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INTRODUCTION 

Hello and welcome, and thank you for choosing to pick up this primer for Magic: The 
Gathering. I am hoping that in doing so you are in a similar position to me a few years back, 
with a hankering for more knowledge and insight into the game but looking for some 
guidance and advice. I aim to provide both with this book. 

When I started on this great journey, the first thing I did was use my Kindle to look for books 
on the subject, and to my disappointment those I found were either hopelessly outdated, or 
aimed at experienced players looking to either make money out of their card collection 
(investment?) or compete on a global scale in one of the many Magic: The Gathering Grand 
Prix or Pro Tour competitions that are organised nationally across the world. If you’re one of 
these, this book is probably not for you. 

I came to Magic quite late, having first ‘discovered’ it through one of its many computer 
app/game incarnations (Duels of the Planeswalkers back in 2013), and after playing it on and 
off for a few years, eventually developed a desire to explore the real, physical card-game 
version. Magic being as huge as it is, however (with millions of players across the world, a 
massive online community, and many billions of words written about it already), it can be a 
daunting task to know just where to start and what resources to draw upon from the 
hundreds of thousands of pages on the internet. Again, I’m hoping to help with this book. 

Before I’d ever played a game of Magic, I had at least heard of it, and made some basic 
assumptions – it’s a collectible card game (CCG) in a similar vein to Pokémon; players use 
different cards to ‘fight’ each other in an effort to defeat their opponent and reduce them 
to zero life points; some cards were more collectible and valuable than others (incl. selected 
special edition-type cards that were multi-coloured or foil versions and considered even 
more valuable than ‘basic’ versions); and it was a game primarily for smart kids and grown-
up geeks. 

Years later, things are very different – it is still a collectible card game, of course, but it’s also 
deeply varied, multi-layered, has a large but accessible and welcoming community behind it, 
is suitable for players young and old (as long as they can read and do basic math), and… 
well… yes, it has still got that ‘geeky’ status to it, too. Nowadays, though, geek-dom is the 
new ‘cool’ and everyone wants to be part of it anyway, as evidenced by the popularity of 
The Gadget Show, Game of Thrones, Star Trek, Star Wars, and all manner of Marvel movies 
and geeky TV goodness based on our favourite superheroes and comics of yesteryear - 
check out www.geekymonkey.tv if you think this describes you, by the way! 

Anyway, howsoever you’ve come upon this book, I do hope you enjoy it. Moreover, I hope it 
brings some sort of order to the Madness that is Magic: The Gathering – that’s a deliberate 
Shadows Over Innistrad reference incidentally, just to ensure we’re all on the same page, so 
to speak… 

 

Alex Bardy 

(September 2016). 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF MAGIC: THE GATHERING 

Magic: The Gathering (aka Magic or just MTG) was created by Wizards of the Coast (WotC) 
way back in 1993, and was the very first Collectible Card Game (CCG) of its generation. 
Making its debut at the Origins Game Fair in Dallas, Texas, the game became an instant hit, 
selling out over the course of the four-day event. 

20+ years later, Magic now enjoys international popularity and is played by over 18 million 
people worldwide. Cards are printed in several European languages, as well as in Korean, 
Japanese and Chinese (both Traditional and Simplified), and competitions have been held on 
every continent except Antarctica. 

There is a comprehensive tournament system in place which has set the bar incredibly high 
for standards of organised competition ever since its inception, and 1996 saw the 
introduction of the Magic Pro Tour, an invite-only tournament with well over $1m in prize 
money up for grabs. There are several ways of securing a spot on this, but not without 
winning a bunch of more local 'qualifier tournaments' first, and suffice to say it's not easy... 

Magic made its first major online breakthrough back in 2002, with the very first release of 
Magic: The Gathering Online, but it was when it made its console debut with Duel of the 
Planeswalkers in 2009 (on Xbox and Playstation 3) that the game really started taking off, 
reaching a mass market audience and paving the way for players to start posting strategy 
articles and deckbuilding tips online. This also served to fuel the market for rare cards which 
in turn became highly sought after, inadvertently opening the doors to what has now 
become big business for many, especially those now looking at their card collections as an 
investment rather than just a set of cards to play the game with. 

Some decry the popularity of Magic, claiming the core passion for the game is disappearing 
with each new iteration and block release as the tendrils of unscrupulous money-grabbers 
do their worst, but for each 'Doubting Thomas' there are several thousand who are fired up 
by each new release as the game continually evolves and new game mechanics are 
introduced (or rather, reintroduced and reworked if some of the most recent card sets are 
anything to go by). 

No matter what form of Magic: The Gathering you prefer, rest assured there are millions 
out there who share your passion, be it for beating your friends (or computer AI), building 
great decks, socialising with other Magic fans, or just collecting great cards through astute 
shopping or trades with fellow gamers. 

And most important of all, over and above everything else, do please remember that Magic 
is and always has been designed as a game that's fun for all players… 

 

  



 

 

THE STATE OF MAGIC TODAY 

Despite nearly 25 years of continued development, Magic is still not mainstream enough or 
big enough to warrant inclusion at your local supermarket (here in the UK at least), yet is 
still a busy, thriving, and solid business all the same, especially online. To be fair, this is a 
good thing, because if you’re genuinely interested in the game and supporting its creators, 
you’ll hopefully choose to do so by regularly visiting your local games store and supporting 
them, too – after all, they do organise a lot of these ‘extra-curricular’ activities, games 
evenings and such-like for the benefit of players and gamers alike, often for very little in the 
way of additional income. Obviously they do hope you’ll be tempted by all the other cool 
stuff they have in their store, and let’s be honest, they always have way cooler stuff to buy 
than you’ll find at your local supermarket! 

Regardless, the more support you can offer your local games store (and games club), the 
more likely they’ll continue to organise and run great events for you to attend, so please do 
consider this when deciding whether or not to venture out into the big wide world for your 
Magic gaming fix. Yeah, playing at home with friends and family is okay and can be a great 
way just to chill, but if you’ve the opportunity to get out there, socialise and meet other 
gamers, please do so – you and your community will hopefully benefit from this sort of 
interaction unless you’re an unsavoury, unfriendly, bullying sort, of course, in which case 
please consider changing your ways because no community really wants these types of 
people, frankly. 

The Magic community as a whole is generally an inclusive, welcoming bunch, and I have 
come across great Magic players as young as 11 and as old as 62 in my time, so there’s 
certainly a broad enough age range out there, and players are often happy to go out of their 
way to help newer players – most of them still remember they were all beginners once upon 
a time! 

For new players, it’s also worth noting there are several layers or ‘levels’ of Magic gameplay, 
varying from the casual, laid-back games played between friends and family (and yes, often 
at local games clubs and stores too) where pretty much anything goes provided all players 
agree, to the slightly more organised and competitive ‘Friday Night Magic’-type games 
where there are leagues and knock-out matches to play, but with a token entry fee 
sometimes attached too – generally there’ll be some form of prize(s) to be won in these 
types of matches, in the form of cards or booster packs, usually. This is probably the kind of 
level I’m trying to help you attain with the tips and advice herein. 

Beyond Friday Night Magic is when you enter the realms of much more competitive 
‘sanctioned’ match-ups where there are points and prizes to be earned, tournament rules 
firmly in place, and successful runs can lead to much bigger events, leading eventually to 
Grand Prix Trials and Pro Tour-level Qualifiers. This level is way beyond the scope of this 
book, but if you’re bold enough to sign up and venture into Magic Online territory, this is 
the level you’ll maybe hope to play at some time down the road, provided you keep at it 
and of course, are actually very good, too! 



 

 

Magic itself is by no means a difficult game to learn, but it does take some practice to play 
well, has plenty of random or ‘luck’ elements to keep things interesting, and will often 
reward good strategy and at least a basic fluency with numbers. To be fair, and depending 
on how deep you wish to explore the game, it’s not necessarily a cheap hobby, at least not 
at higher levels of gameplay where individual cards can be costly and hard to get hold of, 
although there are plenty of cheaper options for those happy to stick to playing the Magic 
Duels computer game and/or to a more casual environment. I’ll cover all this in more detail 
a bit later. 

Anyway, as I write this, Magic: The Gathering has just completed one of its biggest changes 
in several years – the culmination of a move towards a two-part card block system whereby 
new card blocks are released with only two parts making up the whole, and at the rate of 
two blocks per year (in Spring and Autumn) – this means blocks should last that little bit 
longer, and it should be easier to discover what are the ‘current’ blocks, and what are not. 
Previously, Magic card blocks could consist of anywhere between one and three individual 
card sets, with block and card set releases spread a little haphazardly throughout the year, 
but since late 2015 there has been a conscious effort to switch to a simplified system, 
something Wizards hope will minimise confusion as well as help put the company into a 
stronger position with regards to other aspects of the Magic universe going forward 
(stories, settings, etc). Two of these aspects are the emphasis on Story and the so-called 
‘Story Spotlight’ cards, and the introduction of the ‘Masterpiece Series’ – a selection of 
highly collectible premium foil cards that are ultra-rare reprints of classic and new cards. 

As well as the excellent card game (the core focus of this book), there is a comprehensive 
fictional fantasy Magic universe out there, full to bursting with stories about the different 
characters, planes and Planeswalkers featured within the game – this is all part and parcel of 
the continuing development of new Magic worlds and settings, and something Wizards as a 
company needs to continue doing to keep things fresh and exciting for players new and old 
(and of course, to sell more card packs too). 

The new Kaladesh block is one of the brightest and more exciting Magic worlds in recent 
times, being the home of Chandra (the fiery one), inventors, tinkerers, and also (finally) 
introducing vehicles into the mix. Oh yes, and we have Dwarves back, too… hoorah!  As yet, 
there’s not enough data to go on to determine whether or not Kaladesh will prove to be a 
good move or a bold gamble, but personally I’m very confident about it. After the 
damnation and misery that was the Battle for Zendikar and Shadows Over Innistrad blocks 
(in world-building terms not gameplay terms, in case you were wondering), Kaladesh does 
seem to bring with it a bit of zest and vitality compared to the last few blocks, and several 
new creature types and mechanics too, none of which are too complicated to work with. 
You can find out more about a couple of these mechanics here: Vehicles and Energy 
Counters. 

  



 

 

And finally, if you get the opportunity, do try to make it to your local game store on a special 
Magic Pre-Release Weekend – these usually take place a week or so before new card sets 
are released (news about these is always available on the http://magic.wizards.com/en 
website), and allow everybody attending to get their hands on some of the cards from the 
newest set a week or so before they go on conventional release. 

Pre-Release Weekends tend to be particularly popular and welcoming for newer players 
because everyone there is excited to get their hands on the newest cards, everyone is in the 
same boat in terms of building a sealed deck from the new card set, and there’s a genuinely 
relaxed party-style atmosphere. Often run as a Limited – Sealed Deck tournament, you’ll 
usually also get a special random pre-release foil card, a spindown life counter, and a few 
other little delights in your special pre-release packs – and of course, will get to keep all the 
new cards you find in your booster packs. See also the Limited – Sealed Deck section later in 
this book for more about these types of games. 

Welcome to the so-called greatest game in the world, the one in which you play the game 
you want to play with the deck you want to build. And of course, enjoy it! 
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CHAPTER 1 – THE BASICS 

In a nutshell, although the original Magic: The Gathering was designed for two players 
playing head-to-head, over the years there are a great many variations that have grown and 
developed with the game, including multiplayer 2 vs 2, 3 vs 3, and several iterations of 1 vs 
many in a Last Man Standing-style shootout. I’ll be sticking to the base game for the 
majority of this book, but would encourage anyone to at least use the internet and take a 
passing glance at what other variations may be available. 

 

Where to Start 

 

Magic Duels 

By far the easiest way to pick up and start playing Magic: The Gathering would be to 
download one of the many smartphone apps or computer versions. At time of writing 
(Summer 2016), Wizards of the Coast currently have Magic Duels as their primary 
introduction to the game for newcomers, and this is available to download FREE for iPhone, 
iPad, Xbox One and on the PC via Steam: http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/magic-duels 

 

 

  

http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/magic-duels


 

 

Although there are a number of popular cards missing, this version currently includes a good 
selection of cards from several cards sets, incl. Magic Origins, Battle for Zendikar, Oath of 
the Gatewatch, and Shadows Over Innistrad. At time of writing, cards from the newer 
Eldritch Moon and Kaladesh sets have also now been included. Unfortunately, there are still 
quite a few annoying bugs that drive long-term players to distraction, but it does have an 
excellent tutorial feature and does a good job of introducing many of the core concepts and 
basic gameplay aspects of Magic to those not familiar with them. It’s also an inexpensive 
way to start discovering cards, basic strategies, and explore some of the realms of the 
Planeswalkers, etc. The ability to earn in-game money through Quests, Versus Battles 
against other online players and Solo Battles (vs the computer AI) and then use that virtual 
money to purchase ‘Boosters’ of six cards does an excellent job of simulating the real-world 
experience of purchasing a Magic booster pack (which usually contains fifteen semi-
randomised cards), and apart from a limit on the amount of money you can earn in any 24-
hr period, the game itself allows almost limitless play/practice. Of course, Magic Duels lets 
you build your own custom decks using cards from the included Starter Sets and those you 
gain through purchasing Boosters with your virtual money, etc.  Alternatively, you can opt to 
start off initially with one of the many pre-built archetypes or meta decks until you find your 
way round. All in all, it’s the de facto place to start, and highly recommended. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Face-to-Face and Social Gaming 

If you’d rather join the many millions of Magic players that play the game in person, mono-
et-mono, I’d recommend your local games store as a first port of call, although you may also 
be fortunate enough to live in an area where there’s already an active, strong Magic gaming 
community in place. Alternatively, as long as you have at least one friend willing to play 
against you, consider picking up a Duel Deck or a pair of Intro/Starter Decks – these are 
ready-made decks that will allow you to start playing straight away with minimal outlay 
(approx. £15-20 for a Duel Deck, £10-12 for an Intro/Starter Deck). 

Of course if you’re planning to compete against local players you’ll want to delve deeper, so 
here’s a quick guide to what’s available… 

 

Booster Packs 

The core building blocks of any Magic: The Gathering deck, these are basically single packs 
of 15 cards, usually selling for £2-4 (unless they’re from a specialist sought-after release like 
Modern Masters or Eternal Masters, in which case prices can climb as high as £7-10 per 
pack). The basic Booster Packs contain a semi-random collection of cards that usually 
include one Rare or Mythic Rare card, three Uncommon cards, and ten Common cards, plus 
a random Basic Land, Token or publicity/marketing card. 

 



 

 

Duel Decks 

Duel Decks come in many varieties, but in general consist of matched 60-card decks from 
particular blocks that usually feature two Planeswalkers or two archetypal set types going at 
it (Speed vs Cunning or Zendikar vs Eldrazi for example) – these ready-to-play sets have been 
designed to ensure an even match-up, as well as allowing two players to hit the ground 
running when it comes to having the optimal amount of mana/land cards for each deck to 
function effectively. 

At time of writing, the newest Duel Deck is Nissa vs Ob Nixilis, a battle between two mono 
decks (single colour), aimed primarily at beginners. This set also includes two pretty strong 
Planeswalker cards in the form of Nissa, Voice of Zendikar and Ob Nixilis Reignited.  

 

  



 

 

Intro and Planeswalker Decks 

Intro Decks are released with each new card set, and designed and sold as base 60-card 
decks usually built around a Rare main card with a single colour or mana ‘base’. They also 
handily include two booster packs which could contain some decent cards with which to 
expand and enhance this core/basic deck.  

These ready-to-play decks have been replaced by the new-fangled ‘Planeswalker Decks’ 
(starting with the Kaladesh block from October 2016), but have a similar design principle 
behind them. Planeswalker Decks are pre-constructed 60-card decks, and again, come with 
two booster packs included. They’re built around a specific Planeswalker relevant to the 
current block (Shadows Over Innistrad, Kaladesh, etc), and Wizards of the Coast have 
promised to ensure these will not only be thematically current, but will also feature a 
number of Rare and Uncommon cards with art specific to that particular Planeswalker. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Deck Builder’s Toolkit 

With every recent and forthcoming release of new card blocks for Magic: The Gathering, 
there is a matching Deck Builder’s Toolkit – these are designed for players who have fully 
grasped the basics of the game and are ready to explore the wonderful world of Magic deck 
building in more detail. 

Usually retailing at around £15-20, each box contains a whopping 285 cards, comprising a 
fixed set of 100 basic lands (20 of each main colour), 20+ non-basic lands (usu. multi-
coloured sought after ‘duel lands’), 5 rare cards that are not available in conventional 
booster packs (one from each colour), and at least 10 Common/Uncommon cards of each 
colour designed to get you off to a good start regardless of what kind/colour of deck you’re 
hoping to build. In addition, you’ll get a semi-random selection of cards designed to 
facilitate the building of at least four of the archetypal deck strategies mentioned in the 
accompanying Deck Builder’s Guide (10 cards from each one) – there were 11 of these 
archetypal deck types listed in the Magic Origins and Shadows Over Innistrad Deck Builder’s 
Toolkits, for example (please refer to the What are Deck Archetypes? section under Chapter 
4 – Delving Deeper Into Deckbuilding for my own take on this). Finally, there will also be 
four 15-card booster packs taken from recent Magic: The Gathering sets to help bolster your 
collection and deck building opportunities. 

The Deck Builder’s Toolkit also includes a short Deck Builder’s Guide, a Magic rules 
reference card, and serves as a handy storage box for your burgeoning card collection too 
(assuming it hasn’t already kicked off apace). Convenient for those just starting their Magic 
journey, it includes all the land/mana cards you’re ever likely to need, but you may struggle 
to build a strong starter deck if you restrict yourself to just using cards from these boxes. 

 

 

  



 

 

Fat Packs and Bundles 

For quite some time now, Fat Packs have been considered quite collectible for many Magic: 
The Gathering players, and consist of 9 Booster Packs (all from the same card set), a single 
themed 20-sided spindown dice (called a D20 and used as a Life Counter), a set of 80 basic 
lands, an attractive storage box, 2 cardboard deck boxes, and a much sought after Player’s 
Guide which contains a visual encyclopedia of every card in the set, some flavour 
background text, and a short selection of playing tips. My advice would be to shop around, 
but you can expect to pay £25-40 for one of these, they offer reasonable value in 
comparison to buying nine booster packs separately, and again offer a convenient way to 
start boosting your Magic card collection. They’re also the only way to obtain the Player’s 
Guides unless you search eBay and such-like for anyone willing to part with them. 

At time of writing (September 2016), these are due to be replaced by Bundles, with the first 
one, a Kaladesh Bundle, due for release in October 2016. Slightly different, they’re set to 
include ten Booster Packs, an 80-card land pack (16 of each colour/mana), a reusable 
storage box, a Player’s Guide, a spindown life counter (D20) and a Magic rules reference 
card. While these Bundles are not strictly aimed at beginners, I do think they offer good 
value for money for those ready to take the plunge, so to speak. 

