enough, though, my deckbuilding fever got the better of me, and in the middle of a playtesting session for Worlds at Gab Tsang's house in Toronto, when everyone else was playing and there was no matchup for me to test, I opened up Apprentice and started down the road to break IBC right in half.
That road was not one without its potholes. Priorities had me testing for Worlds far more rigorously than for the upcoming IBC Grand Prix season, so I didn't have nearly as much opportunity to iron out the kinks from my designs as I might have liked. One had some degree of success in PTQs prior to GP Denver - Jamie Parke gave my Eladamri's Call deck to two of his friends from Syracuse, who each piloted it to a Top 8 finish at the Worlds PTQ - while the other deck I liked - Dark Domain - was essentially nothing more than a bunch of conversations I'd had about the format with Dan Bridy and Lan Ho. Naturally, I went with that one for the GP.
Because the initial version of Dark Domain that Steve OMS and I played in Denver was the result of loads of theorizing and maybe a couple dozen playtest games - hardly my usual fare for a major tournament - it was far from an optimal design. Even so, the sheer power of deck, despite its clunkiness in parts (particularly the sideboard), was sufficient to propel Steve and I to Top 16 and Top 32 finishes, respectively. Most pro players at the tournament concurred that it was, or at least had the potential to be, the best deck there, if not the best deck in the format. 
	Brian Kibler

	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	8 Forest
4 Island
4 Swamp
2 Llanowar Wastes
2 Yavimaya Coast
1 Mountain
1 Plains
	
2 Spiritmonger
	
	4 Collective Restraint
4 Pernicious Deed
4 Evasive Action
4 Harrow
4 Chromatic Sphere
3 Lay of the Land
3 Allied Strategies
3 Fact or Fiction
2 Global Ruin
1 Legacy Weapon
1 Restock
1 Void
1 Planar Despair
1 Overgrown Estate
	
	3 Penumbra Bobcat
3 Jungle Barrier
3 Destructive Flow
2 Void
1 Legacy Weapon
1 Planar Despair
1 Overgrown Estate
1 Lobotomy	
	


Fast forward a week, and Huey, Maher, and Brian Davis take the deck to Santiago with unimpressive results, with only Huey making money, one win out of the Top 8. Part of the reason for their lack of success is that the deck was still in rough form at this point, as I'd done little to no work on it beyond some intuitive sideboard changes after getting a feel from playing the deck in Denver, and also due to some seemingly minor changes that could have, perhaps, been devastating. Huey, for instance, only played two Chromatic Spheres, and lost his final match due to a lack of green mana to Harrow or cast Lay of the Land - precisely why Chromatic Sphere is so important.
Domain is like a combo deck in many ways, and this fragility is one of them. Instead of setting up some enormous mana generating or card drawing mechanism, you're trying to get your mana and piece together the puzzle that will no longer allow your opponent to win once it's complete. The problem in constructing the deck comes in figuring out how to ensure that you have all the right pieces against the different decks you may face, and not shortchanging or overcompensating for any of them. This is an understanding that can't be gleaned very easily from theory alone, and thus missing in my initial build of the deck, and it's something Kai and the English were able to accomplish with Domain in London. 
	Kai Budde 

	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	7 Forest
5 Island
2 Llanowar Wastes
2 Mountain
1 Plains
3 Swamp
1 Yavimaya Coast 	
	 
	4 Allied Strategies
4 Chromatic Sphere
4 Collective Restraint
2 Destructive Flow
4 Evasive Action
1 Goblin Trenches
4 Harrow
4 Lay of the Land
1 Legacy Weapon
1 Ordered Migration
1 Overgrown Estate
2 Pernicious Deed
2 Void
4 Worldly Counsel
1 Yawgmoth's Agenda	
	
