Building Your Sealed Deck
Gary Wise
There are so many things that can go wrong in sealed deck. Your mana can be bad, as can your card pool. Your colors can be imbalanced, with only one good one, or they can be too balanced, with your strength too spread out to take full advantage of. Simply, sealed is a disaster waiting to happen, and the sole survivor is usually the one who happened to dodge the most bullets.
	With everything that can go wrong, you have to make sure that you do what you can to keep things right...


There are a few things you can do to avoid some of those pitfalls. Making sure your mana is good and your mana curve isn't too steep, sacrificing card strength for deck synergy, understanding that mana is better than a bad card, these are all skills top players are able to put into practice, having studied and applied them for years.
With everything that can go wrong, you have to make sure that you do what you can to keep things right, which means building your sealed deck correctly. This week, I've taken five booster packs (apologies here. I was unable to obtain a sealed deck, but I think the exercise is more one of construction than content and therefore shouldn't lose any of its value) and cracked them open and I'm going to take you through the process of making a deck out of their contents. I hope you'll find this helpful in our present PTQ season.
The cards
Here's a look at what I opened:
Land:
Ravaged Highland
Timberland Ruins
Gold:
Lithatog
Artifact:
Mossfire Egg
Black:
Afflict
Cabal Patriarch
Crypt Creeper
Fledgling Imp
Frightcrawler
Ghastly Demise
Gravedigger
Infected Vermin
Morbid Hunger
Morgue Theft
Painbringer
Patriarch's Desire
Whispering Shade
Red:
Acceptable Losses 
Anarchist
Barbarian Lunatic
Blazing Salvo
Burning Sands
Chainflinger
Demolish
Dwarven Recruiter
Flame Burst
Kamahl's Desire
Magma Vein
Pardic Firecat
Reckless Charge
Scorching Missile
Seize the Day
Thermal Blast
Green:
Cartographer
Deep Reconnaissance
Druid Lyrist
Gorilla Titan
Krosan Avenger
Moment's Peace
Muscle Burst
New Frontiers
Primal Frenzy
Rites of Spring
Roar of the Wurm
Seton's Desire
Simplify
Springing Tiger
White:
Animal Boneyard
Aven Archer
Dedicated Martyr
Hallowed Healer
Kirtar's Desire
Lieutenant Kirtar
Mystic Visionary
Patrol Hound
Pilgrim of Justice
Pilgrim of Virtue
Sacred Rites
Shelter
Spiritualize
Tireless Tribe
Blue:
Aether Burst
Aven Fisher
Careful Study
Cephalid Looter
Dematerialize
Dreamwinder
Escape Artist 
Immobilizing Ink
Peek 
Phantom Whelp
Psionic Gift
Rites of Refusal
Standstill
Think Tank 
A few weeks ago, my favorite Internet writer, Anne Forsythe, wrote about her first sealed deck experience at the Odyssey Prerelease on starcitygames.com. In that article, Anne talked about how her husband Aaron, a decent writer and player in his own right, bequeathed upon her a set of basic rules to use when building her sealed decks:
1. Remember this ratio: 23 creatures/spells and 17 mana. No more than 40 cards per deck was I allowed. 
2. Make three piles of cards from your packs - Creatures, Removal/Bounce, Draw/Discard. Forget about any other cards. 
3. Review removal cards first - the color with the largest amount of good removal will be one of the colors in your deck. 
4. Review creature cards, use those creatures of same color as your removal, then use your own judgement as to what other removal color was strong and try to match up other creatures. Don't forget to check casting cost and compare it to what the abilities and strength of the cards are. 
5. Do not make a deck based on more than three colors. 
6. Add up creature and spell cards from previous steps. Weed out or add as necessary to get the magic number "23." 
7. Check your mana curve - this will also help in determining which cards will make the cut. 
8. Determine your mana. Count up total number of cards of each color, divide it by two round up to nearest whole number and add one. You will need that much of the land type that corresponds with that color. Now, this is obviously a more basic set of guidelines than your more experienced deck builders are going to use, but it goes to the same ideals in that it defines card quality. This approach differs from mine as it eliminates cards until there are 23, while I take the opposite approach, starting with what I feel is the greatest strength of my card pool and building around it. Either system is applicable, and if you're very inexperienced in the building of sealed decks, I'd recommend using it instead of the process I'll use here. 
	Assuming you make it past the first couple of rounds, you'll likely be facing a sea of green decks...