 

 

  



 

 

Commander Decks 

Commander Decks are an entirely different type of deck, and aimed purely at those wishing 
to play a specific type of Magic: The Gathering game format called Commander. More 
details can be found in the Constructed – Commander section later in this book, but 
basically these are pre-built decks of 100 individual cards (all different) built around a single 
Legendary Creature and designed to complement and/or augment the play style that suits 
that particular ‘Commander’ card. They usually retail at £20-30, although as always, you’re 
advised to shop around to find the best deals. 

 

 

At time of writing, Wizards of the Coast are set to 
release a whole new set of five 100-card 
Commander 2016 decks, including 50+ cards that 
will be legal in Eternal Formats, but not in other 
Constructed Formats (excl. Commander of 
course). These are likely to be four-colour decks 
too, something many people in the Magic 
community have been calling for, because this 
increases the potential for building awesome 
Commander decks several times over. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And finally, the main Magic: The Gathering website 
from Wizards of the Coast has a helpful ‘Where to 
Play and Buy’ search box, and is a fabulous 
resource for all things Magic-related: 
http://magic.wizards.com/en 
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Magic Online 

If you’re feeling particularly adventurous, you can jump directly into Magic Online – this is 
Wizards of the Coast’s premier online product/community and at time of writing carries a 
one-time cost of just $9.99 to open an account. You can then use real money to purchase 
boosters, enter Tournaments, Events, etc. Other benefits include building decks from older 
sets, downloading deck lists, earning Rewards, completing challenges, qualifying for 
Championship Finals, and access to 24-hr gaming and support from Wizards directly: 
www.mtgo.com 
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There are already thousands of players using Magic Online regularly (many of which are 
veterans of the game), and although the interface is a bit clunky in comparison to the more 
polished visuals of Magic Duels (see above), its servers are constantly being updated with 
new cards from the very latest card sets, and bugs/errors are usually fixed promptly. 

Magic Online also incorporates the relatively new Cube-style formats, which give players the 
same core pool of cards from which to build their decks (see Limited – Cube Draft for more 
information about this particular Magic format). 

Make no bones about it, Magic Online is at the forefront when it comes to the latest Magic 
news, the newest strategies and deck lists, and for providing early access to many pre-
release events/cards, competitions, etc. but Magic Online is also beyond the scope of this 
book. If you’re serious about Magic, it’s probably the best place to go for keeping in touch 
and up to date with broader developments within the game, but I’d recommend you tread 
carefully. Conquer your early fears of where to go, what to do, and how to play before 
venturing down this path – it can be very disheartening to lose so many games and get your 
proverbial handed to you over and over again when first starting out, so do take some time 
to gain a bit of experience before you open yourself up to this: Resilience is not futile… or 
words to that effect… ;-) 

 

  



 

 

Playing Your First Game 

If you already have a good grasp for the basic game mechanics and have played Magic 
before (online or face-to-face), feel free to skip forward to Some Key Gameplay Concepts. 

 

Introduction and Card Types 

Magic is a card-based game of strategy in which you take on the role of a powerful mage 
(called a Planeswalker) and use spells –represented by the cards in your deck– to summon 
an assortment of Creatures, Artifacts, and Enchantments onto the battlefield and try to 
reduce your opponent’s Life total from 20 to zero and thereby win the game. 

In order to cast your spells, you need to have enough energy (or Mana) in place to play 
them. In Magic, this energy is represented by different colours* of Mana, and the cost to 
cast your spells is usually referred to as its Mana Cost. 

*please note that the words “colour” and “color” are used interchangeably throughout this book when 
referencing different colours of mana. Ditto “colourless” and “colorless” mana. 

To generate Mana, you use Land cards – the more of these you have in play, the more 
flexibility and options you have, and the bigger, more powerful spells you can cast. You are 
generally restricted to playing only one Land/Mana card per turn, however, although like 
almost everything else in Magic, there are always cards that can circumvent this. Bigger 
creatures and some of the more powerful Artifacts and Enchantments usually require more 
Mana to summon, so do not generally appear until the first few turns have been played. 

There are seven main card types in Magic, these are: 

Land/Mana cards – generate Mana to allow you to cast your spells 

Creature cards – creatures you summon to the battlefield 

Artifacts – magical objects, creatures or items/equipment you bring onto the 
battlefield 

Enchantments – special abilities or ‘Auras’ that boost your creatures or mana 
resources 

Instants – spells that have an immediate effect or often target a single creature/card 

Sorcery cards – spells that affect multiple creatures and/or the state of play on the 
battlefield 

Planeswalkers – a special ally that will rally to your cause and fight alongside you 

These card types are covered in more detail in the Main Card Types section at the back of 
this book (in the Keyword Summary and Definitions chapter), and there are plenty more 
examples of each type of card in Chapter 5 – So Many Way to Win (a chapter that offers 
extensive advice and a selection of card choice suggestions for when you start building your 
own decks). 

  



 

 

Card Basics/Examples 

Land/Mana cards generate Mana to enable you to cast your spells… 

 

 

Creature cards are your main forces in battle – they can have a variety of different abilities 
and keywords (see Keyword List – Abilities and Traits), and always have ratings for their 
Power and Toughness in the bottom-right corner of the card – Power is how much damage 
they can inflict, Toughness is how much damage they can take before being destroyed (sent 
to the Graveyard). When summoned, creatures suffer ‘Summoning Sickness’ and cannot 
Attack this turn, unless they have the ‘Haste’ keyword printed on the card: 



 

 

Artifacts and Enchantment cards generally have some form of ‘permanent’ influence or 
effect on creatures or equipment already on the Battlefield, until destroyed or removed to 
the Graveyard… 

 

Instants and Sorcery cards are ‘one-shot’ wonders that have an immediate effect on play 
and are then removed to the Graveyard. Instants can be played at any time (even on your 
opponent’s turn), whereas Sorcery cards can only be played during your own turn… 

 

  



 

 

Planeswalkers are special allies that will fight alongside you. They have a Loyalty value 
(similar to your own Life point total) which can be increased or decreased by utilising the 
Loyalty Level Adjusters listed on the card (usually considered additional Sorcery spells). Your 
opponent can opt to attack a Planeswalker’s Loyalty/Life total instead of your own Life total, 
and in a similar vein, a Planeswalker will be sent to the Graveyard if it’s Loyalty/Life total is 
reduced to zero.  

 

 

Note: Planeswalkers and other Legendary cards have a uniqueness rule which means each 
player can only have one copy of a particular Planeswalker or Legendary card in play at any 
one time. 

 

  



 

 

Laying It All Out 

Before you can start playing any game of Magic, you need to make space and lay out your 
Battlefield (the playing area). 

If you’re playing Magic Duels, this will already be set out for you onscreen, it looks like this: 

 

If you’re playing face-to-face against someone else, you’ll need a fair bit of table space, and 
the layout of your side of the Battlefield is down to personal choice, but you do have a duty 
to ensure your opponent can see and understand where your different ‘zones’ are, and the 
Magic Duels layout is as good as any other if you’re just starting out… 

  



 

 

Getting Started 

Assuming you already have a ready-made 60-card deck to play with, and someone to play 
against, each Magic: The Gathering game can last anywhere between 5-10 mins up to 45-50 
mins depending on the strategies employed by each player. Competition and Tournament 
matches are usually played out as ‘best of three’. 

Before you can begin playing face-to-face, you will need a way to keep track of each player’s 
Life totals – pen and paper will do, although seasoned Magic players will usually use a 
special type of 20-sided die called a D20 – these can be bought separately, or you can find 
one in a Fat Pack or Bundle (see Fat Packs and Bundles). You’ll also find a set of standard six-
sided dice or different coloured counters helpful to keep track of things when cards ‘power 
up’ other cards/creatures with +1/+1 counters and the like. 

There are certain cards that will generate ‘Token’ creatures or artifacts during a game, and 
these can be purchased for as little as 10-15p each. There is usually at least one type of this 
sort of card in every Magic booster pack, but scraps of paper will suffice if you’re just 
starting out. A quick search on the internet should find some websites and apps that will 
allow you to print out as many proxy-tokens as you need of each Token. 

 

When you’re ready to play, both players will shuffle their decks and draw seven cards – it’s 
good practice to allow your opponent to shuffle and cut your deck, too, if requested. 

The seven cards you draw will make up your opening Hand, and the rest of the cards will be 
your draw pile (called a Library). Both players are allowed to change their opening Hand by 
shuffling their cards back into their Library and drawing again, but each time they do this, 
they must draw one card less than previously (so the first time you do this you’ll only be 
able to draw six cards, then five, then four, etc.) – this is called a ‘Mulligan’. If you are 
unfortunate enough to do this several times in a row, you may well end up with an opening 
Hand of just one card (or even none!), so it’s not recommended. Ideally, as long as you have 
at least two or three Lands in your opening Hand, you should be good to go. 



 

 

Once the game begins, and you’ve decided who starts, any player with less than seven cards 
in their opening Hand will be allowed to look at the first card on top of their Library (Scry) 
and choose whether to leave it there or put it at the bottom of their Library pile. 

It’s also worth noting that the player who starts first will not get to draw a card initially (for 
the first turn only), and if you end your turn with more than seven cards in your Hand, you 
will have to discard as many cards as required until you are back down to the maximum of 
seven cards left in your Hand (this is called ‘discarding down’). 

Play then proceeds according to a set Turn Sequence for the active player (we’re assuming 
that’s you, here), summarised as follows: 

 

Beginning Phase 

Untap step – turn all your cards upright if they were Tapped during the previous turn 
Upkeep step – most keywords will ‘trigger’ during this step/phase  
Draw a card step – draw a card from the top of your Library into your Hand 

First Main Phase – play a Land card and/or pay mana (‘Tap’ your Lands) to cast spells 

Combat Phase 

Beginning of Combat step 
Declare Attackers – declare which Creatures are attacking your opponent 
Declare Blockers – opponent declares which Creatures are blocking your attack 
Combat Damage – damage is resolved (simultaneous) 
End of Combat step 

Second Main Phase – play a Land card and/or pay mana to cast more spells  

Ending Phase 

End step – all ‘At end of turn…’ abilities will trigger at this step/phase 
Clean-up step – ‘discard down’ to seven cards if required, and any creatures still in 
play will heal (Toughness returned to starting value if not destroyed) 

 

One more thing to note (mentioned above) – cards 
on the Battlefield will always be in one of two main 
states: Tapped or Untapped. 

Tapped cards are usually turned 45 or 90 degrees 
to indicate they have been ‘used up’ or 
‘exhausted’. When a card needs to ‘Tap’ to utilise 
an action or keyword, this is indicated by the 
presence of the Tap symbol in the card’s 
Description text:  

  



 

 

Full Turn Breakdown 

NOTE: Since its inception, Magic: The Gathering has always had an over-riding caveat that 
says if any text on a card contradicts the rules, the wording on the card usually takes 
precedent over the rules. This is something worth keeping in mind whenever you’re unsure of 
the exact meaning of a card (and throughout this Turn Breakdown section) … 

 

During the Beginning Phase of your turn, any cards that were Tapped or ‘exhausted’ since 
the previous turn, will Untap and be ready for action once more (unless prevented from 
doing so by another card in play). Certain Triggered Abilities will happen next (“At the start 
of your turn…”), and this is the point at which anything that may affect your Draw step will 
also need to happen. Then you’ll draw a card into your Hand in readiness for the First Main 
Phase… 

In the First Main Phase, you may play a Land card* and/or cast any spells by paying the 
appropriate mana cost (you do this by ‘Tapping’ your Lands to show they’ve been ‘spent’ to 
cast that spell). Activated Abilities may also be used by paying the appropriate cost as 
detailed on that card (usually in mana, but this could just as easily be sacrificing a creature, 
tapping a creature, etc). 
* You can only play one Land card per turn unless another card allows you to do so, this will be made clear in 
the Description text for that card. 

Next up is the Combat Phase but this is one of the more complex phases of the game, and 
thus is detailed separately in the next section – see Combat Phase Breakdown below. 

After the Combat Phase, there is a Second Main Phase in which you can once again play a 
Land card (only if you haven’t already played one this turn – see above) and/or cast more 
spells, perhaps in response to the results of the Combat Phase or to capitalise on the current 
Battlefield situation in readiness for next turn. Seasoned players will often play Creature 
cards during this phase rather than the first one, because you can keep your opponent 
guessing for that little bit longer, but it depends very much on what cards you have in your 
hand and whether or not they would have had an effect on this turn’s Combat Phase – 
Creature cards with Haste for example, or that provide some form of Triggered bonus to 
other creatures upon entering the Battlefield, are probably more sensibly played during the 
First Main Phase. 

And finally, the Ending Phase of a turn is split into two. Anything that happens “At the end 
of your turn...” will normally happen here first, followed by a clean-up step in which you 
must ‘discard down’ to seven cards if you have more than seven cards in your hand, and 
anything that says “until the end of the turn” will also finish here. And finally, any creatures 
still on the Battlefield that were not destroyed or otherwise removed from the Battlefield 
during your turn will heal – their Toughness rating will return to its original value. 

And that’s it – play proceeds in this way until you or your opponent is reduced to zero life! 

  



 

 

Combat Phase Breakdown 

Note that any creatures that were summoned this turn (during the First Main Phase that 
comes before this phase, for example) will not be able to attack this turn – they will be 
suffering from ‘Summoning Sickness’ unless they have the Haste ability/keyword (which 
means they can ignore this and are ready as soon as they enter the Battlefield). 

The Combat Phase is where most of the action takes place and is split into five main steps… 

The Beginning of Combat step is your last chance to affect the Battlefield before combat 
starts (but see About Instants and ‘Stacking’ below). 

The Declare Attackers step is where you will now declare which of your creatures is 
attacking your opponent by Tapping them (turning them 45 or 90 degrees as mentioned 
earlier). Attacks are always directed at your opponent (or one of their Planeswalkers if they 
have any in place), and you will get to choose between individual Planeswalkers or your 
opponent with each creature you Tap. You cannot split your attack or attack any of your 
opponent’s creatures directly, and once you’ve Declared Attackers, you cannot backtrack or 
otherwise change your mind when this step is complete. 

The Declare Blockers step is where your opponent can choose if any of their Untapped 
creatures will block your attack, which creatures they are intended to block with, and which 
of your creatures they are blocking with each of their own. This is also the point where they 
could potentially ‘ambush’ you by casting spells with the Flash ability/keyword, etc. and 
thereby introduce more creatures to the Battlefield – it’s worth noting that creatures 
suffering from ‘Summoning Sickness’ can still be used to block, they just can’t be used to 
attack. Each creature can only block one attacking creature, but your opponent can choose 
to use more than one of their creatures to block any attacking creature. Also, Flying 
creatures can only be blocked by other creatures with Flying or by a creature with the Reach 
ability/keyword. 

Once Attackers and Blockers have been declared, they cannot be changed and this is usually 
your best opportunity to play any Instants that will affect attacking or blocking creatures 
before combat damage is resolved (although your opponent will still have the opportunity to 
respond when you ‘pass priority’ to them – see About Instants and ‘Stacking’). 

The Combat Damage step is where all damage is resolved, but it’s worth adding that if any 
blocking creatures were removed between the previous step and this one, the creature they 
were blocking is still considered ‘blocked’ and won’t deal any damage unless they have the 
Trample ability/keyword (which allows damage to ‘carry on’ through to whatever that 
creature was attacking – either your opponent directly or one of their Planeswalkers). 
Damage is usually resolved simultaneously, but creatures with the First Strike or Double 
Strike ability will get their damage in first. 

A graphic example of combat follows (see Graphic Example of Combat below), but in 
essence: 

Any of your attacking creatures that isn’t blocked will inflict damage equal to their 
current Power/Strength rating directly onto your opponent’s Life total or their 
Planeswalker’s Loyalty total, reducing these as appropriate. 



 

 

Attacking creatures that are blocked will inflict damage equal to their current 
Strength onto the blocking creature’s Toughness value, and blocking creatures will 
do the same to their attackers. 

If there is more than one creature blocking your attacking creatures, you choose how 
your creature’s damage is delivered and can arrange in which order each of the 
blocking creatures will defend. 

Any creatures with the Trample ability/keyword that still have unassigned damage 
left over, will do this damage directly to your opponent or their Planeswalker 
depending on which one that creature was attacking. 

If the Toughness value of any creature (or Planeswalker’s Loyalty) is reduced to zero 
or less, they are sent to the Graveyard. 

Any further “When this creature deals damage…” or “When this creature is destroyed…”-
type actions will also happen at this point. 

The End of Combat step is when creatures are removed to the Graveyard or wherever else 
they may have ended up following combat, and play proceeds to your Second Main Phase 
as detailed in the previous section. 

 

About Instants and ‘Stacking’ 

Instants and cards with the Flash keyword can be played at any time during any phase by 
any player, and these are resolved through a ‘Stack’ that operates on a Last In First Out 
principle: if your opponent plays an Instant spell during your turn, you are given an 
opportunity to respond with an Instant of your own, but must then offer your opponent the 
chance to respond with another Instant, and so on and so forth (this is usually called 
‘Passing Priority’). Similarly, if you play an Instant at any time, you must pass priority to your 
opponent and offer them the chance to respond before proceeding, etc. When both players 
have passed priority, Instants on the stack are resolved from top to bottom, although at any 
point after the top card has been resolved, the active player can add more Instants to the 
top of the stack, passing priority, etc. as above until all cards on the Stack are fully resolved. 

 

About The Structure and Parts of a Turn 

Depending on the type of game you’re playing and the strategies involved, you won’t 
necessarily have to go through all these steps one-by-one, phase by phase, but it’s 
important to know and be aware of the exact structure of a turn to help resolve any 
disputes that may arise, and to slow things down if there’s too much going on at any one 
time during a turn. If in doubt, you can always find help on the internet or refer to the 
official rulings that may relate to whatever is causing confusion – it’s worth remembering 
that Magic games should be fun, and a lot of the time you can agree a temporary resolution 
with your opponent and then do your research afterwards. 

  



 

 

Graphic Example of Combat 

In the graphic example below, we have three Attackers versus four Blockers… 

Accursed Spirit and Guardian Automaton will destroy each other with no further damage 
dealt by either creature. Bruna, the Fading Light will destroy both its blockers, but will end 
the combat as a 5/2 Flying creature (and heal at the end of this turn unless it takes two 
more damage from something else before then), and Walker of the Wastes will end the 
combat as a 4/3 creature, but would still have dealt 3 damage to your opponent after 
destroying the Ainok Guide that blocked it (due to its ‘Trample’ ability/keyword). 

  



 

 

Some Key Gameplay Concepts 

There are many gameplay concepts that will help you grasp Magic: The Gathering that much 
quicker, and while I don’t wish to bombard you with too much detail, they’re all worth 
knowing at least a little bit about… 

 

Know Your Deck 

Having a thorough knowledge of your own deck and how it works is fundamental to 

knowing what you can and cannot do with it. You should at least know your cards well 

enough to be aware of the many varied situations in which they can be utilised effectively – 

and hopefully have a good grasp of when not to cast them, too! 

This is another reason why I’d always recommend sticking with your deck against multiple 

opponents and deck types before chopping and changing things around when first starting 

out. It may feel like a long-winded way to go about things, but the more games you play 

with your deck, the more you’ll discover what works and what doesn’t, and more 

importantly, why things work or don’t work the way you thought they would. 

