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ow.

I received more feedback on my "Ancient Art of Decking" column than any two of my previous
columns combined. Almost all of my correspondents wondered why I had overlooked their favorite

methods of decking. According to my utterly unscientific polling, MagicTheGathering.com readers feel the top
five overlooked methods, in order, were:

Ambassador Laquatus
Traumatize/Haunting Echoes
Scalpelexis
Cephalid Broker
Dreamborn Muse

The article was not intended to be a comprehensive overview of every possible method to deck your opponent,
but rather an introduction to the concept of decking. I am always grateful when readers write in with feedback --
this time, this was doubly true. Not just because of the volume of letters but because -- as I suggested in the
opening of that column -- it gave me the inspiration for this week's topic.

It is interesting that four of the top five methods mentioned were creature-based -- a strategy I deliberately
avoided when writing the article. Personally, I want to avoid using creatures in a -- well let's actually compare the
top contenders from each category and see how they hold up against each other.

If you get the chance to choose between two similar effects for a deck -- one generated by a creature and the
other by an artifact or enchantment -- which one do you want to choose for your deck? Phyrexian Arena or
Graveborn Muse? Smokestack or Braids, Cabal Minion? Or the title bout on today's fight card:

Millstone
vs.

Laquatus

Round one: Mana Cost

Millstone is the clear winner in this category, as it requires only two mana to the Ambassador's three. If you are
playing first and play the Millstone on turn two, your opponent has to have a Force Spike or an alternative-cost
counterspell in order to counter it. If you are playing first with Ambassador, your opponent could have any number
of counters, from the above mentioned Force Spike to Remove Soul.

Advantage: Millstone

Round two: Colored Mana Cost

Again, Millstone is going to be the clear winner here. Two colorless mana is virtually impossible to miss on turn
two. In a two-color deck you cannot guarantee having the 1  required to play the popular Merfolk Legend by
turn three. Obviously, you could play a monocolored deck and be assured of casting Ambassador Laquatus, but
that only underscores my point. You could play with Millstone in a five-color deck and always have two colorless
mana for the 'Stone -- you do not need to adjust your mana for an artifact.
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Advantage: Millstone

Round three: Activation Cost

The first three categories are all slam dunks for our friend the Millstone. If you want to use your decking device
the turn you play it, then you can slap the Millstone down on turn four -- two to cast and another two to activate.
Ambassador Laquatus would not be able to see play until turn six -- and still only if you have the two blue mana
you need to play him. Millstone's cheaper activation cost also makes protecting your victory condition easier to
do. At two mana, you will still have ample mana to protect your artifact with counterspells.

Advantage: Millstone

Round four: Attacking and Blocking

No contest here. With very few historical exceptions, Millstones don't attack or block. It's unlikely that you will
want to use your Ambassador in such a fashion, but it is conceivable that it could win a game for you by swinging
in for the final point of damage -- unlikely but conceivable.

Advantage: Ambassador Laquatus

Round five: Legendary Status

An opening hand with multiple Merfolk diplomats is essentially a mulligan, as you can have only one in play at a
time because it's a Legend. You can play all the Millstones you draw without fear of the Legend rule sending the
latecomers to the graveyard. On the other hand, you need only one Ambassador to do the work of multiple
Millstones. If you can Wish or Tutor for it . . .

Advantage: Push

Round six: Wish-Accessible

Living Wish is several million times better than the impossibly expensive Golden Wish. If you are relying on
Wishes to get a lone copy from your sideboard, the Ambassador{Ambassador Laquatus} is clearly going to win
this round.

Advantage: Ambassador Laquatus

Round seven: Tutor-ability

This is tough to evaluate. Both cards can be sought with Vampiric Tutor, Diabolic Tutor, and so on. I guess it
comes down to Enlightened Tutor vs. Worldly Tutor. I know it is going to be an unpopular decision, but I have to
give the edge to Enlightened Tutor because of the color restrictions. Suddenly you're playing -  if you use
Worldly Tutor or - -  if you are using Eladam i's Call. Once again, the Ambassador's colored-mana
commitment works against it here.