When I open a sealed deck, the first thing I'll do is divide the cards into color. This is because a card, while obviously having its own merits, can only be truly judged in the context of the cards that surround it, while the decision to play a color must be based on what it offers as a whole, not as a sum of parts. Once the cards have been so divided, I go about the process of dividing each color into two piles: playable and non-playable.
In Odyssey sealed, when deciding what is playable and what isn't, you have to keep in mind the environment you're facing. Assuming you make it past the first couple of rounds, you'll likely be facing a sea of green decks, so when you decide what's main deck playable, you'll want to consider that. For example, an anti-green card like Leaf Dancer that still provides you with a little something against non-green decks becomes much more playable in the context of the environment. Be careful not to take this too far though: a card like Sphere of Duty, which provides nothing against a non-green opponent, should start each match in your sideboard.
After dividing the cards into their playable and non-playable piles, I remove the non-playable cards from my field of vision, leaving me with:
Black:
Afflict
Cabal Patriarch
Crypt Creeper
Fledgling Imp
Frightcrawler
Ghastly Demise
Gravedigger
Infected Vermin
Morbid Hunger
Morgue Theft
Painbringer
Patriarch's Desire
Whispering Shade
Red:
Acceptable Losses 
Anarchist
Barbarian Lunatic
Blazing Salvo
Chainflinger
Demolish - Mana in sealed deck is so delicate that land destruction becomes a viable option. Don't run this in draft decks
Dwarven Recruiter
Flame Burst
Magma Vein
Pardic Firecat
Reckless Charge
Scorching Missile
Thermal Blast
Green:
Cartographer
Deep Reconnaissance - Again, much better in sealed, a slower format, than in draft.
Gorilla Titan
Krosan Avenger
Moment's Peace
Muscle Burst
Roar of the Wurm
Seton's Desire
Springing Tiger
White:
Aven Archer
Hallowed Healer
Kirtar's Desire
Lieutenant Kirtar
Mystic Visionary
Patrol Hound
Pilgrim of Justice - Black is probably the least played color in sealed, leaving Pilgrim of Virtue, whose ability doesn't seem as effective against black as Justice's does against red, unplayable in my book.
Shelter
Blue:
Aether Burst
Aven Fisher
Cephalid Looter
Dematerialize
Dreamwinder 
Peek 
Phantom Whelp
Psionic Gift
Think Tank 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/cabal_patriarch.jpg]The next step I take is looking for my strongest colors, based on power cards and depth. Surprisingly, in this case the color that stands out is black. Considered by many to be the weakest color in the format, this selection seems to be the exception. Not only did I not cut a single black card when determining my unplayables (the concept of playability takes on a very loose definition when making these determinations), but black also happens to contain my one true bomb: Cabal Patriarch.
The Patriarch, definitely one of the five best cards in the set, is a card you build your entire deck around, as casting it successfully should end the game more often than not. In order to build around it, you want to play a lot of swamps and therefore a lot of other black cards, and want to fill your graveyard as quickly as possible. With that in mind, we take the black and lay it out on the table.
When laying out your cards, you should do so with mana curve in mind. Many top players lay out all of their cards in order of casting cost, but I've always been partial to doing this with the creatures and non-creatures separated from one another, the logic being that low casting cost non-creature spells are very unlikely to be cast in the first few turns as you try to develop your side of the table. If we do this with black, it looks like this:
	
	Creatures
	Non-Creatures

	1cc
	
	Ghastly Demise

	2cc
	Crypt Creeper
Frightcrawler
	Morgue Theft

	3cc
	Fledgling Imp
Infected Vermin
	Afflict

	4cc
	Gravedigger
Painbringer
Whispering Shade
	Patriarch's Desire

	5cc
	
	