 

Know Your Archetypes 

There are a number of deck styles and designs favoured in Magic, but the majority of these 

fall into four broad categories, and it’s well worth getting to know these (nay, it’s essential, 

really) – I’ve covered them all in more detail in the What are Deck Archetypes? section of 

Chapter 4 – Delving Deeper Into Deckbuilding. 

 

Deck Versatility and Vulnerability 

All the different colours of Magic have their own strengths and weaknesses, the key is to try 

and balance these with other cards and colours to minimise the vulnerability in your own 

decks, while still increasing its overall effectiveness. Adaptability is key. 

 

Life, Creatures, and Cards = Disposable Resources 

Your Creature cards and Life total should be considered an accessible, disposable resource 

just like Land/Mana cards, and if you’ve got the right cards in place, can be replenished or 

renewed each turn just as easily. “The only Life point that matters is the last one,” is a 

common turn of phrase. 

  



 

 

Fast Mana = Early Game Influence 

I’ve covered this in a lot more detail under the What is a Mana Curve? Section of Chapter 3 
– The Basics of Deckbuilding but in brief: the quicker you can get Land/Mana cards onto the 
battlefield and start casting your spells, the more influence you will have over the Early 
Game (and potentially, the rest of it, too). 

 

Utilising ‘Tempo’ 

‘Tempo’ is not the easiest concept to define, but in essence it’s a multifaceted combination 
of the speed and fluency at which your deck is played (see above), the ‘stamp’ or battlefield 
presence your cards have when they’re on the battlefield, and whether or not you are able 
to fully utilise your Land/Mana each turn. Tempo also comes into its own when considering 
the twin concepts of Card Advantage and Card Economy (see below). 

 

A Question of Priority 

Having priority during a turn is something that is constantly happening, even if it’s not 
immediately obvious. I mentioned earlier (see About Instants and ‘Stacking’) that during 
each turn there are any number of points when an Instant or card with the Flash keyword 
can be played (even during your opponent’s turn), but at every one of these points, ‘priority’ 
is being exchanged all the time (or rather, ‘passed’) from one player to the other. 

Sometimes whole turns will happen so quickly that you might not even realise you or your 
opponent have passed through every phase of the Turn Sequence (during the early game, 
for example, when there’s nothing major going on), but you should at least be aware that 
during each of these phases any player can ‘dive in’ with an Instant and effectively ‘stop the 
clock’, so to speak, and set the whole ‘passing priority’ process in motion… Ditto if you are 
the active player and have cast any form of spell, your opponent(s) must always be given an 
opportunity to respond. 

 

Making the Right Play – Assess Your Options 

Magic is a game of constant flux, and as soon as you’ve completed the Draw a Card step of 
the Beginning Phase and know what card you’ve drawn (and before you enter the First Main 
Phase), you should reassess the state of the battlefield and weigh up your options. Ideally, 
you want to have as clear an idea of what you can do as possible, and a solid plan of what 
you want to do already in your head. And if it isn’t too much of a stretch, you should also 
have a good guess at what your opponent(s) might be able to do this turn to counter your 
plans… and what you can then do to counter that (if anything) … 

It sounds complicated, but it needn’t be – the more often you practice second-guessing your 
opponent, the better prepared you’ll be, and the better all-round Magic player you’ll 
become. Always make time to reassess your options before making your plays… 

  



 

 

Timing Really is Everything… 

You should endeavour to play your deck in such a way that you are getting the best out of 
your cards at every stage of the game, maximising their impact. This also means exercising a 
bit of restraint in the way you play, and having the patience to hold off casting a spell until 
you’re confident of getting the most benefit out of it. That said, you should not hesitate to 
cast a spell purely for the sake of hesitating – if it’s going to be of advantage to you and peg 
back your opponent it’s probably a good play, but just be mindful that as games progress 
and mana stocks build, bigger and badder things probably still lay ahead. 

There are two ways of utilising your mana each turn – either maximising the impact of 
certain cards by holding off to the last moment to gain more out of them (for direct 
damage-style spells and other spells with an {X} in their cost, for example), or by choosing to 
sacrifice some mana or creatures to try and draw out your opponent’s counterspell cards 
and such-like, thus enabling you to surge ahead with an alternative plan without fear of 
reprisal (because they won’t have any mana left, hopefully). 

 

Drawing More Cards and Card Advantage 

In lay terms, the more cards you have, the more options you’ll get each turn. Since by its 
very nature a game of Magic gradually depletes your Hand (and Library) as you cast spells, it 
follows that the more cards/spells you can draw upon from your Library (or Graveyard, 
even), the more advantage you have over your opponent – this is what many players refer 
to as ‘Card Advantage’. Often considered a classic ‘truism’ in Magic: The Gathering, and 
despite the fact that it’s often proven not to be the case in Magic tournament match-ups, 
this does tend to be the way things go in the majority of more conventional games. 

As mentioned earlier (in the Life, Creatures, and Cards = Disposable Resources section of 
this chapter), you should consider your cards and spells to be a disposable resource, and as 
such, should aim to ensure you have more of them available than your opponent whilst still 
being able to cast spells consistently each turn. If you get to a stage during a game where 
you are having to ‘discard down’ to seven cards every turn for no discernible benefit, or are 
left with a single card to play each turn (the one you draw during the Draw a Card step of 
your turn), you have probably lost your way somewhere along the line, and like as not will 
lose the game, too. Striking a better balance between the two than your opponent should 
help you maintain some form of Card Advantage, whilst still allowing you to continue 
getting the most out of your deck. 

  



 

 

Card Economy – Getting the Best Bang for Your Buck 

Not to be confused with the concept of Card Advantage, ‘Card Economy’ does carry with it 
the same sense of advantage during the game – the more mana you have to spend each 
turn, the more spells you can cast from your hand, and the more ‘bang for your buck’ you 
should be able to get from it, especially if some of those cards have an {X} in their casting 
cost. Also, the act of just placing more creatures on the battlefield than your opponent 
contributes in every sense to both Card Advantage and Card Economy. 

Card Economy doesn’t just stop at ensuring you have more cards/spells to play than your 
opponent, however, it’s about getting the maximum benefit out of those cards in terms of 
card exchanges with your opponent: if your single card is taking out two or three of your 
opponent’s cards (either removing them from the battlefield or directly from their hand), 
that’s an example of Card Economy in practice. Similarly, if you are able to get bigger, 
stronger, tougher creatures onto the battlefield than your opponent, you are enabling your 
deck to benefit from Card Economy, and if your opponent only has weaker creatures on the 
battlefield the likelihood that you’ll benefit in subsequent turns as your creatures pick off 
your opponent’s during combat, is increased – this is sometimes called ‘Virtual Card 
Advantage’. 

 

Combat Tricks – It’s All About the Timing 

Combat tricks, like everything else in Magic, are a double-edged sword – timing your plays 
wrong can prove disastrous. Most combat tricks tend to be played at the last possible 
moment (after attackers and blockers have been declared, but before damage is resolved, 
for example), but as mentioned earlier, there are multiple opportunities to cast Instant 
spells throughout a turn. It’s worth remembering that every time you do play an Instant or 
combat trick, your opponent will get the chance to respond (see A Question of Priority), but 
equally important is to have creatures to cast these on in the first place – either yours or 
your opponent’s.  

Having multiple combat tricks in your hand may strike you as a good thing, but if your 
opponent is playing a game of permission/denial (countering all your creature spells, for 
example) with very few creatures in their own deck, your combat tricks aren’t going to get 
you very far if you’ve got nothing to cast them on. Any Sorcery spells you have up your 
sleeve are particularly susceptible to countering, which is one of the reasons you should 
look at trying to ensure your opponent has tapped all their lands and mana resources before 
making these kind of ‘surprise’ plays (ideally your opponent will have no more mana to draw 
upon to counter your tricks). Of course, this works the opposite way, too, so if you’re 
regularly tapped out (with no mana resources to draw upon), your opponent(s) will almost 
certainly take advantage of the fact… 

  



 

 

Chump Blocking 

An easy enough concept to grasp, even if the full ramifications are not always so obvious, 
‘Chump Blocking’ is when you are using a weak creature to fend off a much bigger one 
(preferably one without the Trample ability), knowing your creature will die and end up in 
your Graveyard – you are effectively ‘throwing it to the wolves’ and sacrificing it to prevent 
taking any damage to your Life total from that creature. A point worth noting is that if you 
don’t have to Chump Block early in the game, you probably shouldn’t – that creature could 
make all the difference later in the game against something bigger and meaner! That said, it 
could be a valid exchange to prevent your opponent’s creature from transforming or 
melding into something altogether more problematic (see Emerge, Meld and Transform in 
the Finding Synergy section). 

This could of course be part of a larger plan if you’re playing the type of deck that allows you 
to easily return creatures from the Graveyard to your hand or directly back to the 
Battlefield, or one that allows you to ‘bounce’ these creatures back into your hand – you’ll 
recall that once blockers have been declared, even if that blocker is removed, the creature it 
was blocking is still considered ‘blocked’ unless that creature has the Trample ability (see 
the Combat Damage step under Combat Phase Breakdown). Similarly, you could be taking 
advantage of another card’s ability by choosing to sacrifice this creature for a greater 
benefit elsewhere – this tactic would come under the same banner as Combat Tricks and 
good timing… 

 

Know Your Role: Aggressor or Controller? 

A long time ago, a guy called Mike Flores wrote an important and heavily-referenced article 
called “Who’s the Beatdown?”, and in that article he suggested that in every Magic game 
there will be an Aggressor (“the beatdown”) and a Controller – in other words, an Attacking 
and Defending player – and as often as these roles may be reversed or exchanged during 
and throughout a game, you should know which role is yours at every stage. 

In a nutshell, the faster and more aggressive decks tend to begin the game as the Aggressor, 
and can often carry on through to the end in this role until they secure the win. Likewise, a 
player with a deck primarily aimed at control and/or denial will gladly take on the role of 
Controller because they’re confident of ‘riding the storm’ before closing in for the win (that 
is, after all, what their deck is designed to do). Either way, you should recognise these key 
points in the game and play accordingly. 

It’s when one deck is trying to outdo the other in either one of these roles that things can 
start to go pear-shaped, and thus knowing your role (or at least, getting this right) can be a 
key aspect in deciding how to approach a game – the Aggressor should be trying to finish 
the game as soon as possible, whereas the Controller should be closing down the 
Aggressor’s options until they’re ready to steer the game towards a win of their own in 
whatever form their deck is designed to do so. 

  



 

 

Predicting Your Opponent = Being Prepared 

Trying to gently direct or ‘nudge’ your opponent into playing certain cards (or simply 
denying them the cards they want to play) are equally valid ways of assuming control and 
being prepared for what comes next, and both can help 
steer you to victory. Forcing your opponent to react to 
the cards and creatures you play is one of the delights 
of the game, and it goes without saying that you should 
be prepared for when your opponent is doing the same 
to you. Trying to ‘bluff’ an opponent can also work, of 
course, but this isn’t the most reliable of tactics! 

The simple act of putting a Juggernaut onto the 
battlefield, for example, is effectively giving your 
opponent a countdown timer to do something about it 
– if they do not deal with this creature, they will lose 
the game soon enough (in four turns, assuming they 
have 20 Life points). A simplified example of forcing 
your opponent’s hand this may be, but the overriding 
point is that by thinking about your plays a little more, 
you can have a major influence on how your opponent 
reacts and proceeds. 

 

The Concept of Inevitability 

When certain things have happened (even relatively early in the game) or a player has taken 
a certain amount of damage and has little left to cling on to (perhaps towards the latter end 
of a game), the game can be as good as won by one player or the other – knowing this and 
conceding can save time all-round, but don’t allow yourself to be sucked in by rhetoric and 
hyperbole. Of course, the end may genuinely be inevitable, but if there’s even a slim chance 
of you drawing a card that can turn things around, you owe it to yourself to draw that next 
card from your Library to see what it is... 

 

Board Sweeping and Maintaining Balance = Resetting the Board 

When things are threatening to spiral out of control (preferably before they’ve actually done 
so!) or are not going your way, board sweeping can be your only opportunity to reset the 
balance and kick-start a revival. I have covered several examples of these sort of cards in the 
Efficient Creature Removal section of Chapter 5 – So Many Ways to Win, and this may 
already be a key aspect of your deck’s overall design, but regardless, it’s well worth having 
at least one card in your deck that can help achieve something like this if you can – it really 
can turn a game on its head! 

  



 

 

Stay Focused 

“Every decision matters.” Is an oft-coined phrase, and it applies in Magic as it does just 
about anywhere else – timing your plays right and consistently reassessing your options 
every turn is part and parcel of the game, and as such, requires a fair bit of concentration 
and a lot of focus. Staying focused isn’t always something that can be taught, but it is 
something that can be developed over time – if you find yourself struggling to keep up with 
what’s going on during a game, or there are elements that you’ve lost track of, there is no 
shame in asking your opponent to pause while you refresh and remind yourself of the 
current board and game state. Most opponents will let you do this a couple of times during 
a game, but if you’re doing this constantly and slowing down the game it will almost 
certainly come across as some form of gamesmanship or delaying tactic, and thus don’t be 
surprised if your opponent is a lot less forgiving in future games, or even refuses to play you 
altogether. This is the kind of local reputation you really don’t want to foster in any gaming 
community. 

 

Stuff Happens – Sometimes Bad Luck is Just That... 

As a game, Magic is still at heart a competitive mental match-up, but there will always be an 
element of luck when you’re dealing with a deck of cards and a semi-random draw, and as 
such, you should be aware that luck works both ways. 

When things are going well, it’s very easy to fall into the trap of patting yourself on the back 
and come across as cocky and overconfident, and just as easily, a string of bad luck can send 
you down a path of utter despair, but allowing yourself to be overcome by your emotions 
will almost certainly lead to mistakes during a game, and again, having a reputation for 
mood swings may not endear you to other players… 

 

Have Fun! 

Magic: The Gathering is supposed to be all about having fun, and however competitive you 
may be as a person, always remember that this is a game – a very good, clever, brilliant, 
expansive, and all-round amazing game, but a game nonetheless – don’t ever lose sight of 
this fact, and make sure you’re enjoying it for that same reason. 

Should you ever find yourself getting overly worked up during, after, or before games of 
Magic, or otherwise obsessed with thoughts of winning and losing – over and above the 
usual game expectations – please consider putting your cards away and giving yourself 
some time away from the game: a healthy break will allow you to return fully refreshed and 
ready to roll, and may be just the thing you need to give yourself a more objective eye and a 
fresh perspective on the game and your deck designs… 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 2 – MAGIC: SO MANY WAYS TO PLAY 

There are so many different ways to play Magic that trying to cover them all here would be 
counter-productive. If you’re determined to delve deeper and seek out more varied and 
niche ways to play, I’m sure you’ll find plenty of help online, but for now, we’ll stick to some 
of the more popular face-to-face formats, as these are the ones you’re most likely to 
encounter at your local gaming store. 

Later, I’ll cover the two main ways to play Magic against other players online, provide a 
quick overview of Magic Duels and point you in the right direction for online guides to Magic 
Online (a product aimed at more experienced players). 

 

Face-to-Face 

Constructed Formats 

Constructed formats (excl. Commander – see below) usually consist of players using a 
minimum 60-card main deck, with a maximum 15-card ‘sideboard’, and must adhere to the 
rule that prevents players using more than four of the same card in their decks across both 
of these, so you can’t put four copies of Angel of Deliverance in your main deck and put 
another four copies in your sideboard too, not unless you want to be harangued and sent to 
stand in a dark corner and face the wall until you’ve fully repented, that is! 

 

 

 

A sideboard is a set of up to 15 cards which you’re allowed to use to swap out with cards 
from your main deck. The idea is to allow players to adjust their strategies and maybe even 
the whole structure of their deck in response to an opponent’s deck choices. This must take 
place before the start of the next game however (in a best of three match-up, for example), 
and it’s important to note that you can only ‘swap out’ cards from your sideboard on a one-



 

 

for-one basis, so your sideboard and main deck should still be legal (max. 15 and min. 60 
respectively) after you’re done with chopping and changing things, and the number in each 
won’t change. 

The recommended number of land/mana cards in a standard 60-card deck is usually 20-24, 
but this will always depend very much on your personal deck choices and the style of game 
you expect to play with it. 

A key point to note is that you must be able to shuffle your deck without assistance. 

 

Constructed – Standard 

Standard Magic (min. 60-card deck) tends to be what you’ll often find played at your local 
games store or club (Wizards of the Coast like to call these ‘Friday Night Magic’ events, but 
it could be any day your local store or gaming group chooses to meet). One of the most 
popular formats, and to keep things current and up-to-date, players are restricted to 
constructing their decks using only the most recent Magic ‘blocks’ (each block is usually split 
into two card sets) across an 18-month period. 

 

 

At time of writing (September 2016), the latest card set released is Kaladesh, the first part of 
the new Kaladesh block, and this is set to be followed by Aether Revolt (the second part of 
this Kaladesh block) which is due in January 2017. Previous to this, the other blocks from 
which you can choose cards for your Standard deck will be the Shadows Over Innistrad block 
(Shadows Over Innistrad and Eldritch Moon), and the Battle for Zendikar block (Battle for 
Zendikar and Oath of the Gatewatch) – which means ‘rotating out’ are the Dragons of Tarkir 
and Magic Origins card sets. 

  



 

 

‘Rotating Out’ is a term Wizards use to explain the constant shuffling and rotating in and out 
of current sets – they’re trying to keep the game fresh and evolving, and as well as gradually 
‘fading out’ older/classic strategies and winning decks, this usually opens the way for new 
cards and strategies of winning Magic games. The plan is to ensure there are always at least 
five different card sets from which to draw upon for your deck choices. 

 

Constructed - Block 

Block Magic is similar in format to Standard (min. 60-card deck, etc), but more restrictive in 
that all the cards in your deck (excluding basic lands) must be from the same block eg. Battle 
for Zendikar, Khans of Tarkir, Theros, Oath of the Gatewatch, Shards of Alara, etc. 

 

 

 

Do bear in mind that older Magic ‘blocks’ consist of two or three different card sets, so 
although the Shadows Over Innistrad block may consist of cards taken only from the 
Shadows Over Innistrad and Eldritch Moon card sets, the Theros block would include cards 
from the Theros, Born of the Gods, and Journey Into Nyx card sets, for example. 

 

  



 

 

Constructed - Modern 

Modern Magic is a format that encompasses many of the older Magic card sets, going back 
as far as the Core Set Eighth Edition and Mirrodin sets (both released in 2003, July and 
October respectively). 

 

 

 

All other Standard rules apply (min. 60-card deck, etc), although as with all these formats 
where a great many varied cards and card sets are allowed, it’s worth double-checking on 
the web and with your local games store/group to ensure you’re not trying to bring a 
Banned, Restricted, or illegal card into the game. Wizards of the Coast are constantly 
updating the Banned and Restricted list as Magic develops and new game-breaking 
strategies are discovered – with so many cards to choose from, inevitably there are 
occasionally new cards released which can intrinsically unbalance the game. A full list of 
current Banned and Restricted cards can be found here: 

http://magic.wizards.com/en/gameinfo/gameplay/formats/bannedrestricted 
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Constructed - Commander 

Commander format Magic is significantly different to other Magic game formats, and often 
considered a more ‘casual’ multiplayer version of the game, although it’s equally tough to 
build a strong deck within the format’s restrictions. 