	3 Addle
1 Destructive Flow
1 Legacy Weapon
1 Overgrown Estate
3 Penumbra Bobcat
2 Pernicious Deed
3 Spiritmonger
1 Void
	


It's interesting to note how similar my deck at the time of GP-London was to the deck Kai eventually won the tournament with. He and I had spoken a few times about the format the week prior, mostly about how Randy Buehler had done us a favor by declaring the death of Domain after its uninspiring results in Chile, but also about the deck itself. We swapped ideas about general deck contents, but never actually shared lists, and his main deck was only perhaps four cards different from what I would have played in the tournament myself. In the end, I was unable to secure tickets in time, and it was Kai who ended up getting to prove Randy wrong rather than me, but at least we got the last laugh.
Domain is far from dead. It is the most powerful deck in Invasion Block Constructed, and has the tools to beat every major deck type on a consistent basis. This shouldn't come as a surprise - the cards in Domain are simply leagues more powerful than the cards in any other deck in the block. I once described playing Domain as feeling like you're playing a different format than your opponent - Extended to their Standard, if you will. They're playing all of these Grizzly Bears and creature removal spells while you have Propaganda, Armageddon, and Zuran Orb. It hardly seems fair.
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050529073831im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/lobotomy.jpg]
One of the deck's enemies 