	6cc
	Cabal Patriarch
	Morbid Hunger


[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/painbringer.jpg]There are a few cards here that may not make the eventual deck. Infected Vermin won't be too good with Whispering Shade or Painbringer and probably isn't worthwhile if threshold is an impossible dream (keep in mind that Painbringer and the Patriarch could keep your graveyard virtually empty), Fledgling Imp is an unexciting card and Frightcrawler is a card I prefer to leave in the sideboard, only bringing it in against slow blue-white decks designed to stall the game and win through attrition.
With our first color selected, we should be looking for a second color that, when coupled with black, will fill 18-19 of the 22-23 spell slots available to this deck. Also, you want that second color to maintain the strong mana curve provided by the first, or, in more desperate situations, to correct a weak one.
Looking at our remaining colors, red offers a few strong cards in Thermal Blast, Chainflinger, Flame Burst and Barbarian Lunatic, but after that, the pickings are slim. Likewise with green, which has some very powerful cards in Gorilla Titan (great with the Patriarch and Painbringer), Roar of the Wurm, Springing Tiger and Muscle Burst, but again, the depth is lacking. Blue's depth is non-existent, leaving us with white.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/hallowed_healer.jpg]Not only does white provide us with common powerhouse Hallowed Healer, but it also compliments black well in this situation with its creatures all fitting quite nicely into low casting cost slots. Lieutenant Kirtar and Aven Archer are both very strong all around cards that provide us with evasion, while in the non-creature ranks we get the best trick in the format, Shelter, along with a cheap creature suppressant in Kirtar's Desire. While the Desire won't be great in this deck with threshold not looking too easy right now, it's a solid card that only really lacks synergy with the two black power cards, and you have to hope that either of those two cards getting going will end the game, so the Desire will help in getting you to that point. With white in tow, our deck thus far looks like this:
	
	Creatures
	Non-Creatures

	1cc
	
	Ghastly Demise
Kirtar's Desire

	2cc
	Crypt Creeper
Frightcrawler
Patrol Hounds
Mystic Visionary
	Morgue Theft
Shelter

	3cc
	Fledgling Imp
Infected Vermin
Hallowed Healer
Lieutenant Kirtar
Pilgrim of Justice
	Afflict

	4cc
	Gravedigger
Painbringer
Whispering Shade
	Patriarch's Desire

	5cc
	Aven Archer 
	

	6cc
	Cabal Patriarch
	Morbid Hunger


So at this point, we're looking pretty good. We have 21 cards in our two base colors, with those three cards I mentioned earlier still potential omissions. We have a good mana curve centered around the 3 casting cost slot, which is where you want it if you can get it (more often with Odyssey, you'll have more 4cc options than any other) and the really good news is that we have fourteen creatures. It's long been accepted that 15 creatures is the number you should be shooting for, and while this rule isn't set in stone, it's a good guideline. 
Now, we need to find ourselves a splash color. This sampling shows us how difficult a choice this can be. Needing four or five cards if the three weak black creatures are to be removed (the Frightcrawler really has to go as threshold looks like an impossibility right now, the other two don't have to, but they'd be nice to approve upon), we have to look at red, green and blue and figure ouch which can provide the strongest block of cards for this deck.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/gorilla_titan.jpg]The most powerful cards of the three have to be in green, where Roar of the Wurm is a game-breaker, Springing Tiger and Muscle Burst are very solid and Gorilla Titan works beautifully with Painbringer. Unfortunately, with the Titan requiring two green mana to cast, it's unlikely to be cast until midgame, by which point I'll likely have a number of cards in the graveyard. If you don't play the monkey, green seems to crumble like a house of cards, with the Tiger almost permanently an unspectacular 3/3 and the end result being the need to splash cards that don't seem to be worth the weak mana they'll bring with them.
Our second option is red. Chainflinger is obviously an excellent card and the Lunatic, Flame Burst and Thermal Blast all help with the removal of opposing creatures, but the answer to the question of synergy comes up sorely lacking. With Afflict, Patriarch's Desire, Painbringer, the Patriarch and the Archer controlling small creatures well, the only concern this deck seems to have is large green fatties, and the red doesn't help too much. Additionally, adding these cards leaves the creature base somewhat weak, with the Chainflinger acting more like an enchantment than a combatant. Red's an option, but not the one I would choose for this deck.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/think_tank.jpg]The one I think is best is blue, which is strange considering the cards its offering are the weakest of the three colors. There are five cards that might be good enough to splash in blue: Cephalid Looter, Think Tank, Aven Fisher, Psionic Gift and Dreamwinder. While none of them can match the power of Roar of the Wurm or Chainflinger, I think what the addition of some or all does to the deck makes it better than any other combination.
While the latter three are mere filler than anything else, Think Tank and Cephalid Looter are the real gems here. Very solid on their own, these two cards will really make this a deck instead of a collection of cards. When building a red Extended deck, you don't add blue for Fact or Fiction or Oath of Druids despite their strength: you understand they offer no synergy. Limited should be no different, and the synergetic repercussions of adding the blue are unavoidable.
With Think Tank and Looter added to the deck, Painbringer and Cabal Patriarch become obscene. Gravedigger and Morgue Theft become a lot more versatile, Frightcrawler becomes a viable sideboard option and the thresholds on Mystic Visionary, Patriarch's Desire, Kirtar's Desire, Hallowed Healer and potentially Infected Vermin will become easier to reach. These are all bonuses on otherwise strong cards that increase the strength of every draw you make, cycling you through the deck to get to those cards you need to win. This means your chances of eventually drawing the Patriarch increase substantially, and with them, your odds of victory. Throw in the Fisher, a flyer for a deck that's low on evasion, and you have a pretty strong three-color combo. 
If we add the blue, our deck looks like this:
	