In Commander, players start with a life total of 40 instead of the usual 20, and design a 100-
card deck around a single legendary creature (who, you guessed it, serves as the main 
Commander of your deck). Excluding basic lands, the rest of the 99 cards cannot be 
duplicated, so you’re only allowed one of any individual card. Also, these cards must match 
your Commander’s colour(s), so for example, a Commander deck built around Dragonlord 
Ojutai would be restricted to cards which share its mana/colour symbols – in this case, 
White/Plains or Blue/Island cards. Whereas with Drana, Liberator of Malakir as your 
Commander, you’ll be limiting yourself to Black/Swamp-based cards only. 

 

 

Commanders usually begin play in what’s called the Command Zone (they are effectively 
treated as a standalone sideboard) and may be cast from there for their normal mana cost. 
If they are ever heading elsewhere due to the resolution of a card or combat (back to your 
hand, to your library, to your graveyard or exiled, for example), the owner of the 
Commander can return them to the Command Zone instead, but must pay an additional two 
mana (of any colour/type) to cast them again for each previous time it’s been removed or 
exiled from there.  

 

  



 

 

A few key rules worth noting are: 

(1)   In the example above, a Commander never actually goes to a destination zone 
(Hand, Library, Graveyard, or Exile), and thus does not trigger abilities which have an 
effect once a card gets there, so Commander cards rarely ‘die’ during a game. 

(2)   Any mana added to your mana pool that’s of a colour different to those in your 
Commander’s identity, are considered colourless and treated as such. 

(3)   A designated Commander card will remain so throughout the game (so its status or 
type cannot be changed by cards which have these sorts of effects – even if it’s 
controlled temporarily or otherwise by another player). 

(4)   A separate record of Commander Damage needs to be kept because if a player 
receives 21 or more points of combat damage from any other single Commander card 
throughout the course of the game (even if that Commander card has been leaving the 
field and been in and out of the Command Zone), you’ll lose. And yes, it’s perfectly 
possible to lose because your own Commander has dealt you 21 or more points of 
damage while under the control of other players. 

 

Eternal Formats 

Eternal Formats tend to be a special type of format in which all black-bordered cards 
Wizards have ever printed are valid (this encompasses many old cards and every new or 
modern card set/expansion and limited release), but with some restrictions in place. The 
same rules apply with regards to deck sizes, etc. as with standard Constructed games, so 
decks have to be a minimum of 60 cards, sideboards a 
maximum of 15 cards, etc. and you are once again restricted 
to a maximum of four of any particular card, excluding basic 
lands. Note that Snow-Covered lands are considered basic 
lands in any format that allows cards from the Ice Age block. 

 

Eternal – Legacy 

Legacy decks can be very powerful (and expensive), so there 
is quite an extensive list of Banned Cards in this format, 
including cards like Black Lotus, Mana Drain, and Survival of 
the Fittest (see over). This ensures games maintain some 
form of balance, and the full list of Banned Cards can be 
found on the Wizards of the Coast website here: 
http://magic.wizards.com/en/gameinfo/gameplay/formats/legacy 
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Eternal – Vintage 

Less restrictive than Legacy, this format allows the use of the so-called ‘Power Nine’ cards 
(see below), although these are Restricted rather than Banned – which means you are 
allowed to have a maximum of one only of each of these in your main deck (as opposed to 
the usual max. of four). The list of Banned Cards in this format isn’t as extensive as that of 
Legacy, although there is a fair-sized Restricted list as well. Again, the full list is on the 
Wizards website: http://magic.wizards.com/en/gameinfo/gameplay/formats/vintage 

 

The Power Nine are a suite of cards which have 
proven so powerful and/or rule-breaking, that they 
are generally Banned from most tournament play. 
As well as Black Lotus (see above), these include 
other cards which provide free mana (Mox 
Emerald – green, Mox Jet – black, Mox Pearl – 
white, Mox Ruby – red, and Mox Sapphire – blue), 
and three other extremely powerful Blue cards 
which can prove really disruptive in any game for 
little mana cost: Ancestral Recall, Timetwister, and 
Time Walk. 

At first glance these may look innocuous enough, 
but four copies of any of these cards in a single 60-
card deck would make for a one-sided game most 
of the time. You’ll note that Black Lotus and all the 
Mox cards cost no mana to cast… 
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Limited Formats 

Completely different again to all other formats, Limited games of Magic are played with a 
minimum 40-card deck but do not allow players to bring pre-constructed decks to the table. 
Instead, you build a deck from new cards as part of the game, the idea being that all players 
select (or Draft) one card at a time from Sealed Decks, new booster packs, or a pre-defined 
Cube (pool of cards). Limited formats tend to be popular as a multiplayer game, usually for 
six or eight players, but there could be any number as long as there are enough packs and 
cards to choose from and all players have agreed the numbers beforehand. 

Many consider Limited format to be a more purist form of the game because all players are 
starting on a level playing field with no cards in their hand. The recommended number of 
land/mana cards in a 40-card deck is generally 16-18, but this will always depend on your 
draft choices, of course… 

 

Limited – Booster Draft 

There are many variations of Booster Draft, but the most common goes a bit like this… 

Players begin with three booster packs in front of them. 

Each player opens their first booster pack, discards any Token or Basic Land cards, and then 
selects a single card to keep from that pack by placing it face-down in front of them, before 
passing the remaining cards to the person on their left. This is repeated until the first set of 
booster packs have all been exhausted, and players are given an opportunity to look over 
the cards they have picked. 

The next set of booster packs are now opened and the process is repeated, this time 
however, players are passing those cards not selected to the person on their right, repeating 
the process until the second set of packs are exhausted. Again, players can look at their 
choices when all the second packs are fully depleted. 



 

 

This is then repeated a third time with a third set of booster packs, passing unchosen cards 
back to the person on their left as at the start of this process, until all these packs have also 
been exhausted. 

If you have followed the process correctly, you can already see that each player will get to 
choose at least one or two cards from each booster pack, and will end up with 42 cards face 
down in front of them at the end of the process – these will form the basis of their deck, and 
is the pool from which each player will build a minimum 40-card deck, adding whatever 
Basic Lands they require from their own decks and/or the host’s own Basic Land collection. 

 

Limited – Sealed Deck 

The most popular format for Magic preview weekends, Sealed Deck games are different to 
Booster Draft in that there is no draft process to go through – each player is given six sealed 
booster packs and invited to open them and build a minimum 40-card deck using just this 
pool of 84 cards. Again, players can add as many Basic Lands as they require to complete the 
deck (usually provided by the local store/group/organiser), ideally sticking to a deck size of 
40 cards. An additional card or two over and above the minimum allowed is not frowned 
upon in Sealed play quite as much as it is in other formats (at least In my experience), but 
arguably you are weakening your hand even more than you would if you were doing this in 
Standard formats (see The 60-Card Headache). This is the format most preview weekends 
use, allowing players the chance to get their hands on new cards and boosters from the very 
latest card sets for approx. £20 (you do of course, get to keep all the cards you’ve found in 
your booster packs). 

 

Limited – Cube Draft 

Cube Draft is a relatively new concept in modern Magic and provides all the joy and angst of 
Limited – Booster Draft games but with a pre-defined ‘Cube’ of cards to draft from rather 
than using and purchasing new booster packs. As well as saving on cost, this format allows 
veteran players to breathe new life into their old cards and burgeoning card collections, 
because there are no pre-defined rules to stick to when putting together your Cube. This 
format allows you to effectively make your own rules and you can theme your Cubes 
whichever way you please, maybe by including all the most powerful cards you can lay your 
hands on (even Banned and Restricted ones), or by sticking to a restricted set of colours or 
set themes and strategies – perhaps all cards must have a Converted Mana Cost of 4 or less, 
for example. 

As with other Limited formats, a minimum deck size of 40 cards still applies, and once again, 
everyone starts a Cube Draft with no cards in their hand and can add Basic Lands as required 
from a Basic Land bank/collection. 

  



 

 

There are no clear-cut rules for building your first Cube, although here are some good basic 
guidelines to follow: 

(1)   Cubes should ideally be 360 or 720 cards – not only will this comfortably support six 
or eight players, but if you have less than that (three or four, maybe), you could probably 
put together several games without having to reshuffle!  Of course, to fully enjoy and 
experience your Cube and maximise its worth, you’d ideally want every card to get 
drafted at least once. 

(2)   Although there are no hard and fast rules, it’s good practice to include only one of 
each card in your Cube (or a maximum of two), otherwise you risk a player ending up 
with three or four of the same card, which could significantly unbalance the game. Of 
course, if you choose to fill your Cube with four copies of each card, this keeps things fair 
but takes away from the feeling of a random draft – remember, you are looking to 
recreate the experience of a Booster Draft when you make your own Cube. 

(3)   Another useful rule of thumb is to ensure there is some balance in your choice of 
card colours – for example, in a 360-card Cube, you could have 50-60 cards of each 
colour, and build the rest of the Cube using Colourless Artifacts and/or non-basic lands. 
You can take things one step further and try to keep the ratio of Creatures and other 
cards of those colours within certain confines too, but this could prove easier said than 
done!  

There really are so many exciting possibilities and varied Cube-building strategies, and as 
always, there’s no shortage of advice to be found on the internet if you go looking for it. 

 

  



 

 

Magic Duels 

As previously mentioned, Magic Duels is probably the easiest (and cheapest) way to start 
playing Magic straight away – it’s totally FREE and available to download for iPhone, iPad, 
Xbox One and on the PC via Steam: http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/magic-duels and 
includes a comprehensive How to Play section under ‘Help & Options’ in the Main Menu 
screen: 
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The tutorial is extensive, covering the various sections using a series of interactive mini Skill 
Quests designed to introduce each element of the game to you in bite-size chunks. 

Under ‘How to Play: Basic Magic’ you’ll find sections covering The Basics, Parts of the Turn, 
Group Blocking, and Instants: Combat Tricks, for example: 
 

 

In the ‘How to Play: Advanced’ section, there is a lot more detail about some of the more 
complicated aspects of the game, covering things like Activated and Triggered Abilities, 
Counterspells, Enchantments and Equipment, Exiling cards, Graveyard interactions, and 
Planeswalkers among other things: 
 

 

 



 

 

Also included is a breakdown of many of the regular keywords you’ll find on Magic cards, 
like Awaken, Deathtouch, First Strike, Flying & Reach, Lifelink, etc. as well as some of the 
newer keywords introduced with the most recent Shadows Over Innistrad and Kaladesh 
blocks including Emerge, Escalate, Fabricate, Meld, and Vehicle/Crew abilities: 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Other parts of the How to Play section cover various Card Abilities and their associated 
onscreen symbol in-game (these can be seen if you zoom in on any card by rolling your 
mouse wheel forward over it), and there’s a very handy beginners guide to using the 
included Deck Builder to build your own decks, with a few basic tips along the way: 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Magic Duels currently offers six different Story Modes (covering Origins, Battle for Zendikar, 
Oath of the Gatewatch, Shadows Over Innistrad, Eldritch Moon and Kaladesh), each 
consisting of at least five battles (or Duels) against computer AI opponents as you play 
through the relevant storyline. As well as introducing new game concepts, these allow you 
to unlock more cards and earn in-game Coins to spend on digital goodies. 

 

 

 

The crux of the game is in the Battle Mode – this allows you to play a Versus Battle against 
online friends or matched opponents (based on your current Season Ranking score which 
fluctuates according to how many wins and losses you have accrued) and gain in-game Coins 
for winning these. There are more Coins to be earned for your First Versus Win of the Day, 
as well as through achieving other Daily and Community Quests: 

 

 



 

 

Also under the Battle Mode, is the opportunity to play Solo Battles against the computer AI 
(defined as Easy, Medium or Hard), earning a token amount of Coins for each win (5, 10 and 
15, respectively). 

There is a Two-Headed Giant option, too, which will team you up with another player 
(typically of similar Rank) against two other opponents (again, of similar Rank) in a 2 vs 2 
match-up. 
 

 

 
Finally, you’ll also find the My Decks section in Battle Mode – this is the meat and potatoes 
for those who enjoy building decks, and lets you View or Edit all your current decks, as well 
as Create brand new ones. When opting for ‘Create New Deck’, you are offered two ways of 
building your deck, either by using the Deck Wizard (which is a step-by-step assistant aimed 
at beginners), or the extensive Deck Builder utility (for those desiring more control). 

  



 

 

 

 
 

One excellent inclusion under the ‘Deck Wizard’ section, is the ability to use one of the 
established Archetypes as a base deck to build upon, and while extremely useful and 
enlightening, it does somewhat limit the possibilities for tailoring your deck to your own 
preferred style of play, holding your hand through set building stages and significantly 
limiting your choices throughout. 

For maximum flexibility and full control, you’ll really want to use the ‘Deck Builder’ utility, 
and Magic Duels does a very good job here, even with the relatively limited number of cards 
included in the game (850+ at time of writing). You’ll also be grateful for the many and 
varied ways of filtering your virtual card collection, by Colour, Cost and Rarity (or 
combination thereof), and further by Card Type (Creature, Instant, Artifact, Sorcery, Land, 
and Enchantment):  

 



 

 

 

Undoubtedly, Magic is not just a game about building great decks, but this is certainly one 
of the key aspects and joys to be gained from it, and building your own in Magic Duels is an 
absorbing way to lose a few hours. Decks can be edited, deleted, re-jigged, renamed, and 
tinkered with in countless ways (you can have a maximum of 30 Custom Decks, I believe), 
and being able to test ideas and strategies against the computer AI in a Solo Battle is 
certainly a valuable asset, helping newcomers to speedily ‘level-up’ and learn what does or 
doesn’t work in a deck. Speaking from personal experience following my first few months 
with Magic Duels, it’s a very good way to educate newcomers why exceeding the 
recommended 60-card deck size can dramatically alter the effectiveness of your deck - see 
The 60-Card Headache later in this book for more about this!  And finally, still with the Deck 
Builder, just a single click away is a useful at-a-glance graph of the current Mana Curve of 
your deck – jump to What is a Mana Curve? for more details about this very handy tool for 
new deck builders.  

Magic Duels includes a comprehensive Card Collection section, too, which lets you view and 
scroll through all the current cards/sets available within the Magic Duels game (and which 
ones you already ‘own’, virtually-speaking), together with various filters you can use to 
manage the number of cards displayed and make things easier to digest. 

Highly recommended for those new to Magic: The Gathering, the interface throughout is 
intuitive once you start using it, with pop-up tooltips aplenty, the ability to zoom into cards 
to check what Abilities or Keywords apply to the card (or maybe just to savour the gorgeous 
artwork), a handy in-game Stop Timer for when you need that little bit of extra time to think 
about what you’d like to do (or understand what may have just happened!), and plenty of 
pretty graphics and sound to bring everything together. Yes, there are a few snags and bugs 
that still need ironing out, but thankfully these are few and far between with the latest 
version of the game (it was last updated September 2016 at time of writing)… 

  



 

 

Magic Online 

By far the best place to hang out with the more experienced and ‘pro’ players is Magic 
Online, but this is also where you’ll find the toughest competition, too – a lot of the players 
you’ll find here will have a considerably higher standard of play than what you may find at 
your local games store or gaming group. Unfortunately, due to the nature of online 
anonymity, you’re also more likely to run into sharks, idiots, and other unsavoury types who 
are sure to be a lot less friendly and welcoming than those in your local community (not too 
many, thankfully, but it’s a point worth making). In short, this really isn’t a route for the 
faint-hearted, at least not until you’ve found your Magic legs, so to speak, but it’s fair to say 
that your game will improve considerably faster if you opt to sign up. 

You can join Magic Online for a one-off cost of just $9.99 (to open an account), and for this 
you’ll receive a ‘new player starter kit’ of approx. 700 cards, 20 ‘New Player Points’ (which 
allow you to enter beginner-level tournaments against other new players – a good way to 
‘learn the ropes’), and five ‘Event Tickets’ (a generic form of in-game currency worth approx. 
$1 each which allow you to enter official, sanctioned online Magic events alongside other 
Magic Online players of all levels). 

The Magic Online interface and graphics aren’t as slick or polished as those found in Magic 
Duels, but the latter has a lot of limitations in terms of cards and card set availability, 
whereas Magic Online offers full access to just about every modern, valid Magic card ever 
printed (at a price), including all of those available in newer card sets, etc. 

Magic Online also allows you to play all manner of different game styles and formats 
(Limited, Constructed, Sealed, Draft, Block, Cube, etc), provides early access to new cards 
and even lets you enter online Pro Tour Qualifiers and Magic Online Championship Series 
events (provided you meet stringent entry criteria which usually includes a number of 
Qualifier Points – the kind you only get for winning leagues and tournament). 

Tournament and League wins generally earn you more Play Points, Boosters, etc. and you 
can then trade these in for Event Tickets and use them to buy new cards, enter more events, 
etc. 

It’s worth noting that the Magic Online software is only compatible with Windows at the 
moment and not with Mac OS unless you use a Windows emulator or run it using dual boot 
software on your Mac. It’s probably also worth adding that the deeper your pockets, the 
more you can get out of Magic Online (to buy cards, event tickets, and so on), although it’s 
perfectly possible to play casually and at your own pace should you choose to do so. 

You’ll also have 24hr access to the ORCs (Online Response Crew), who will help you out 
should you have any run-ins, questions, or queries – it really is the premier platform for 
those looking to improve their game and compete against some of the top players in the 
world. 

  



 

 

In truth, Magic Online is well beyond the scope of this book, but there are a number of very 
good online tutorials available (including one on the main http://magic.wizards.com 
website), and I’d highly recommend you check these out first before taking the plunge… 

 

The main Wizards of the Coast Magic Online basic guide is here: 
[alternatively, search for “getting started with magic online”] 

http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/what-magic-online-magic-online-products-game-info 

 

MTGGoldfish.com have produced an excellent, updated video series for new Magic Online 
players that not only includes a guide to the game, but will point you towards a number of 
impressive resources for building your own decks and such-like, too: 
[alternatively, search for “getting started on magic online for $20 (2016 edition)”] 

http://mtggoldfish.com/articles/getting-started-on-magic-online-for-20-2016-edition 

 

MTGOTraders.com also have a very good, extensive beginner’s guide here: 

http://mtgotraders.com/mtgo-guide 

 

And finally, for those preferring to dive right in, there’s a short, introductory crash-course 
article by Gaby Spartz here: 

http://magic.wizards.com/en/articles/archive/magic-digital/how-get-started-magic-online-
2016-04-06 

 

 

If you’re serious about Magic: The Gathering and want to pit yourself against some of the 
best players in the world, this is probably your best chance of doing so, but rest assured, it’s 
a very long road before you get to compete on the same stage as top Pro Tour players… 
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CHAPTER 3 – THE BASICS OF DECKBUILDING 

Once you’ve finally decided to take the plunge and would like to have a go at building your 
own Magic deck, you’ll need to decide on a few things first – these decisions will shape the 
sort of deck you wish to build and the style of game or strategies you think you’d like to 
play. You’ll also need a pool of cards to choose from – I’ve covered buying these under the 
Face-to-Face and Social Gaming section of Chapter 1 – The Basics, but if you’re fortunate to 
have a local games store or group who play Magic regularly, they’ll probably have a bunch 
of ‘spares’ going, but don’t overstep the mark or get too excited: these will be regular or 
Common cards only, but will at least help you get started. 