Advantage: Millstone

Round eight: Removal (Your Opponent's)

The list of spells that can eliminate an Ambassador are endless. From Innocent Blood to Dregs of Sorrow, from
Lightning Bolt to Inferno, there are countless spells that can eliminate a 1/3 with a converted mana cost of three. I
would venture to say there are literally hundreds of spells that can kill a creature. I would further venture that that
class of spells forms the second largest component of the majority of decks (after creatures). How often do you
find a deck that doesn't have some answer to a creature? Now think about how often you can say that about an
artifact. If there are hundreds of answers to creatures in the Magic game, then I would guess there are merely
dozens that can deal with an artifact. Often, these spells don't make a maindeck appearance and are instead
relegated to the sideboard, conceding game one to the artifact.

Advantage: Millstone

Round nine: Removal (Your Own)

Traditionally, a deck that relies on running your opponent out of cards has to have an answer to creatures. Unless
your answer is Moat, the Ambassador will get caught in the fallout. Wrath of God and Rout are two cards
commonly seen in conjunction with Millstone that would also take out your decking mechanism if you opted for
the Ambassador. Interestingly, the recently printed Wrath variant Akroma's Vengeance also destroys
enchantments and artifacts -- probably not a good choice with either card.

Advantage: Millstone

Round ten: The Big Turn

Millstone is definitely the tortoise to the Ambassador's hare. Millstone tends to come down early and chip away at
your opponent's deck when the mana is available. If it gets destroyed you shrug and play another. Even if it does
not finish the game in play, a few turns of milling will allow you to win the game if you can survive the threats your
opponent throws at you. Ambassador on the other hand tends to come out and sprint like crazy, activating
multiple times a turn. Often, a player relying on an Ambassador strategy will win the turn it comes into play. This
usually requires a lot of mana fueled by some type of card combination.

While I prefer the tortoise style of play outlined in the former example, the criteria for this category has to favor the
hare.

Advantage: Ambassador Laquatus
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Final round count: Millstone -- 6; Ambassador Laquatus -- 3; Undecided -- 1

If you are going to build a deck around one of these two cards I would almost always favor the Millstone for the
reasons outlined above.

The Millstone is cheaper to play and activate.
You can play with multiple copies of Millstone without fear of redundant draws that are virtual mulligans
due to the fact that Ambassador Laquatus is a Legend.
Even though the Ambassador has some of the benefits of creature-dom, such as attacking and blocking, it
will be hard pressed to fight through the spot- and mass-creature removal that your opponents will likely
have. Plus, decks that win by "milling" generally will not benefit from a random small attacker.
Ambassador Laquatus also has difficulty getting past any mass-creature removal you are likely to be
running to support a deck depletion strategy.

This is not to say that there aren't going to be specific decks that the Ambassador will not be more suited for.

Decks that rely on Living Wish will often have an excellent target in a sideboarded Legend.
Combo decks that generate arbitrarily large amounts of mana will better exploit the Ambassador than the
slow and steady Millstone.

Before I sign off, I would like to dedicate a paragraph to the proponents of a Traumatize/Haunting Echoes
strategy. Many of you felt that this was a powerful plan to defeat an opponent. While it is a lot of fun, it relies on
two separate five-mana-cost sorceries. Traumatize really does very little to help you win by itself if your opponent
has the upper hand. If you replace your Traumatizes with mass-removal spells and maybe add some targeted
hand removal, you will find that the Haunting Echoes are pretty darn good all by themselves.

Thanks again to everyone that wrote. I am bracing myself for a similar volume of mail this week, which will
undoubtedly allow me to throw you another learning curve.

Brian may be reached at brian@fightlikeapes.com.

Brian David-Marshall has been involved in Magic since 1994 when he was violently shaken by someone
searching for the game. He has organized tournaments, run a store, and is currently the Pro Tour Historian. His
latest venture is Top8Magic.com, the publishing house that is releasing Michael J. Flores: Deckade.
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