The only balancing factor is just how complicated Domain is not only to play, but to build correctly. The simple difference between having an Ordered Migration and a Goblin Trenches rather than two of one of them can mean the difference between victory and defeat if your opponent resolves Lobotomy. The difference between sideboarding the seemingly out of place Penumbra Bobcat over the apparently superior Jungle Barrier can mean not being able to stem the bleeding fast enough, or losing a game to Gainsay that otherwise would have been yours to win.
This delicate balance shifts from tournament to tournament with the metagame, and having one piece wrong is far more painful for a deck like Domain than it is for something like g-r beatdown or even Go-Mar. Certain matchups can hinge on having access to even a single copy of certain cards, like Overgrown Estate against aggressive decks, which turns otherwise close matchups into a matter of resolving one enchantment before you're dead. This having been said, the "optimal" version of Domain is unlikely to be the same one weekend to the next, or even at different PTQs in different regions on the same day. The skeleton of the deck, however, remains constant, as it is this skeleton that provides the power structure to support the fragile balance of the rest.
The backbone of the deck hasn't changed a bit since PT-Tokyo and the Barcelona Masters Series. Before Tokyo, Mike Bregoli told me "Tokyo seems like Paris, and Domain seems like the Bloom of the format." In many ways, this is an apt description. In Paris, unless your deck was specifically designed to beat the Pros-Bloom combo deck, had an extremely heavy control element, or was able to kill the opponent VERY quickly, you simply had no chance against it. Much the same holds true for Domain. IBC is an incredibly creature-heavy format, and Domain's strategy is centered around shutting down the attack phase entirely with Collective Restraint. If your deck can't remove Collective Restraint, or can't win when you're unable to attack, chances are you're going to be packing up your cards against Domain. 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050529073831im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/planeshift/allied_strategies.jpg]The rest of the deck can be built with this strategy in mind. Against most decks, all you need to do is get a Collective Restraint into play and they're going to have enormous trouble winning, so the rest of the skeleton of the deck is built to support this plan. Lay of the Land, Chromatic Sphere, and Harrow are all present in maximum numbers to ensure mana consistency, as well as to ensure Collective Restraint and the other domain mechanic cards in the deck are operating at peak effectiveness. Worldly Counsel improves consistency both in terms of mana and getting to your key cards at the appropriate time, putting all of the pieces of the puzzle together as you need them. Allied Strategies burns through your deck incredibly quickly, both digging for answers and providing you with an explosive number of threats. Destructive Flow (or Global Ruin) both reduce your opponent's ability to attack under Collective Restraint and generally deprive them of the ability to cast spells. Evasive Action is a catch-all answer, allowing you to slow your opponent's assault while you set up, protecting your permanents in play, and forcing through key spells against opposing counters - all for the low, low cost of [image: 1 Mana][image: Blue Mana].
The rest of the deck is composed of those key spells you might need to force through. Beyond the basics, Domain needs answers to specific problems, like Meddling Mage on Collective Restraint, for instance, or Mask of Intolerance out of the sideboard. Both of these problems are solved quite nicely by the board sweepers in the deck, Pernicious Deed and Void, each of which not only solves specific problems like these but is also tremendously powerful and tremendously versatile. Deed is particularly effective against creature decks, where it can decimate an entire early assault, whereas Void is at its best against control, serving to strip them of precious counters and giving you valuable information about the contents of their hand. Overgrown Estate solves the problem of EVER getting burned out, as can occasionally happen in this Urza's Rage-happy format, as the moment it resolves your virtual life total skyrockets. Zuran Orb never had it this good.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050529073831im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/apocalypse/spiritmonger.jpg]The final item on the agenda is just how to win. This is in some ways a fairly academic point, as once you gain control of most games, you're going to win regardless of whether you use Ordered Migration or a Llanowar Cavalry to do it. One still wants to use the most apt win conditions available, however, as sometimes things don't come together quite as you may have planned. In London, Kai Budde played Ordered Migration, Goblin Trenches, and Legacy Weapon as his win conditions, with Yawgmoth's Agenda to seal the deal if need be. While these were apt choices for that tournament, for the current environment - given the number of Domain mirrors one can expect - I would suggest replacing one of these with a single main deck copy of Spiritmonger. Spiritmonger is an absolutely dominating card in the mirror matchup, with Pernicious Deeds taking out Collective Restraints and token creatures on both sides, Legacy Weapon is the only way to deal with the beast once it hits the board. With the reduction in the number of Excludes making their way into most decks these days, there's much less of a disincentive to using an actual creature to win.
The sideboard of the deck is perhaps what confuses players the most. The absence of Gainsay and Lobotomy and the presence of Addle, Void, and Penumbra Bobcat seem peculiar at first glance, but each card is there for a very particular reason. Much of the strength of the deck as a whole, and particularly of the deck after sideboarding is its ability to overload counters. IBC in general is a format light on hard counterspells, and Domain in particular tests an opponent's ability to respond to a series of extraordinarily powerful threats. Often the resolution of a single one dooms the opponent, and because of this you want to minimize your opponent's ability to deal with these threats. In a format where nearly every deck sideboards a full complement of Gainsays, the best way to overload counters after sideboarding is to play as many non-blue threats as possible. By using Addle and Void to attack the opponent's hand, the Domain player can force cards like Destructive Flow and Legacy Weapon through, while the opponent sits on a hand full of Gainsays. Using cards like Lobotomy - and Gainsays of your own - would interfere with this plan, giving your opponent more relevant cards to use their Gainsays on. 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050529073831im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/apocalypse/penumbra_bobcat.jpg]Penumbra Bobcat has an interesting story behind it. Prior to the inclusion of Overgrown Estate in the main deck, the matchup with g-r aggro decks was VERY hard to win. You could stabilize with Pernicious Deed and Collective Restraint and Global Ruin them, but you were still VERY vulnerable to Urza's Rage. What I wanted was a card that could stall their early assault immediately to allow me to stabilize at a relatively safe life total. A number of options were bounced around, including the stellar Llanowar Cavalry, which we were almost willing to play, but at the last minute before we went to sleep the night before, I suddenly thought of using the Bobcat, who had until that point slipped the minds of all of the hundreds of pro tour points worth of people I'd discussed the deck with. That, then, is the purpose of the Bobcat - early stabilization that can't be Aura Blasted, Thunderscape Battlemage'd, or Tranquilized.
The rest of the sideboard is fairly self explanatory, as it fills out the main deck against particular strategies. The second Legacy Weapon goes in against control, the second Estate against decks with a large amount of burn, and the Spiritmongers against decks without good means to remove them, or simply when you need to win in a very limited time span. The latter is probably the most important reason for their inclusion, as Domain is a deck that often has a very hard time finishing three games in fifty minutes. If you intend on playing it in an upcoming tournament, do yourself a favor and practice A LOT. Not only are the card interactions in the deck and against different decks fairly complex, but you need to be able to identify them and make the correct play quickly if you're to have any hope of finishing all of the games in your match.
There you have it - for everyone who has asked me what the best deck in IBC is in so many emails and messages, this is my answer. I hope my IBC series has been informative and helpful for you all, and as the qualifier season comes to a close, I'm going to move on to other things - namely, Odyssey. If you have any specific questions or comments about this week's article, please feel free to email me at Majesk@aol.com - I'll get back to you as soon as I can. For those who have emailed me recently, I apologize, but between starting school for the semester, the recent Pro Tour, and last week's events in New York, I have been far too occupied to have a chance to answer my mail, and my mailbox has simply swelled to unmanageable size, so I'm cleaning it out by deleting all of my old mail. If you have questions that you'd still like an answer to, feel free to email me again, and I apologize for the inconvenience - sometimes these things just get a little overwhelming. Until then, good luck and have fun.
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