To begin deckbuilding, you’ll need to know the type of game or formats that are regularly 
played by your local Magic community, be it Constructed, Eternal, Commander, or what 
have you. You can refer back to the Face-to-Face section in Chapter 2 – Magic: So Many 
Ways to Play if you need a reminder of the different formats, but if you’re just playing with 
family and friends, you may be the decision-maker here anyway. For this walkthrough, I’ll be 
sticking largely to the Standard game (aka Constructed - Standard format), but the choice is 
yours. 

If you’re playing the Magic Duels computer game the decision on format is out of your 
hands – you’re restricted to whatever is available through that platform (just Standard at 
the moment), and also by the number of cards you’ve unlocked and/or purchased using in-
game Coins. There are still plenty of different options and avenues to explore when 
deckbuilding in Magic Duels, however, so these guidelines should serve to help you there all 
the same. 

If you’re playing Magic Online the format may be dictated largely by what cards you have 
access to and/or can purchase in-game, although a quick look at the Magic Online calendar 
suggests there’s plenty of different formats and tournaments to choose from (provided 
you’ve got the necessary Event Tickets or Play Points to join them, that is), so there’s no 
shortage of options there, either. 

Let’s return to building a deck suited for Standard format, which means… 

 Your deck should have a minimum of 60 cards in it (preferably exactly 60, but 
we’ll cover this later) 

 You can’t have more than four of any single card in your deck, excluding Basic 
Lands (unless the card specifically says you can have more than four – there are 
none of these in current Standard at the moment) 

 Your cards (excl. Basic Lands) should only be from the most recent blocks – I’ve 
covered these already in the Constructed – Standard section in Chapter 2, but as 
mentioned there, this changes approx. every six months, so you may wish to 
check directly with the Magic: The Gathering website as to what card sets are 
currently allowed in Standard format: 
http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/standard-formats-magic-gathering 

 To make things easier, it might be worth sticking to the Battle for Zendikar, 
Shadows Over Innistrad, and Kaladesh blocks for now – this will mean your deck 
will remain current for at least 6-12 months (as of September 2016, that is). 

  

http://magic.wizards.com/en/content/standard-formats-magic-gathering


 

 

First things first, do you want to build a mono or multi-coloured deck, or have a preferred or 
dominant colour you’d like to use? 

 Red – fast, aggressive, destructive, many cards deal direct damage to your opponent 
(‘burn spells’) 

 Green – encourages growth and ‘pack’ synergies (Elves, Spiders, Werewolves, etc), 
bigger and stronger creatures, cards can search for lands/mana (‘fetch’), plenty of 
power up/booster spells, good for beginners and players just starting out 

 Blue – control and denial, counter spells, good for deck milling and returning 
creatures to owner’s hands (called ‘bouncing’), popular with advanced players 

 Black – death and destruction, Vampires and Zombies abound, cards tend to drain 
life or destroy target creatures, very good at retrieving cards from the graveyard 

 White – structure and protection, plenty of flying creatures, an affinity for 
artifacts/enchantments, usually most efficient creature/artifact removal spells, 
numerous Lifelink, Cohort, and Support cards for ‘powering up’ 

 Colorless – much less flexibility, synergy tends to be haphazard, can be very powerful 
decks, but often at significant risk from Artifact removal spells 

 

Next, do you know what kind of deck you want to build, and the types of cards you wish to 
play with that deck…?  Is there a central theme you had in mind?  Your decision on a 
preferred colour would have probably already influenced the type of deck you’d like to play, 
but here’s a few things to consider: 

 Will it be full of lots of creatures: large or small, land-based or Flying? 

 Would you rather have loads of cards that deal damage directly to your opponent? 

 Perhaps you’d like to build a deck with lots of Artifacts, Equipment or Enchantment 
spells to bolster your creatures once they’re on the battlefield? 

 Do you want to have an aggressive deck, or one that will hamper your opponent and 
passively ‘mill’ their Library until they have no cards left in there to play with? 

 Maybe you’d prefer a deck built around specific creature types, filling it with Elves, 
Goblins, Spirits, Vampires, Werewolves, or Zombies, maybe? 

 Or do you want a deck full to bursting with creatures that have combative traits like 
First Strike, Double Strike, Trample, or Vigilance, perhaps? 

 

There really are an incredible array of options and design principles for deckbuilding, and no 
shortage of people willing to offer their tuppence-worth either online or face-to-face. You 
can learn a lot just by watching other people play Magic, and if you’re fortunate enough to 
have a local gaming shop or group nearby, could do a lot worse than popping along on a 
Magic gaming night and see what’s going on. Magic players are generally a supportive 
bunch, and generous to a fault with their advice and tips for good decks… and at pointing 
out bad ones!  

In truth, the only way you’ll really find out which style of play works best for you is to 
actually try and play with as many different types of deck that you can – this is one of the 
main reasons I believe the Magic Duels computer game is an invaluable tool for the 
beginner and/or returning player. Apart from saving you the expense of going out and 



 

 

buying loads of cards to build various different decks, you’ll find many ‘decklists’ all over the 
place on the internet, and although many of these will contain cards you simply don’t have 
access to in the computer game, even the standard archetypes that Magic Duels provides 
can serve as a good starting point for building your own decks. 

Having settled on a theme, style, and colour(s) for your deck, you’ll be itching to put your 
ideas to the test and build the best deck you possibly can based on that theme, but hold 
tight for a little bit longer, because there are a few other things to consider first… 

 

What is a Mana Curve? 

In a nutshell, the way your deck plays (and how ‘fast’ it is) will depend very much on having 
enough land or mana in place to cast your spells – if you have a load of cards that only 
require one mana to cast (check out Single Mana Cards That Make a Difference in Chapter 5 
– not many cards cost less than that!), your deck should operate much more efficiently than 
if your deck is chock full of cards that need four or five mana to cast. In addition, for every 
single card your opponent plays that costs five mana (powerful as that card may be), you 
could arguably play five that cost a single mana each to counter it… 

The number of cards you have in your deck and their corresponding mana cost (usually 
referred to as their CMC – Converted Mana Cost) is what is often called your Mana Curve. 
The Mana Curve of your deck is a good indicator of the type of deck it is, and should give 
you some idea of how it will play, too. The easiest way to determine the Mana Curve of any 
deck is to tally up how many cards cost one mana, how many cost two mana, etc. until 
you’ve got a table like so: 

 

 

* note that for cards which have a cost of (X) in their casting cost, I like to assume X=1 when determining 
mana curves, although in Magic parlance, X is usually considered 0 (zero) when referring to a card’s 
Converted Mana Cost (CMC). 

 



 

 

These two decks will convert into mana curves that look like this: 

You should be able to see straight away that Deck 1 has a pretty fast, smooth mana curve 
(loaded towards 1- and 2-cost spells), whereas Deck 2 has many higher costing spells and 
looks a little more erratic. In this instance, Deck 2 may well take several turns before the 
person playing that deck is able to start casting spells, giving Deck 1 an early advantage. 

As an aside, if the majority of the cards in your deck need four or five mana to cast them, I’d 
be very surprised if you’re still in the game come turns five or six!  This is just basic statistics, 
but for more details, see The 60-Card Headache a little later in this chapter! 

As you’ve probably guessed, a smooth Mana Curve will usually make for a more pleasant 
experience for you as a player, but that doesn’t mean it has to be the same shape as Deck 1 
above – your deck may well be tailored around 3- or 4-cost spells instead, in which case your 
Mana Curve will obviously look slightly different. And while I’d still recommend you put a 
few more low-cost spells in there, the key is to ensure there are enough land/mana cards in 
your deck for things to get going (or enough ‘fetch’ spells that can grab the relevant land or 
mana cards from your library) – if this is the case, you’re probably off to a good start, but a 
lot will depend on your Mana Base, which I’ll cover in the next section... 

 

  



 

 

Incidentally, the Magic Duels computer game includes a simple graph icon on the relevant 
screen when editing your deck (Battle Mode > My Decks > Edit), which helpfully provides an 
easy, at-a-glance look at your deck’s Mana Curve and a breakdown of colour/card types: 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Building a Mana Base 

Your Mana Base is arguably the most important part of your entire deck – if you have 60 
fabulous cards but no land or mana cards in there, those 60 cards count for diddly-squat. At 
the opposite end of the scale, if you stuff your 60-card deck with 40 land/mana cards and 
leave yourself only 20 spells to play with, you’re likely to end up with ‘land redundancy’: 
drawing land cards from your Library when you no longer need them. Striking a good 
balance is by no means easy and takes a fair bit of practice, moreso if your deck has multi-
coloured spells in there. The more colours you have in your deck, the harder it gets, so 
here’s a few guidelines to get you started… 

A good bit of starter advice is to begin with at least a third of your deck as basic land cards 
(20 in the case of our 60-card deck), but I’m going to go a bit further and suggest you start 
with 24 basic lands first of all, and work from there: 

 Single/Mono colour deck – 24 lands 

 Two colours (dual colour deck) – 12 of each colour 

 Three colours – 8 of each 

 Four colours – 6 of each 

 Five colours (‘Rainbow deck’) – 5 of each ( = 25 total, for now) 

 

This should be your base starting point for the number of land/mana cards in your deck, and 
then adjusted as required… 

As a general rule of thumb, if your deck is a single/mono colour deck, you can probably get 
away with a couple less basic lands/mana cards (20-22). 

 

“When you mix colors together, you subtract their weaknesses and sum their 
strengths.” 

–  George H. Baxter & Larry W. Smith, Ph.D, “Mastering Magic Cards”, 1995 

 

With multi-coloured decks, the assumption above is that your deck will have the same 
number of each colour spell in it, so if we stick with 36 spells for now (and assume you have 
18 Red and 18 Green spells, for simplicity), then starting with 12 of each colour basic 
lands/mana will make sense. Similarly, with three or four colours, if you have the same 
number of different colour spells (nine each of four different colours, or 12 each of three 
different colours), the above starting point still makes good sense. 

 

  



 

 

There are however, several cards in Magic that can help ‘fetch’ lands and mana, and others 
that can provide at least two different types of mana (‘dual lands’) and for every one of 
these, you may be able to reduce the number of basic land/mana cards appropriately: 

 

 

 

Additionally, especially with multi-coloured decks, you will also need to separate your spells 
into the different key colours and work out a good land/mana ratio from there. Some quick 
examples (assuming 36 non-land spells): 

 

24 Red + 12 Green = [16 x Basic Land – Mountain] + [8 x Basic Land – Forest] cards 

14 Black + 11 White + 11 Blue = [9 x Swamp] + [8 x Plains] + [8 x Island] 

8 Red + 8 Grn + 10 Wht + 10 Blk = [5 x Mountain] + [5 x Forest] + [7 x Plains] + [7 x Swamp] 

 

  



 

 

Alas, the fine-tuning doesn’t stop there, because the Converted Mana Cost (CMC) of your 
cards will also have an impact on your land/mana choices. If your dual colour deck has 
several Black spells that have a greater CMC (maybe they cost #CC or @CCC), and your 

Red spells only cost !D or D, then your Mana Base should reflect this and probably be 

weighted in favour of Swamp/Black lands rather than Mountain/Red ones. Using more 
Colorless Artifact spells (cards that have a casting cost with no colour attached:  !, #, $ or 

% for example) may also be an alternative worth considering for some decks…?  

 

Please be assured that the whole question of building a strong Mana Base is best resolved 
through actually playing your deck and seeing how it works in practice and then fine-tuning 
as appropriate. It will soon become readily apparent if you find yourself regularly ‘mana-
screwed’ or flush with land/mana cards and this should prove an early indicator of where 
things may need tweaking… 

 

If this particular section has left your head in a spin, by all means go grab a cup of your 
favourite beverage and give your brain a rest, in readiness for The 60-Card Headache that 
follows! 

 

The 60-Card Headache 

Why does everybody keep saying you should stick to having exactly 60 cards in your deck, 
surely a couple more won’t hurt?  And with all those cool-looking spells and creatures to 
choose from, why can’t you have them all, Pokémon-style?  To be honest, that comes down 
to basic mathematics (or rather, statistics), but I’ll try not to overwhelm you… 

Taking things from the top (figuratively speaking)… 

If you have just started a game with your 60-card deck and have seven cards in your hand, 
your chances of drawing a particular card (assuming it’s not already in your opening hand) is 
going to be 1 in 53, if you have four copies of that same card in your deck, this chance is 
upped to 4 in 53: 

(1 / 53) x 100 = 1.89 %  (rounded to decimal points) 

(4 / 53) x 100 = 7.55 % 

 

In a 61-card or 62-card deck, these percentages would be: 

(1 / 54) x 100 = 1.85 %  (1 / 55) x 100 = 1.82 % 

(4 / 54) x 100 = 7.41 %  (4 / 55) x 100 = 7.27 % 

 

You may well think that these percentages don’t look unreasonable – what’s the big 
difference between 1.89% and 1.85%, or 7.55% and 7.41%, eh?  Well, the problem is that 
these percentages represent just one chance of finding the card you may want and because 



 

 

your Library is a finite size, your chances of drawing the card(s) you want will change 
considerably if we look at the first three turns as a whole: 

You can find the full mathematical breakdown elsewhere on the internet (search for 
“Hypergeometric Distribution”), but if you don’t mind taking my word for it, here are a few 
quick figures: 

If you have a single copy of a particular card in your 60-card deck and it’s not in your 
opening hand, your chances of drawing that single card on your first three turns is approx. 
5.66% - with four copies in your deck, your chances of drawing a copy of that card increase 
to approx. 20.08%. 

If on the other hand, you had a 61-card deck, these chances become 5.56% and 19.75% 
respectively. With a 62-card deck, it’s 5.45% and 19.44%. With 63 cards it’s 5.36% and 
19.13% and so on and so forth. With a 70-card deck these percentages become 4.76% and 
17.23%. You can probably work out for yourself that the prospects of drawing the card(s) 
you need diminish significantly as you increase your deck size. 

In a similar vein, let’s take a hypothetical look at your basic land/mana situation – if you 
have only 18 lands in your deck (and were unfortunate enough to not draw any lands in 
your opening hand – in which case you should have opted for a ‘Mulligan’, but that’s 
another story!), you’ll have an 18 in 53 chance of drawing a basic land card on your first 
turn: 

 (18 / 53) x 100 = 33.96 %  61-Card Deck:  (18 / 54) x 100 = 33.33 % 

(20 / 53) x 100 = 37.74 %  61-Card Deck:  (20 / 54) x 100 = 37.04 % 

(24 / 53) x 100 = 45.28 %  61-Card Deck:  (24 / 54) x 100 = 44.44 % 

 

It should be obvious to most that these percentages (for a single basic land card) decrease 
significantly when you’re hoping for a particular type of land/mana card in a multi-coloured 
deck, and this is one of the many reasons more land and mana cards are always 
recommended for these types of decks, or at the very least, substitute ‘fetch’-type cards are 
used to compensate (by using dual lands or alternatives that allow you to ‘fetch’ lands from 
your Library). 

 

‘Fetch’ lands like Evolving Wilds are particularly useful to 
have in your deck, not just because they allow you to find a 
basic land card of your choosing (and of the particular colour 
of mana you need), but because they add another type of 
card to your graveyard for Delirium-style abilities, as well as 
reducing the number of cards in your Library and increasing 
your overall chances of drawing a card you may actually be 
seeking. Purists would perhaps argue that they also clutter 
your deck, too, but I’m no purist!  

  



 

 

Putting It All Together 

By now, you should have all the basics to put together your first deck. It’ll be themed the 
way you wanted it to be, hopefully have all the cards you really wanted in there, and there’s 
enough lands to ensure you’re not going to get ‘mana-screwed’ anytime soon… 

Alas, once you start playing with your new deck you may find yourself getting beaten quite 
often (or maybe not, which is a good sign), or you’ll find that some of your best-laid plans 
are being regularly scuppered, this is where the real learning curve starts. 

Once you’ve played several games with your deck, try and get into the habit of noticing 
things about your game, and ideally making notes about it – if not in the middle of a game, 
at least as soon as possible afterwards: 

 Did you have enough creatures in play, and enough land or mana to cast them?  If 
not, you may need to increase the number of lands in your deck… 

 Are a couple of cards sitting in your hand because you can’t play them or because 
they’re not effective at certain points during a match, or maybe they’re just too 
expensive to cast?  Consider ditching these rather than waiting to encounter another 
deck where these cards might work… 

 Maybe there’s a couple of cards that never seem to be in your hand when you really 
want them, or you know a particular card in your deck would’ve helped you stay in 
the game if only it’d been in your hand just at that moment?  Make sure you have 
the maximum of four of this type of card in your deck, and possibly look for a few 
alternatives that achieve a similar effect… 

 Does your hand seem to work better at the start of the game, or only in the middle 
when you’ve got enough mana to cast the spells you want?  You may need to 
reconsider your Mana Curve or look for cards that can help ‘fetch’ the extra mana 
you need to operate your deck more effectively… 

Any of the above situations should prompt you to take another look at your deck and 
consider changing and swapping things about, it’s called ‘refining your deck’ and basically 
means you’re trying to improve it by putting more of the cards that seem to work in there, 
and taking out the cards that aren’t as good or effective as you thought they were. Many 
Magic players are forever examining their decks and chopping and changing things around, 
and some swear by this method as a way of improving or focusing their deck, but I’d 
recommend playing several games with the same deck before you start messing about with 
it – it could be that you’ve just been a bit unfortunate or come unstuck against a particular 
deck, but you won’t really know until you’ve given your deck a chance against several 
different players and types of deck. 

In conclusion: “Know your deck” is a very good maxim to adopt – the more familiar you are 
with the strategies and limitations of your own deck, the better equipped you’ll be to play it 
to your advantage and hopefully win games more often. 

 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 4 – DELVING DEEPER INTO DECKBUILDING 

 

Choosing Deck Types and Themes 

Your choice of deck type and theme may have already been made, but there are several 
other ways to tailor your approach to deckbuilding… and plenty of other things to think 
about… 

 

What is the Metagame? 

‘Metagame’ is a term that can lead to a bit of confusion – you will often hear Magic players 
talking about “the metagame” and “deck archetypes”, and neither are terms you should let 
yourself be confused by. 

The ‘metagame’ is basically a snapshot of what’s going on right now in your local Magic 
group and in the wider world of Magic: The Gathering – it’s the latest decks that are 
currently trending and those that are being played regularly at your local gaming group, 
usually because someone somewhere has done really well with that sort of deck in a 
tournament or competition, and (naturally, some would say) other players want to build 
something similar and emulate that success at a local level. 