	Creatures
	Non-Creatures

	1cc
	
	Ghastly Demise
Kirtar's Desire

	2cc
	Crypt Creeper
Frightcrawler
Patrol Hounds
Mystic Visionary
	Morgue Theft
Shelter
Psionic Gift

	3cc
	Fledgling Imp
Infected Vermin
Hallowed Healer
Lieutenant Kirtar
Pilgrim of Justice
Cephalid Looter
	Afflict
Think Tank

	4cc
	Gravedigger
Painbringer
Whispering Shade
Dreamwinder
Aven Fisher
	Patriarch's Desire

	5cc
	Aven Archer 
	

	6cc
	Cabal Patriarch
	Morbid Hunger


[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050312131123im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/odyssey/psionic_gift.jpg]26 cards. The second to last step we must take is getting the deck down to 22-23 cards, and if I'm playing both Think Tank and Looter, I'd probably go 22 as I'll be able to cycle the land. With 17 creatures in the current deck, it can stand to lose some, so the Frightcrawler and Vermin go, as should Dreamwinder as it will very seldom be able to attack. The final cut should be either Psionic Gift or the Imp, and as cutting the Imp leaves just 13 creatures to target with the Gift, my gut says that keeping the warm body is the way to go, but it's important that I look at how my mana is going to look when making this final decision.
The first step I take in determining my mana is attempting to discern how much mana is needed for my base colors. Even without the Imp, there are ten black cards in my deck, with the Patriarch requiring three black mana, while Painbringer, Morbid Hunger and Whispering Shade all require a lot of black mana also, so this deck will want to run eight swamps. Meanwhile, the deck is running eight white spells, only two of which require more than one white mana to cast, so one could be tempted to play just six plains, but the nature of many of the white cards in the deck is that I'll need to draw white mana early and often, suggesting I should go to seven. This leaves room for only three islands in the deck, making that final decision an easy one: The Imp stays, the Gift goes.
So, the final deck looks like this: 
	
	Creatures
	Non-Creatures

	1cc
	
	Ghastly Demise
Kirtar's Desire

	2cc
	Crypt Creeper
Patrol Hounds
Mystic Visionary
	Morgue Theft
Shelter
Psionic Gift

	3cc
	Fledgling Imp
Hallowed Healer
Lieutenant Kirtar
Pilgrim of Justice
Cephalid Looter
	Afflict
Think Tank

	4cc
	Gravedigger
Painbringer
Whispering Shade
Aven Fisher
	Patriarch's Desire

	5cc
	Aven Archer 
	

	6cc
	Cabal Patriarch
	Morbid Hunger


Land:
8 Swamp
7 Plains
3 Island
Not too shabby. I understand some of you will probably have strong opinions differing from mine with regards to how to build this deck, but that's what makes the game great: There can often be more than one right decision. I hope you've found this educational. Have a good one.
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