
Living in Fear
Zvi Mowshowitz 

Tuesday, January 31, 2006

ast week's article, brought me enough mail to make me worry that I had made a mistake. While
the position I examined wasn't especially complicated, it forced you to consider a lot of
possibilities and made it difficult to draw any easy conclusions. While I received a wide variety of

questions, there was one suggestion in particular that I didn't adequately consider: Casting the
second Paladin en-Vec and then passing the turn without attacking. For now I'm only going to
consider the question of whether to attack with the Paladin.

Is that a good idea?

If you leave both Paladins back to block, that means you're going to have to do a little more to finish
the job. You clearly won't be attacking with both Paladins at the same time unless you're confident
you have the kill, as that would undermine the whole point of leaving both Paladins back to guard
against a second Magnivore. Once you start down a road like this, you generally need to keep going
down it. There's nothing worse than sacrificing to avoid losing to a card only to realize that to make
up for what you've sacrificed you need to lose to the card anyway.

The key question is, can your opponent set up a plausible enough scenario where you lose the game
because you didn't attack, and if so what are the possibilities?

When I heard that suggestion, I realized that I hadn't
adequately considered it. The play does something that no
other reasonable play does, which is to guard you against
Volcanic Hammer followed by Magnivore. It does that by doing
something else that no other reasonable play does, which is to
make it very hard to get hit by Magnivore at all. He can still
do it with Eye of Nowhere together with Magnivore, but you
even have a decent shot at surviving that. It's a stronger
move than attacking in any scenario where they have either
Magnivore or Eye of Nowhere, both of which would otherwise
force you to take a Magnivore hit.

The problem with not attacking, of course, is that you give up
two damage and that damage could make a difference. Or
could it? There's nearly always a chance, since both players
are going to have draw steps and you can't be certain you
know the contents of his deck. There are plenty of scenarios
where two damage matters a few turns down the line, but are
they plausible enough to take the risk of being attacked?

This game, your goal is to win by attacking with Paladins and finishing him off with Jitte counters
and/or Lightning Helix. As long as you have mana, you have that three damage in your pocket
putting your opponent at an effective eight. By putting your opponent at an effective six, you plan to
finish the game off safely two turns from now: Next turn you can attack him down to four, winning
without needing to ever use the Jitte. That lets you leave up the mana for Lightning Helix or
Devouring Light, which in turn means that next turn Wildfire is no longer a threat to you.

If he casts a Magnivore on his turn, you're very happy that you held back so those scenarios are out.
There are two categories of games where this move could backfire. Either you're hit by Wildfire, or
you're hit by something because he had an extra turn. A Wildfire this turn puts you behind by two life
points and that's potentially an extra turn that your opponent will have to answer your threats or kill
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It seems like it now comes down to which of these concerns is more important. In the Wildfire
scenario you change the size of the window by a turn and make the game significantly more difficult
to win. In the Magnivore scenario, you can turn what would have been a precarious position (or in the
nightmare scenario even an outright loss), into a game that probably favors you as long as your
opponent doesn't have another big weapon in reserve, although you'll likely lose to any serious
follow-up. Wildfire is more likely than Magnivore, but there seems to be a strong argument for
hanging back. I certainly can't fault anyone for that decision.

The reason it doesn't end there is that it is worth asking the
question of why I didn't give that option its due the first time
around. I did think about it briefly, but I dismissed it quickly.
The reason I did so was a strong reason in general; it does not
apply here because your exact life total and ability to defend
yourself next turn makes this an exception. My worry was that
you were the deck that needs to be aggressive in this
matchup, and not attacking here was a case of living in fear.

I already touched on this problem when I noted how bad it is
to play around a card only to find that playing around it made
you more vulnerable. I've talked a lot about the decision of
whether to play around cards, and how that decision can
determine the entire course of the game. In this case, I
essentially asked myself whether an aggressive deck like this
one could afford to hold back more creatures to block than it
needed for the attackers in play. Would I seriously be willing to
leave my first creature back to block on the off chance that my
opponent would play a Magnivore? Would I do this for an extended period? How much damage was I
prepared to miss out on in this spot?

It would clearly be terrible to do that over the course of many turns. In this case, you only have to do
it for one turn, because this is the turn that you are uniquely vulnerable. Overall the greater danger in
situations of this type comes from holding back too much because you can imagine a reason why
attacking could be bad for you. If the long game is as bad for you as it likely is in this matchup, you
can't afford to think like that. That causes players like me to train themselves to only consider
defending against threats like that in extreme circumstances. I've assumed a role and I'm going to
follow it to its logical conclusion, only playing defense when I know what I'm defending against.

There's a dramatic shift that takes place when you can see the end of the game. If I couldn't see all
the way to the end of the game, I wouldn't even consider holding the second Paladin en-Vec back.
Once I do that, I'm dooming myself to a defensive game that is highly unlikely to succeed. That's not
the way I built my deck, and I would never include Devouring Light in such a deck if I had the choice,
even if I considered it a high enough quality card to warrant inclusion. It does not play into my game
plan the way I would want it to.

How do you make sure your rules of thumb don't prejudice you and cause you to unfairly dismiss
options? It starts by trying to keep an open mind and keeping an eye out for when the situation has

you. Until you draw land you'll be essentially helpless, and your opponent will get to keep a minimum
of two lands. That gives him mana for Eye of Nowhere, which alone is enough to turn the game in his
favor. You don't want to be messing around in this spot, and this scenario is quite likely. It's easy to
see you losing the game because you can't quite finish him off.

The other question is whether there's a realistic chance that he can draw a solution without starting
with Wildfire and cause the two life to matter. The problem for him is that he can't start with Eye of
Nowhere, Magnivore or Wildfire. What does he start with instead? If he starts with nothing, that
indicates he has none of these cards and you are in great shape. As noted last week, these scenarios
are extremely hard to lose and two life is unlikely to matter. Your opponents' deck is no longer all that
dangerous to you if you play conservatively.
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In Magic, your
assumptions are never

safe.

changed. It also
requires constantly
questioning those
rules of thumb. In
Magic, your
assumptions are
never safe. Even if
they were correct when you first made them, Magic is
constantly changing. A lot of early Magic theory turned out to
be wrong even at the time, but most of what held true then is
not true now. The game has transformed itself from one in
which card advantage was rigid and absolute into one in which
advantages are far more fluid and complicated. It's a better
game, but it's that much harder to figure out. To me, that's
just another reason it's a better game.

© 1995-2009 Wizards of the Coast LLC, a subsidiary of Hasbro, Inc. All Rights Reserved. 
Terms of Use | Privacy Statement

javascript:autoCardWindow('Paladin_en-Vec')
https://web.archive.org/web/20090603121951/http://www.hasbro.com/
https://web.archive.org/web/20090603121951/http://ww2.wizards.com/Company/Default.aspx?doc=Privacy
https://web.archive.org/web/20090603121951/http://www.wizards.com/default.asp?x=copyrightnotice
https://web.archive.org/web/20090603121951/http://www.wizards.com/default.asp?x=privacystatement