Some would argue fervently that knowing and understanding what the current trends are at 
your local gaming group gives you a strategic advantage – if everyone is playing particular 
styles and types of decks, you already have something to work with when designing your 
own deck because you’ll probably want to put together something different that’ll defeat 
those decks. Ideally, you’ll have a friend or somebody else you can coax into playing with 
this type of deck, thus giving yourself ample opportunity to play and practice against it. 

Of course, it could just as easily be the case that the majority of your local Magic community 
are playing a particular kind of deck that seems to invariably end up in all the top spots of 
the local league/competitions – with that in mind, you will probably not be the only one 
looking at building a deck to compete directly against these ‘winning decks’. If this is the 
case, by the way, maybe you should be looking to put together a deck that beats both the 
leading decks, and the leading competition against those decks…? 

Things to consider when deducing what the current metagame situation might be, would 
include: 

 What are the new game mechanics that everyone’s talking about? 

 What new cards and combinations of cards are being cited as ‘killer combos’? 

 What are the winning decks on the Pro Tours and in the Magic Online competitions?  
You can usually find these decklists on the Magic website: 
http://magic.wizards.com/en/articles/winning-decks 

 What decks and strategies are the players in your local Magic group/store 
discussing? 
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That last one will probably have the biggest influence on your decisions re. deck design, but 
all of these things will have an impact on the current metagame. I’m sure you don’t need me 
to repeat here that Magic: The Gathering is a game that’s constantly evolving, which also 
means plenty of decks drift in and out of fashion regularly. Maintaining some sense of 
what’s ‘current’ within the world of Magic will always put you in a better position than 
those who don’t bother so much with this aspect of the game. “Know your enemy” is a 
phrase that springs to mind… ;-) 

 

What are Deck Archetypes? 

It’s very easy to confuse ‘deck archetypes’ with the metagame, but as you’ve seen already (I 
hope), ‘the metagame’ is a term used to describe some of the specific, current decks you’re 
probably playing against in whatever community of gamers you’re regularly hanging out 
with, whereas ‘deck archetypes’ refers to a more generic classification or type of deck, be it 
Aggro, Control, Combo, Mid-range/Ramp or an in-between combination thereof. Invariably, 
the metagame will be a set of decks that fall under more generic archetypes, and will 
change and alter as local moods and preferences shift and some decks naturally move in 
and out of favour within that community. Magic deck archetypes on the other hand, remain 
broadly the same, even if the popularity of different deck types is always in a state of flux 
and evolving as and when new cards and game mechanics are introduced (or re-introduced, 
in many cases). 

As mentioned earlier, although Wizards of the Coast regularly list a number of archetypal 
decks and deck themes in their Deck Builder’s Toolkit: Blue-Red Spellcraft, Green-Red 
Beatdown, White-Green Aggression, Blue-Black Exploit, Red Burn, etc. there are really only 
four major archetypes in Magic: The Gathering, with every other deck pretty much a 
variation on these: 

 

Aggro 

An Aggro deck is one that basically wants to finish the game as soon as possible, and does 
this by throwing plenty of creatures and direct-damage ‘burn’ spells at your opponent in 
order to try and overwhelm them before they can put up a proper defence. 

Red tends to be the dominant colour in an Aggro deck, although many of the other colours 
can be just as important – Green has a wealth of high-power, high-damage creatures and 
‘power-up’ spells, for example, whereas Black usually has many ways of draining life and 
getting more creatures/zombies onto the battlefield to deal out damage.  

 

Control 

A typical Control deck works in total opposition to an Aggro deck. With a Control deck 
you’re seeking to slow down the game and drag it out until your opponent can no longer 
win, either because all their creatures have been removed from the battlefield (they’ve lost 
all their ‘threat’), or the cards they have are no longer effective. There are many ways to do 



 

 

this, but disruption, counterspells and ‘milling’ your opponent’s Library (by forcing them to 
draw and discard cards) are the usual traits of a good Control deck. 

Blue is nearly always the dominant colour in a typical Control deck because of the vast 
number of card-milling and counterspells it offers, although both White and Black now have 
many cards which can clear the whole battlefield or remove individual threats efficiently. 

 

Combo 

Arguably some of the most difficult decks to build, a good Combo deck is usually focused 
around several key cards that combine together to put you in a winning position, or at least, 
in a strong enough position that will inevitably lead to a win. There is no real dominant 
colour in this category because there are so many efficient and effective combos across all 
colours, although these types of decks are also the easiest to disrupt and hinder (and thus, 
are particularly susceptible to Control decks) due to the vast number of creature and artifact 
removal spells that can easily mess things up. 

 

Mid-range/Ramp 

Increasingly popular, with a Mid-range or ‘Ramp’ deck you’re trying to hold out long enough 
to start putting powerful cards and big creatures onto the battlefield that’ll help bring things 
to a speedy conclusion yet still be flexible enough to respond to your opponent’s threats. 
Many Mid-range decks are called Ramp decks because you start the game by trying to ramp 
up the amount of mana you can draw upon in order to start casting your stronger spells, 
hoping to hang in there with protective and disruptive spells that slow down your opponent 
until you’re ready to make your move. This is where flexibility becomes key. 

Green is the most popular colour for a Mid-range deck (if not always the dominant one), 
mainly because it has the most spells that allow you to get (or ‘fetch’) the lands and mana 
you need to really start playing, and also has a lot of big, strong creatures that deal out 
serious damage. Green is also the most flexible when it comes to combining with the other 
colours, although increasingly most of the other colours now have their own powerful cards 
and creatures, reducing the status of Green to a mere ‘facilitator’ for quick mana in a lot of 
Ramp decks. 

White and Black are also popular choices for a Mid-range deck, because they have a wealth 
of cards that offer Lifelink and other ways of gaining extra life and hindering your opponent, 
thus keeping a Mid-range deck in the game long enough for its cards to do the necessary, so 
to speak. 

 

Other Archetypes 

All other deck archetypes tend to be a variation or combination of these four core deck 
styles, and although you may see phrases like ‘Control-Combo’ and ‘Aggro-Control’ 
(sometimes called ‘Tempo’) or even ‘Aggro-Control-Combo” bandied about, rest assured 
that these are all decks that essentially share aspects from two or more of the basic deck 
archetypes already detailed here. 



 

 

9- and 12-Card Strategies 

A wise man once wrote (his name was Mike Flores by the way – look him up) … 

Every card in a winning deck does one of the following things: 

 Accelerates resource development 

 Kills the opponent 

 Removes a threat 

 Impedes the win-strategy of the opponent 

–  Mike Flores, “Principles of Championship Deck Design”, July 7th, 1997 

 

With that in mind, there are two alternatives that take this sort of thinking to heart, these 
are the 9-Card Strategy and the 12-Card Strategy – both can provide a strong foundation 
upon which to build a deck, but will probably need some tailoring to be truly effective. 

On the assumption that you’ve stuck to 24 lands for your first deck, this will leave you with 
36 cards to fill the rest of your deck, and predictably enough, if you can find nine good cards 
that cover all of the above (ideally in combination with each other) and put four of each of 
them in your deck (9 x 4 = 36), you’ll substantially increase your chances of drawing the 
cards you need when you want them. That makes sense, doesn’t it? 

A 12-Card Strategy would operate on the same principle, but with three copies of each in 
your deck (12 x 3 = 36). Your chances of drawing the cards you need may be a little less, but 
there’s more cards to choose from and a bit more flexibility in there.  

Both these types of deck have their flaws, and I’d like to take this opportunity to try and 
explain why… 

By including four copies of a card in your deck, you are essentially saying “This card is an 
important and fundamental building block of my whole deck.” Including three cards 
suggests a card is also quite important, but possibly not essential – it’s a good enough card 
that you want to increase your chances of drawing it, but you also want to leave room for a 
bit of variety in your card choices. 

These are the fundamental principles behind a 9- or 12-Card Strategy, and as such, lead to a 
little bit too much predictability, I think, meaning your opponent has more opportunity to 
understand and prepare for what’s to come. 

By opting to have two copies of a card in your deck, there’s a suggestion that although this is 
a useful card to draw, it perhaps plays more of a supporting role to the main deck – you’d 
like to see them in play but they’re not integral to the whole. 

  



 

 

Using single cards in your deck is one way of throwing your opponent off-balance – they 
won’t know how many of these are in your deck. Like as not these are either one-shot 
wonders and ridiculously powerful cards that cost a lot of mana to get onto the battlefield 
(but possibly a game-changer, or potentially game-ending card), or are a major ‘boon or 
bust’-style of card that could turn the game on its head by bailing you out of an awkward 
dilemma – it might be your only Enchantment-removal card, for example, but your 
opponent won’t know that. 

Having some variety in your deck is a way of keeping your opponent guessing, as well as 
giving you a little more flexibility in the way it works – a good Magic deck should be able to 
adapt to a battlefield that is constantly changing, and ideally not be brought to its knees 
because a card your opponent plays has suddenly disabled half your deck! 

Once you’ve played with this kind of deck a few times, you’ll soon find opportunities to 
improve upon it, and for this reason alone I’d always recommend that if you’re going to try 
to adopt either of these strategies, you should opt for a 12-Card Strategy over a 9-Card one 
initially, purely because of the flexibility it offers – you can adjust the card numbers a little 
more without disrupting the main ‘thrust’ of your deck. With the 9-Card Strategy, if things 
are not working right you could end up back at square one quite easily due to that same lack 
of flexibility. 

  



 

 

Finding Synergy 

One of the most rewarding aspects of building your own Magic: The Gathering deck is 
finding synergy. Not always the easiest thing to do, choosing cards which help to improve 
other cards or enable more powerful cards to come into play is one of the most satisfying 
things you can do in any match-up: achieving this will significantly up your ‘smugness factor’ 
in any Magic game!  Alas, watching your carefully laid plans fall apart before your eyes can 
of course have the opposite effect, resulting in much frustration and hair-pulling – welcome 
to the wonders of Magic… 

I have previously mentioned some of the archetypal decks you may encounter on your 
Magic journey in the What are Deck Archetypes? section earlier in this chapter, and also put 
forward several suggestions for useful cards and card combinations in the optimistically 
titled Chapter 5 – So Many Ways to Win section further on in this book, but here are a few 
basic pointers to get you started… 

 

Madness 

The Shadows Over Innistrad block introduced a number of 
new game mechanics into Magic: The Gathering, and you 
may wonder why so many cards in this block ask you to 
discard a card in order to utilise or fully resolve them. 
Indeed, you may well ask yourself why you’d ever want to 
discard perfectly good cards from your hand, having 
already spent considerable time deciding to include them 
in your deck in the first place…?  Well, when those same 
cards have the rather handy Madness ability (which allows 
you to cast them just before discarding them, often for less 
cost), you’ll probably smile knowingly and recognise this as 
an example of good synergy – you are casting your cards 
for less mana and, hopefully, reaping the benefits of your 
deck choices. 

  



 

 

Red Aggro and ‘Burn’ Decks 

Of course, if you’re playing with a fast, burn-style ‘Red Aggro’ deck (which needs to 
constantly deal out damage to creatures and/or players in order to secure a fast win), you’ll 
need to be looking at filling your deck with powerful damage-dealing Instants and Sorcery 
cards whilst still ensuring you’ve got at least a handful of creatures that can stay on the 
battlefield and cause mayhem – creatures and spells with a Spell Mastery ability that 
increases their effectiveness are particularly strong in these types of decks. 

 

Shared Traits and Abilities 

Cards that share certain abilities like Cohort or Ally, and/or share a set creature type (like 
Human, Elf, Spirit, or Zombie, etc) are all examples of cards which are likely to interact well 
with each other and – you guessed it – provide some form of synergy to your deck. Similarly, 
if your deck is built around a handful of ‘killer cards’ or a particular ‘killer combo’, the rest of 
your deck needs to work towards getting those cards onto the battlefield as quickly and 
efficiently as possible, either by allowing you to source the lands and mana you need to cast 
them, or by using cards in combination with each other to increase the overall strength and 
toughness of all your creatures, or just to Transform them into something bigger… 

It's important to remember that your choice of cards (especially for ‘killer combos’) should 
still ideally work on their own, or at least, support the rest of your deck in the event that the 
all-important ‘other’ part of the combo doesn’t show up, otherwise you are restricting 
yourself to set winning conditions and not leaving enough avenues or routes to victory – this 
kind of deck will likely come unstuck more often than not. 

 

Emerge, Meld and Transform 

As well as decks that utilise Madness to make them more efficient, a deck that lets you 
sacrifice cards and return them from your Graveyard to your Hand (or even directly to the 
battlefield) will also cause no end of headaches for your opponent, especially if those cards 
return to the battlefield even more powerful than when they left it. Creatures that 
Transform or have a “When this creature enters the battlefield…” triggered ability are very 
useful in this sort of deck, and can get ‘bounced’ in and out of your hand, giving your 
opponent serious pause for thought before they go ahead and destroy these types of 
creatures. 

With the release of Eldritch Moon (the second half of the Shadows Over Innistrad block), a 
couple of new mechanics were introduced into the mix that take advantage of this kind of 
strategy, notably Emerge and Meld… 

The Emerge ability/mechanic allows you to bring a bigger and more expensive creature 
(mana-wise) onto the battlefield by sacrificing a smaller one to pay for its Emerge cost. Like 
Madness, often the Emerge cost is cheaper, and thus a more efficient use of your mana, as 
well as leading to a nasty surprise for your opponent. 

  



 

 

At time of writing, there are only a few cards that Meld together to form something bigger, 
and as strong as these cards may be, they’re not automatic match-winners. Bottom-line, it’s 
still two cards you need to have in your deck to Meld them into something worthwhile (and 
probably at least a couple of copies of both), although arguably some of these do sit 
perfectly well on their own. Brisela, Voice of Nightmares, for example, is made up of two 
such standalone creatures: Bruna, the Fading Light and Gisela, the Broken Blade… 

 

 

Blue Control/Prevention 

If you opt for more of a ‘Control’-style deck (usu. Blue combined with another colour), then 
you’d be wanting to fill it with powerful counterspells and cards which ‘block’ many of your 
opponent’s efforts by removing Creatures, Artifacts, Enchantments, etc. from the 
battlefield, often preventing them from getting there in the first place. All the while, you’ll 
be increasing your own mana pool and setting the game up for a killer finish and/or ‘milling’ 
your opponent’s deck, reducing their options and possibly even wiping out their entire 
library. 

 



 

 

Vehicles and Energy Counters 

With the first set in the Kaladesh block (called simply Kaladesh appropriately enough), 
Wizards of the Coast introduced a couple of welcome new concepts/mechanics to the 
game, including Vehicles (finally!) and the new Energy mechanic. Both of these are 
refreshing to see, and can help lend some extra synergy to your deck, and because there is a 
significant focus on Artifacts in this block (usually colorless in nature), this has opened the 
door to yet more synergistic themes and deck flexibility. 

 

The new Vehicle artifact type allows you to Tap your 
weaker creatures in order to ‘activate’ a Vehicle (turn it 
into an Artifact Creature) – some of these Vehicles are 
more powerful than others, and this is reflected in the 
Crew cost (the amount of total Power required from 
Tapped creatures in order to activate them). As well as 
being a possible base on which to build a deck, their 
colorless nature means Vehicles can be slotted into 
most decks and will let you utilise some of your weaker 
creatures later in the game should you find yourself in a 
position where they’re effectively only good for 
sacrificing as ‘chump blockers’ (unless you have a very 
large number of them, of course). 

 

 

The new Energy mechanic also paves the way for 
additional synergies – as well as being a resource that 
doesn’t disappear between turns (unless spent), the 
majority of cards that generate Energy Counters [ ] for 
you can also utilise them for some form of benefit. Again, 
these have been designed to slot quite easily into existing 
decks, and there are a lot of these types of cards in the 
new Kaladesh block – they cover a wide range of creature 
types and colours, too, which suggests they’ll integrate 
well with other aspects of your deck’s theme, especially if 
it’s creature-based… 

 

  



 

 

What Makes a Card Valuable? 

Please note that in this section and the following (Chapter 5 – So Many Ways to Win), I have 
used standardised Magic notation to represent different coloured mana as follows: 

{x} number on its own =  X (any color mana) 

R  (for Red)   =  D (Mountain) 

G  (for Green)   =  E (Forest) 

B  (for Black)   =  C (Swamp) 

W  (for White)   =  A (Plains) 

U  (for BlUe)   =  B (Island) 

{C}  (for Colorless)  =   (Wastes) 

 

There are a great many cards in Magic that do the same thing, or at least have very similar 
effects, so it’s worth looking around to see what’s available, and more importantly, whether 
or not you can find a card that does the same thing but costs less mana to cast. Only you can 
be the judge of what cards are more valuable to you than others, and a lot will depend on 
the type of deck you’re playing with, of course, but here are a few suggestions worth 
considering… 

 

Enchantment - Aura vs Artifact - Equipment 

There are so many cool-looking Enchantment cards that can bolster your creatures on the 
battlefield (or drag your opponent’s forces down) that it could be very tempting to pack 
your deck with lots of these cards – they do good things for you and bad things for your 
opponent most of the time, right?  Well, yes, they do, but they also disappear into your 
Graveyard when that creature is destroyed or sacrificed, or worse yet, if your opponent 
takes their creature back into their hand with a card, that Enchantment you slowed them 
down with will find its way into your Graveyard pretty sharpish, allowing your opponent to 
play the same creature again without hindrance. Unsurprisingly, there is no shortage of 
cards in Magic that can destroy Enchantments and creatures, so pinning your hopes on a 
load of Enchantment cards is a strategy that can easily come unstuck. 

Equipment cards on the other hand, although generally more expensive to get into play, will 
afford you a lot more flexibility: you can swap them between your creatures as and when 
(as long as you pay the relevant mana cost of course), and they’ll stick around and sit quietly 
on your side of the table even when the creature they were attached to has left the 
battlefield. What’s more, they’ll wait there patiently until you assign them to another 
creature most of the time – unless your opponent has plenty of Artifact removal cards of 
course (which in turn means they won’t have as many Creature removal cards in their deck, 
hopefully). 



 

 

Instant vs Sorcery 

As you’d expect, there are a lot of very powerful Instant and Sorcery cards in Magic and 
once you’ve been playing for a while, you’ll find a lot of these do the same thing (Sorcery 
cards tend to be a little more powerful in the main). Given a choice, I’d always recommend 
an Instant over a Sorcery card any day of the week, because by their very nature Instant 
cards can be played at any point during either player’s turn (usually), whereas with Sorcery 
cards you are restricted to playing them only during your own turn and even then, only 
during one of the two Main Phases. For this reason alone, you owe it to yourself to seek out 
an equivalent or similar Instant card whenever you can. 

 

 

Act of Treason (2R) vs Traitorous Instinct (3R) vs Press into Service (4R) 

 

Okay, so all of these generally achieve the same thing, but it’s up to you to decide if the 
extra mana cost to cast Traitorous Instinct for +2/+0 is worth it, and whether or not Press 
Into Service is worth one more again for that Support 2 ability. 

  



 

 

Auramancer (2W) vs Ironclad Slayer (2W) 

 

 

At first sight, this may look like a no-brainer – both of these cards cost the same but Ironclad 
Slayer lets you return Aura or Equipment cards from your Graveyard and is a more powerful 
creature. Maybe so, but if your deck has global Enchantment cards that are NOT Aura cards 
(or has no Equipment cards in it), Auramancer will always be first choice. 

 

 

Choking Restraints (2W) vs Suppression Bonds (3W) 

 

This seems like an unfair 
match-up – Suppression 
Bonds offers so much 
more because it can be 
used on Artifacts, 
Enchantments, and 
Planeswalkers, and 
prevents Activated 
Abilities being cast, but 
that single mana cost 
saving with Choking 
Restraints could be a key 
factor, and the ability to 
Exile that enchanted 
creature will ensure your opponent always has one eye on your mana base, and this may be 
all that you need to disrupt their game… 

  



 

 

Cultist’s Staff (2) vs Chitinous Cloak (3) 

 

Another one that strikes 
me as an easy decision – 
is that extra Menace trait 
really worth the extra 
mana it costs to cast 
Chitinous Cloak?  Well, 
Menace isn’t always that 
easy to come by, but 
does the rest of your 
deck need it?  I’d hazard 
a guess that being able to 
Equip this to different 
creatures on your turn 
and grant them Menace 
is a handy thing indeed… 

 

 

Eldrazi Skyspawner (2U) vs Incubator Drone (3U) 

 

Okay, so how important 
is that Toughness of 3 to 
you on the Incubator 
Drone, because the fact 
that Eldrazi Skyspawner 
is cheaper and has the 
Flying trait makes it a 
much better choice for 
most decks, in my 
opinion. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Eyeblight Assassin (2B) vs Tooth Collector (2B) 

 

This one really doesn’t 
need too much scrutiny 
– unless you are 
building a deck around 
Elves, the Delirium trait 
of Tooth Collector will 
always make it a first 
choice in 99/100 decks, 
and of course, it has a 
higher power rating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fiery Impulse (R) vs Galvanic Bombardment (R) 

 

Being able to deal 2 or 3 
damage to anything is 
handy, but compare the 
2-3 hit range of Fiery 
Impulse to the 2-5 range 
of Galvanic 
Bombardment. 

Two cards, same cost. 
Another easy decision. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Fogwalker (1U) vs Frost Lynx (2U) 

 

Another one I’d have no 
hesitation deciding on – 
the 2/2 Frost Lynx isn’t 
worth my extra mana, 
here, especially since 
Fogwalker also has that 
all-important Skulk trait, 
which makes it extremely 
difficult to clear off the 
battlefield, at least 
through conventional 
combat means… 

 

 

 

 

Grasp of Darkness (BB) vs Throttle (4B) 

 

No difficult decision to be 
made here, either, unless 
you only have one source 
of black mana in your 
entire deck, that is… in 
which case you may wish 
to seriously reassess your 
mana base. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Ingenious Skaab (2U) vs Watercourser (2U) 

 

Another no-brainer here, 
with its Prowess trait, 
there aren’t many decks 
in the world that 
wouldn’t benefit from 
having Ingenious Skaab 
instead of Watercourser 
in them, unless there’s 
some kind of affinity for 
Elementals going on in 
there, of course… 

 

 

 

 

Insatiable Gorgers (2RR) vs Juggernaut (4) 

  

While in this instance 
Juggernaut is easier to 
cast, it still counts as an 
Artifact and remains 
vulnerable to both 
Artifact and Creature 
removal spells, 
whereas Insatiable 
Gorgers offers a bit 
more stability and the 
option to cast it for its 
Madness cost if you’re 
forced to discard a 
card. 

 

  



 

 

Retreat to Kazandu (2G) vs Retreat to Emeria (3W) vs Retreat to Valakut (2R)  
vs Retreat to Hagra (2B) vs Retreat to Coralhelm (2U) 

 

 

An interesting bunch, this, and although your choice may be informed by what colour 
constitutes the majority of your lands and mana base, it’s worth taking a second look at the 
Green and White versions: is a permanent +1/+1 better than a temporary +1/+1 for 
everyone until end of turn, and gaining 2 Life isn’t a bad compromise if you find yourself 
without any creatures on the battlefield. Of course, you may consider that extra mana to 
cast Retreat to Emeria is worth it for the chance to put some 1/1 White Kor Ally creatures 
onto the battlefield… 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 5 – SO MANY WAYS TO WIN 

 

Tips and Advice for Players 

Here is a short, sharp guide to a number of cards that are worth consideration in your card 
deck to help you win your next Magic: The Gathering game. While I make no claims to this 
being a comprehensive, absolute or exhaustive list, I do hope it inspires you to seek out ever 
more ways to maximise the usability and effectiveness of your cards working in combination 
with others. 

Wherever possible, I’ve stuck mainly to newer cards from the latest blocks and card sets as 
these are the ones you are more likely to come across in today’s decks. Please also note that 
in nearly all instances set out below, there will be cards which can easily wreck the best laid 
plans – I’m afraid this is the nature and spirit of the game, and one of its strongest selling 
points: in Magic, practically everything can be countered! 

 

To make this section easier to navigate, I’ve included direct hyperlinks to the relevant 
content below: 

Flexible Lands – land cards that do more than just provide mana 

Single Mana Cards That Make a Difference – all of these cards cost just one mana to cast 

Useful Combinations – a selection of cards that work very well together 

Powerful Singles/Creatures – single cards that can really make an impact 

Creature Gain/Advantage – cards that will add extra creatures to the battlefield  

Powering Things Up – a selection of cards that can easily bolster your creatures/mana pool 

Efficient Creature Removal – cards that will clear most or all of the battlefield sharp-ish 

Handy Artifacts – a selection of Artifact cards worth knowing about (and how to use them) 

Utilising Enchantments – a few Enchantment cards (and creatures that utilise them well) 

Deck Milling – cards that will eat away at your opponent’s Library 

Disrupting the Flow – cards that can throw a spanner in the works for your opponent 

Taking Control – cards that put you in control of your opponent’s creatures 

Planeswalkers Gallery – a selection of Planeswalkers that you really ought to know about 

 

 

  



 

 

Flexible Lands 

Lands are a key aspect of any Magic: The Gathering deck, but some go above and beyond 

the basic functionality of just providing mana… 

 

 

 

Aether Hub 

One of the cards from the newest Kaladesh block (as of 
September 2016), Aether Hub will allow you to put all 
those shiny new Energy Counters to good use (see 
Vehicles and Energy Counters) and possibly help 
stabilise your mana bBase too. Very useful, indeed… 

 

 

 

 

 

Crumbling Vestige and Evolving Wilds 

As well as allowing you to tap it for colorless mana, the ability to add any colour of mana to 
your mana pool when Crumbling Vestige enters the game makes it particularly useful, 
especially if you’re fortunate to draw it into your hand early in the game. 

I mentioned Evolving Wilds 
back in The 60-Card 
Headache, and will reiterate 
how handy this is – not only 
does it allow you to grab a 
Basic Land from your 
Library, but it also reduces 
the number of cards in 
there, increasing your 
overall chance of drawing a 
card you really want into 
your hand, and it’s another 
type of card in your 
Graveyard for Delirium-style 
abilities. On top of all that, if you have cards that benefit from the Landfall ability 
(something happens when you play a Land card), this card will allow you to benefit twice in 
the same turn (once for when Evolving Wilds enters the battlefield as a Land card, and again 
when the Basic Land card you’ve sacrificed it for also enters the battlefield). 



 

 

Foundry of the Consuls and Rogue’s Passage 

Lands that offer 
additional abilities 
are often quite 
sought after in 
Magic. Foundry of 
the Consuls can 
save you when 
you’re up against a 
swarm of Flying 
creatures, or 
provide a makeshift 
temporary defence. 
Rogue’s Passage on 
the other hand, 
could prove a 
game-breaker if 
you have a particularly strong creature you don’t want your opponent blocking with his 
pesky 1/1 minions, especially if that creature has Double Strike or Renown but doesn’t have 
a Trample ability! 

 

 

Mortuary Mire and 
Skyline Cascade 

The somewhat 
handy Triggered 
Abilities of 
Mortuary Mire and 
Skyline Cascade 
when they enter 
the battlefield 
makes both of these 
incredibly effective 
Lands to include in 
your deck…  

 

Two other Lands to keep an eye out for are Sandstone Bridge (White) and Looming Spires 
(Red) – both of these add +1/+1 to any creature until the end of your turn, with Bridge 
adding the Vigilance ability, and Spires adding First Strike. Both are also worth seeking out. 

  



 

 

Hanweir Battlements (Melds with Hanweir Garrison >> Hanweir, the Writhing Township) 

When the Eldritch Moon card set was released for the Shadows Over Innistrad card block, 
the Meld ability had some Magic players shaking their heads in wonder, and although these 
cards have yet to be proven in Tournament games, you could do worse than include 
Hanweir Battlements in your (Red Aggro?) deck. The ability to grant Haste to new creatures 
entering the battlefield will have your opponent squirming every time they see you add a 
creature to the battlefield and have the requisite mana in your mana pool… 

 

  



 

 

Westvale Abbey (>> Ormendahl, Profane Prince) 

The bane of many a Magic: The Gathering player, using Westvale Abbey to generate 1/1 
token creatures is always useful, but when they know you’re using it to generate five of 
them ready for sacrificing, that makes it all the more menacing and dangerous. And when 
Westvale Abbey gets transformed into Ormedahl, Profane Prince, the hairs on the back of 
your opponent’s neck will almost certainly stand to attention – Ormendahl is a brutal 
creature at the best of times, but Haste, Lifelink and Indestructible make it extremely 
difficult for any opponent to deal with. Just be grateful Wizards of the Coast didn’t see fit to 
give this beast the Trample ability as well! 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Single Mana Cards That Make a Difference 

As the title suggests, these are all cheap, single mana cards that can pack a bit of a wallop 
when used correctly, and are especially handy for enabling you to take advantage of any 
cards in your hand that have a Surge cost attached (allowing you to cast those cards at a 
reduced cost if you’ve already cast a spell on this turn) … 

 

 

Aether Vial 

Assuming your opponent lets you keep this card out long 
enough, Aether Vial can cause them all manner of headaches, 
allowing you to put creature cards into play even without 
having the correct mana colours in your pool. Furthermore, it 
doesn’t even need to be sacrificed to take advantage of its 
ability, so it’ll be rude not to put a charge counter on Aether 
Vial every single turn. 

 

 

 

Blisterpod and Goblin Arsonist 

I’ve got both these cards pegged as “something neat happens when they die” – ‘Nuff said! 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Bone Splinters 

Black has a motley collection of cards to destroy all manner 
of creatures, but for a miserly single creature sacrifice, 
Bone Splinters can remove most creatures from the 
battlefield. A very effective tool when you’re being overrun 
by tough, harder to kill beasties… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dragonmaster Outcast 

Your biggest challenge with Dragonmaster Outcast will be 
keeping it on the battlefield, but if you’re allowed to do so 
(or can protect it for long enough), it’ll be game over for your 
opponent before either of you realise it… 

 

 

 

 

 

Essence Flux 

Useful as this card is if you have a deck with many Spirit 
creatures in it, Essence Flux takes on a whole new value 
when you need a transformed double-faced card to return 
to its original facing (usually so you can take advantage of a 
triggered action when it Transforms again). That’ll be 
’andy, ’arry! 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Expedite 

Haste is a fantastic trait for any creature entering the 
battlefield, but allowing you to draw an extra card is the key 
to Expedite being a must-have in any Magic deck that can 
accommodate or take advantage of it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fog 

This card will save you 99/100 times, but you’ll endure 
endless torment if you end up in an argument with your 
opponent over what constitutes Combat Damage and what 
doesn’t, so consider yourself warned… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Galvanic Bombardment 

Dealing out damage is something Red does very well, but 
dealing 2-5 creature damage for a miserly single Red mana 
is particularly noteworthy, I think. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Insolent Neonate 

It is the Menace trait of Insolent Neonate that makes it a 
real thorn in your opponent’s side – this card will keep 
nipping at them unless they have two creatures to spare in 
order to defend against it. Drawing an extra card is always a 
bonus, too, but that comes at a cost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jaddi Offshoot 

One of my favourite Defenders, Jaddi Offshoot can provide 
a significant advantage, especially in the early game when 
you’re still building your mana pool. Having more than one 
of them in play will have your opponent rolling their eyes in 
frustration, every time you lay a Land card. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lightning Axe 

Some players will balk at the additional expense of casting 
Lightning Axe, but 5 damage is enough to destroy most of 
the mid-weight (and some larger) creatures in Magic, and if 
the card you’re discarding has an associated Madness cost, 
that’ll prove useful, too…  

 

  



 

 

Neglected Heirloom (>> Ashmouth Blade) 

Equipment is often underrated in Magic due to high Equip costs, but Neglected Heirloom 
will not only stay with a creature when it Transforms, but will make that creature even 
stronger (and won’t Transform back again even if the creature it’s attached to does) … 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oath of Nissa 

There have been many Oath of cards over the years in 
Magic: The Gathering, but as a single mana card, Oath of 
Nissa is very handy for grabbing something you might 
need from your Library when you’re stuck for other 
options, as well as making it easier to get any 
Planeswalkers you have onto the battlefield... 

 

 

  



 

 

Salvage Drone and 
Sludge Crawler 

I’m a big fan of both of 
these cards – Ingest is a 
frustrating trait for many 
opponents to deal with 
effectively, and the 
Activated Ability of 
Sludge Crawler could 
prove very effective at 
keeping it on the 
battlefield. 

 

 

 

Sigarda’s Aid 

Flash is an incredibly useful trait for any card (allowing you 
to cast it as though it’s an Instant at any time, on your turn 
or your opponent’s), but the ability to Equip creatures 
without paying the associated mana cost is what gives 
Sigarda’s Aid that much more value… 

 

 

 

 

Skin Invasion (>> Skin Shedder) 

The name Skin 
invasion is somewhat 
appropriate here, 
because by casting Skin 
Invasion on one of 
your opponent’s very 
weak creatures 
(preferably a 1/1 
minion), you can force 
it to attack you and 
thus supply yourself 
with a neat 3/4 Skin 
Shredder creature 
when you dispatch it. 



 

 

 

Slip Through Space 

Acting like a cheap, one-shot version of the Rogue’s 
Passage card mentioned earlier in this Chapter, Slip 
Through Space can give your more powerful creatures a 
clean shot at attacking your opponent (and is especially 
useful for creatures with Renown to get that first hit in), 
but letting you draw another card as well... That’s just a 
great big “Wow!” waiting to happen! 

 

 

 

 

 

Sol Ring 

A handy Artifact this one… just spend any colour of mana to 
cast this, and once it’s on the battlefield, it’ll provide a 
regular source of 2 generic, colorless mana. Particularly 
effective in the early game for a Control or Ramp-style 
deck.  

 

 

 

 

Spontaneous Mutation 

Definitely a card worth holding onto until further into a 
game, not only is Spontaneus Mutation a handy 
Enchantment/Aura to slow your opponent, but it has Flash 
too (and thus can be cast anytime, like an Instant), and 
becomes increasingly effective as the game goes on. 
Moreover, this card can significantly reduce the threat 
offered by some of the bigger, more powerful creatures in 
Magic, and just imagine the look on your opponent’s face 
when you place this on their shiny-happy (and expensive!) 
7/9 creature… that’ll raise your own spirits immeasurably! 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Topplegeist 

I’ve built many a Magic Duels deck around four of these 
things, because they’re not only cheap, they’re also 
effective, both during the early game and later on when the 
Delirium ability makes Topplegeist a headache to deal with 
if your opponent can’t remove it from the battlefield before 
then. A sure-fire defensive card (with Flying too!), it 
becomes a real target for your opponent later in the game, 
and even more dangerous if you can ‘buff’ it up with a few 
+1/+1 counters, or otherwise protect it somehow… 

 

 

 

Traverse the Ulvenwald 

Any ‘fetch-land’ card is handy, but it’s the Delirium 
ability of Traverse the Ulvenwald that makes this such 
a valuable asset in any deck – being able to fetch any 
creature from your Library, anyone?  I’d buy that for a 
dollar... (sic) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vines of the Recluse 

A potential game-changer when played properly, Vines of 
the Recluse will have your opponent running scared the 
first time you use it: “You mean you just Untapped that 
creature and took down my Flyer?  How many of them do I 
have to deal with?  Oh, and here comes your Surge play, 
too… Oh joy!” 

  



 

 

Useful Combinations 

Note that what follows is not intended as a ready-made list of game-winning Combos, but 
rather a decent list of good card combinations that’ll hopefully get you thinking about how 
other cards in your deck can work well and interact together with a bit of planning…  

 

Aether Tradewinds & Gonti, Lord of Luxury 

A couple of cards 
from the newer 
Kaladesh block, here, 
but Aether 
Tradewinds is very 
useful for ‘bouncing’ 
any decent creature 
back into your hand, 
ready to take full 
advantage a second 
time of any Triggered 
Abilities of the “When 
this creature enters 
the battlefield…” kind 
that creature or card 
may have… 

 

Animation Module & Verdurous Gearhulk 

Provided you have 
the mana to fuel this 
particular combo, 
your opponent may 
find the battlefield 
overrun with 1/1 
colorless Servo 
Artifact Creatures 
before too long. Even 
better if you can 
bounce Verdurous 
Gearhulk back into 
your hand for 
another go next turn! 

  



 

 

Avacynian Missionaries (>> Lunarch Inquisitors)   
& Neglected Heirloom (>> Ashmouth Blade) 

Many creatures that Transform can be paired effectively with Neglected Heirloom, but if 
you can find any with efficient Creature Removal or strong Triggered Abilities (like Exile, 
shown here), that’s when this combo comes into its own. Of course, watching your 4/4 
Avacynian Missionaries Transform into death-dealing 7/7 Lunarch Inquisitors is fun, too! 

   

 

 

  



 

 

Bethnic Infiltrator & Ruin Processor or Ulamog’s Despoiler 

Any card that has Ingest can be used to feed the Exiled pile in readiness for the two larger 
creatures here to take advantage of them, but this particular combo works well because 
Benthic Infiltrator is unblockable. The triggered Ingest ability allows Benthic Infiltrator to 
chip away at your opponent’s Library, exiling a single card with each successful hit on your 
opponent, but any card(s) that can Exile creatures could feasibly be used as an alternative. 
When -or if- you play Ruin Processor or Ulamog’s Despoiler later in the game, you’ll be able 
to take advantage of the Triggered Ability of these cards, but just remember to choose your 
two ‘Exile to Graveyard’ cards wisely when playing Ulamog’s Despoiler – you don’t want to 
put anything your opponent can return to the battlefield in there, for example (Basic Lands 
are generally your safest choice). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boulder Salvo & any low-cost spell 

A simple combination this one – playing any single or 
cheap mana spells will allow you to take advantage of the 
Surge 1R mana cost of Boulder Salvo, dealing significant 
damage to any mid-range creatures, certainly enough to 
kill a lot of them. 

 

  



 

 

Bruna, the Fading Light (Melds with Gisela, the Broken Blade >> Brisela, Voice of 
Nightmares) 

[See Emerge, Meld and Transform in Chapter 4 for images of these cards] 

One of the more brutal Meld pairings from the Eldritch Moon card set, both Bruna, the 
Fading Light (5/7) and Gisela, the Broken Blade (4/3) are strong standalone cards. Melding 
them together to form Brisela, Voice of Nightmares (9/10) is… well, a nightmare for your 
opponents, frankly!  Flying, First Strike, Vigilance, and Lifelink put Brisela on the same kind 
of badass level as Ormendahl, Profane Prince (of Westvale Abbey fame) … 

 

Cliffhaven Vampire or Defiant Bloodlord & Drana’s Emissary 

An example of good synergy, this – both Cliffhaven Vampire and Defiant Bloodlord will 
serve to turn Drana’s Emissary into double-trouble for your opponent. 

 

 

Any decent (Black or White) creatures with Lifelink will serve to strengthen this combo, and 
some other cards that work in tandem with these two for life gain/drain include:  

Alms of the Vein (2B) – Sorcery. Opponent loses 3 life, you gain 3 life. Madness cost is single 
black mana. 

Arborback Stomper (3GG) – Creature – Beast. Trample. When enters battlefield, gain 5 life. 

Campaign of Vengeance (3WB) – Enchantment. Whenever your creature Attacks, defending 
player loses 1 life, you gain 1 life. 

Cleric of the Forward Order (1W) – Creature – Human Cleric (2/2). When enters battlefield, 
gain 2 life for each creature you control called Cleric of the Forward Order. 

Markov Crusader (4B) – Creature – Vampire Knight (4/3). Lifelink. Has Haste ability as long 
as you control another Vampire. 

  



 

 

Eldrazi Mimic & any powerful colourless creature 

Another easy combination to take advantage of – pack 
your deck with several big, powerful colorless or Artifact 
Creatures (or any creature with Devoid), and utilise 
Eldrazi Mimic to create double-trouble until the end of 
your turn. If you can ‘bounce’ cards with Haste on and off 
the battlefield, your Eldrazi Mimic will prove an effective 
makeshift twin all the while!  The Emerge ability (released 
with the Eldritch Moon card set) should make getting 
bigger creatures onto the battlefield a little bit easier, 
too, making this a slightly more attractive proposition 
going forward… 

 

 

 

 

Geistblast & Ever After  

Geistblast has been a regular fixture in many Red Aggro decks (see Red Aggro and ‘Burn’ 
Decks, in Chapter 4), mainly because it allows you to cast any Instant or Sorcery card a 
second time with new targets even after you’ve used Geistblast itself to deal damage to 
your opponent. 

Apart from the 
obvious benefit of 
extending the life of 
any Instant/Sorcery 
spells in your deck, 
it’s particularly 
brutal when the 
relevant spell can 
have multiple 
targets. Use it with 
Ever After for 
example, and you 
could have four 
creatures on the 
battlefield in one fell 
stroke. And if you happen to have a card that can ‘fetch’ a specific card from your Graveyard 
to your Hand, you can rinse and repeat as required, providing you have enough Geistblast 
cards in your deck, that is! 

  



 

 

Impetuous Devils & Pulse of Murasa 

To be fair, Pulse of 
Murasa is a cracking 
card, and can work well 
with any ‘one-shot’ 
creature with Haste, but 
given that Impetuous 
Devils has to be blocked 
by your opponent (if 
able), and has Trample as 
well, that’s what makes 
this a very tidy combo: 
Impetuous Devils will be 
sacrificed regardless, so 
bringing it back from the 
Graveyard for another go 
and gaining 6 life is not to be sniffed at… [see also Greenwarden of Murasa] 

 

 

Outland Colossus & Rogue’s Passage 

Rogue’s Passage got a 
mention in the Flexible 
Lands section earlier in 
this chapter, but in 
combination with a card 
like Outland Colossus, 
it’s a definitive game-
changer. The whopping 
Renown 6 of Outland 
Colossus turns it into a 
12/12 killing machine as 
soon as it gets a 
successful ‘hit’ on your 
opponent, and if they 
haven’t been able to remove or block it before that happens, I suspect it’ll be game over for 
them soon enough! 

 

  



 

 

Rattlechains & Uninvited Geist (>> Unimpeded Trespasser) or any decent Spirit creatures 

Hexproof until end of turn isn’t a bad trait to bestow upon any creature, but that subtle last 
line/passive ability is what makes Rattlechains such a strong card in a variety of decks built 
around Spirit creatures, especially so when combined with a card like Uninvited Geist – 
when Uninvited Geist deals any combat damage to your opponent, it Transforms into 
Unimpeded Trespasser (and doesn’t Transform back), becoming a 3/3 unblockable. 

 

While ever your opponent lets Rattlechains remain on the battlefield, it’ll cause them 
problems – being able to cast most or all of your Spirit creature spells like Instants (on your 
opponent’s turn as well as your own, remember) will give you massive opportunistic 
advantage. Other good creature choices to go with Rattlechains include: 

Apothecary Geist (3W) – Creature – Spirit (2/3). Flying. When enters battlefield, if you 
control another Spirit (in this case, Rattlechains would cover that), gain 3 life. 

Guardian of Pilgrims (1W) – Creature – Spirit Cleric (2/2). When enters the battlefield, 
target creature gets +1/+1 until end of turn.  

Ghostly Sentinel (4W) – Creature – Spirit (3/3). Flying, Vigilance. 

 

Sphinx’s Tutelage & Talent of the 
Telepath 

A brutal combination this, 
especially for Deck Milling. Both 
Sphinx’s Tutelage and Talent of 
the Telepath will help your 
opponent plough through their 
Library, making short work of 
whatever strategy they may have 
originally had in mind for their 
deck. 

  



 

 

Tamiyo’s Journal & majority of cards with Investigate abilities 

With the release of Shadows Over Innistrad came a handful 
of new game mechanics, and Investigate is one of these. 
Every time you Investigate, you put a Token Artifact – Clue 
on the Battlefield, and all of these allow you to use two 
generic mana to Draw a card from your Library (cost: {2}). 

Tamiyo’s Journal is a Legendary Artifact that takes this 
form of ‘card advantage’ to the extreme, allowing you to 
sacrifice three such Clues to search your Library for any 
card you want. This is the crux of many a Combo deck – 
being able to pull whatever cards you want out of your 
deck will enable you to get that ‘killer card’ or combination 
of cards to finish off your opponent. 

There are a whole host of cards that utilise this new-
fangled Investigate/Clue mechanic, a few more noteworthy 
ones that’d work well with Tamiyo’s Journal are: 

Bygone Bishop (2W) – Creature – Spirit Cleric (2/3). Flying. Whenever you cast a creature 
spell with Converted Mana Cost of 3 or less, Investigate. 

Confirm Suspicions (3UU) – Instant. Counter target spell. Investigate three times*. 

*Particularly effective in combination with Tamiyo’s “sacrifice three Clues” Activated Ability. 

Confront the Unknown (G) – Instant. Investigate, then creature gets +1/+1 until end of turn 
for each Clue you control. 

Declaration in Stone (1W) – Sorcery. Exile creature and all other creatures controller 
controls with same name. Investigate for each non-token creature exiled this way. 

Press for Answers (1U) – Sorcery. Tap target creature. Target doesn’t Untap during its 
controller’s next Untap step. Investigate. 

Tireless Tracker (2G) – Creature – Human Scout (3/2). Whenever a Land (yours) enters the 
battlefield, Investigate. Whenever you sacrifice a Clue, add +1/+1 to Tireless Tracker*. 

*Particularly effective in combination with Tamiyo’s “sacrifice three Clues” Activated Ability. 

Trail of Evidence (2U) – Enchantment. Whenever you cast an Instant or Sorcery spell, 
Investigate. 

 

 

  



 

 

Thopter Engineer & Thopter Spy Network 

A neat little combo this, 
having Thopter Engineer on 
the battlefield means the 
Thopter Artifact creatures 
generated by Thopter Spy 
Network will all have Haste. 
On top of that, the Thopter 
Artifact creature generated by 
Thopter Engineer itself counts 
as an Artifact for further 
Thopter generation by the 
Thopter Spy Network, and if 
any of them then go and deal 
damage to your opponent, 
you get to draw a card, too…? 

 

Vampire Envoy & Spawnbinder Mage 

As a 1/4 Flying creature, 
Vampire Envoy is already a 
quality card, but because 
it’s also an Ally, it’ll work 
well in combination with 
most creatures with the 
Cohort trait. Regardless, 
the Triggered Ability will 
happen when it attacks, 
anyway. 

In this case, Spawnbinder 
Mage lets you Tap your 
own Vampire Envoy in 
order to Tap one of your 
opponent’s creatures – an annoying happenstance for your opponent at the best of times, 
but when it’s gaining you an extra life every time, that’s not a bad trade off… The Cohort 
trait usually bestows some form of advantage if you Tap an Ally, so a few more cards that 
work well with Vampire Envoy are: 

Stoneforge Acolyte (W) – Creature – Kor Artificer Ally (1/2). Tap an Untapped Ally you 
control: Look at the top four cards of your Library, reveal an Equipment card from among 
them and put it into your Hand, put the rest on the bottom of your Library in any order. 

Veteran Warleader (1GW) – Creature – Human Soldier Ally (*/*). Power and Toughness 
equal to no. of creatures you control. Tap an Untapped Ally you control: Veteran Warleader 
gains First Strike, Vigilance, or Trample until end of turn. 

  



 

 

Willbreaker & Blessed Alliance, Expose Evil, or Tandem Tactics 

If it’s allowed to stay on the battlefield for any amount of time, Willbreaker can be 
devastating for your opponent. The ability to gain control of your opponent’s creatures by 
targeting them with your own spells and abilities is pretty debilitating for most decks, but 
when used in combination with any of these Instant spells – all of which allow you to target 
two creatures – it’s particularly brutal. Always be aware though, that your opponent will get 
all their creatures back if you lose control of Willbreaker at any point (or if it’s destroyed of 
course). 

 

 

 

 

Zendikar’s Roil & Omnath, Locus of Rage 

There are many cards that 
benefit from the Landfall 
ability (whenever a Land 
enters the battlefield, you 
gain something for it), but if 
you can get both of these 
cards into play (Omnath, 
Locus of Rage isn’t cheap), 
you’d have Elementals left, 
right and centre, and if any of 
them are killed, you still get 
to deal out 3 damage to your 
opponent… 

 

  



 

 

Powerful Singles/Creatures 

There’s no shortage of very powerful creature cards in Magic: The Gathering and once you 
start playing regularly, you will doubtless come upon many extremely capable cards that can 
be called match-winners, but here are a few I’ve found to be particularly useful… 

 

 

 

Altered Ego 

Not only does Altered Ego copy any other creature on the 
battlefield, it enters with additional +1/+1 counters on it, 
and since you’re likely to be copying a strong card anyway, 
it’ll probably cost you less, too! 

 

 

 

 

 

Archangel Avacyn (>> Avacyn, the Purifier) 

Relatively cheap at just 3WW, if you opt to Flash-cast Archangel Avacyn in the combat 
phase – and it’ll be rude not to! – she’ll leave your opponent gawping: not only did all your 
creatures just become Indestructible until end of turn, but if any non-Angel creatures die 
after that, she’ll Transform into Avacyn, the Purifier and cause mayhem. Just be mindful 
that she will indiscriminately damage all other creatures, including your own! 

 

  



 

 

Docent of Perfection (>> Final Iteration) 

A powerful card in its own right, when Docent of Perfection Transforms into Final Iteration, 
those Token Wizards it generates turn into 3/2 Flyers. 

 

 

 

 

Drownyard Behemoth 

The key to Drownyard Behemoth is that all-important ability 
to be cast with Flash, having an associated Emerge cost 
(which allows you to sacrifice a creature to reduce the 
casting cost) just makes it that little bit easier to get it onto 
the battlefield. 

 

 

 

Elder Deep-Fiend 

Another one of those new-fangled Emerge creatures in the 
Eldritch Moon card set, Elder Deep-Fiend will also tap up to 
four target permanents when it enters the battlefield… 
What?  Yes, I did say FOUR, and note that’s four permanents, 
not just creatures, but any other type of permanent in play! 

 

  



 

 

Greenwarden of Murasa 

A tough creature anyway, the ability to return target cards 
from your Graveyard to your Hand makes Greenwarden of 
Murasa a good candidate for a late-game splurge, and even 
when it dies you get to return yet another card from your 
Graveyard to your Hand. This works particularly well with a 
card like Pulse of Murasa (see Impetuous Devils & Pulse of 
Murasa earlier in this chapter) which’ll allow you to bring 
Greenwarden back for more Graveyard-delving… feel free to 
rinse and repeat, as required… 

 

 

 

Imprisoned in the Moon 

This is arguably one of the most powerful cards in the recent-
ish Eldritch Moon card set, and a particularly useful foil for 
the proliferation of Planeswalker cards that disrupt the 
balance in so many matches. Undoubtedly, this is one 
instance when your opponent won’t be happy to add a Land 
card to their mana pool! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inexorable Blob 

A criminally undervalued creature in my opinion, the 
Delirium ability makes Inexorable Blob a lethal mid-game 
creature-generator, especially if you’re able to buff it up with 
+1/+1 counters during the early game to protect it until you 
have the requisite four card types in your Graveyard… 

 

  



 

 

 

Metalwork Colossus 

A behemoth in every sense of the word, but particularly 
easy to get onto the battlefield if you have enough non-
creature artifacts already in place. Being able to return it 
from your Graveyard to your Hand for just two artifacts is 
definitely the strongest aspect of this particular card. Oh 
yes, and it’s a 10/10 creature too, of course… Be sure to 
enjoy this one, but don’t expect your opponent to be all 
that chuffed about it! 

 

 

 

Oblivion Sower 

Another strong creature in its own right, having your 
opponent Exile four cards from their Library and then being 
able to go through their entire Exile stack and put as many of 
their Lands as you can find onto the battlefield under your 
control, could well provide a quick end to any late-game 
mana needs you may have, especially if you have cards that 
benefit from the Landfall ability (see Omnath below). 
Combined with other cards that allow you to Exile your 
opponent’s cards (or choose cards from their Graveyard to 
Exile), this could prove very fruitful indeed. 

 

 

 

 

Omnath, Locus of Rage 

Covered earlier in this chapter (see Zendikar’s Roil & 
Omnath, Locus of Rage), Omnath, Locus of Rage isn’t a 
cheap creature to get onto the battlefield with a total 
Converted Mana Cost of seven mana, but it’ll serve you very 
well indeed when you do, assuming your opponent lets you 
keep it on the battlefield long enough, of course!  Mana-
fixing cards that ‘fetch’ mana will help considerably… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Sire of Stagnation 

Another big creature, with an unusual spin on the usual 
Landfall behaviour – having your opponent penalised every 
time a Land comes onto the battlefield under their control 
and being able to draw two cards each time it happens 
should prove significant when it comes to evaluating so-
called ‘card advantage’ (having more cards and choices 
than your opponent). 

 

 

 

 

Thing in the Ice (>> Awoken Horror) 

Behaving a bit like a countdown to doom – your opponent won’t be too concerned until 
your first two Instant/Sorcery spells are cast, but after that they’re in trouble if they can’t 
remove Thing in the Ice from the battlefield pretty sharp-ish. When it Transforms into 
Awoken Horror it tends to clear the entire battlefield (of all non-Horror creatures), leaving 
your opponent scrambling to get some defences in place if they haven’t already prepared 
for it in advance… 

 

 

  

  



 

 

Ulrich of the Krallenhorde (>> Ulrich, Uncontested Alpha) 

It’s the +4/+4 Triggered Ability that pushes Ulrich of the Krallenhorde into this pool of 
powerful singles, especially when combined with a card like Waxing Moon which allows you 
to Transform Ulrich almost at will (see below). 

 

When combined with a couple of other key cards for Werewolf-based decks, this can easily 
be a game-ender… 

Howlpack Resurgence (2G) – Enchantment. Flash. Each Werewolf you control gets +1/+1 
and gains Trample. 

Silverfur Partisan (2G) – Creature – Wolf Warrior (2/2). Trample. Whenever Wolf or 
Werewolf is target of Instant or Sorcery spell, put 2/2 Wolf token onto battlefield. 

Spirit of the Hunt (1GG) – Creature – Wolf Spirit (3/3). Flash. When enters battlefield, each 
other Wolf or Werewolf you control gets +0/+3 until end of turn. 

Waxing Moon (1G) – Instant. Transform Werewolf you control. All creatures you control 
gain Trample until end of turn. 

 

Wolf of Devil’s Breach 

A 5/5 creature will always present a danger on the battlefield, 
but when it attacks and can then cause more damage (to 
creatures or Planeswalkers) for a nominal additional mana 
cost (1R) and a discarded card (Madness, anyone?), your 
opponent will certainly stand up and start taking notice… 

  



 

 

Creature Gain/Advantage 

Cards that place additional creatures onto the battlefield when cast can offer an immediate 
advantage (or can save you from a beatdown), so here’s a selection worth consideration… 

 

 

Devils’ Playground 

Not only do you get four 1/1 Devil creatures for your mana, 
but they also each deal damage to your opponent when 
they die, giving them serious pause for thought before they 
destroy them. 

 

 

 

 

 

Desolation Twin 

A monster card in every sense of the word, if you can get 
one of these onto the battlefield (at huge expense – 10 
mana), you get another one free!  Your opponent probably 
won’t thank you for it, though… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dragon Fodder 

A relatively cheap source of Goblin creatures, Dragon 
Fodder comes into its own if you have a deck that’s built 
around those incorrigible Goblins critters. 

 

  



 

 

 

Flameshadow Conjuring 

Best used in conjunction with creatures that have a 
Triggered Ability when they enter the battlefield, 
Flameshadow Conjuring effectively acts like a super-
version of Haste – it gives you another copy of that 
creature ready to Attack this turn. And if the creature 
you’re copying also has Haste, that’ll spell double-trouble 
for your opponent – if it’s got Vigilance too, though, your 
opponent will probably hate you. Just saying… 

 

 

 

 

From Under the Floorboards 

A headache for anyone when it appears, From Under the 
Floorboards can put a minimum of three 2/2 Zombies onto 
the battlefield. If you’re discarding it in order to cast it for 
its Madness cost however (a sensible plan), you could put a 
whole army onto the battlefield given enough mana… 

 

 

 

 

 

Gisa’s Bidding 

Another handy-dandy Black card for putting Zombies onto 
the battlefield – better yet if you can cast Gisa’s Bidding for 
its Madness cost of just 2B. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Hanweir Garrison 

Even without its Meld ability (see Hanweir Battlements in 
the Flexible Lands section earlier in this chapter), Hanweir 
Garrison can be a tidy creature-generator, especially useful 
if you already have a lot of Human synergy going on in your 
deck… Works particularly well if you can protect it using 
Rogue’s Passage (see Foundry of the Consuls and Rogue’s 
Passage also in the Flexible Lands section). 

 

 

 

 

Rise from the Tides 

Dependent very much on how many Instant and Sorcery 
cards you may have in your deck to start with, every copy 
of Rise from the Tides can generate a whole army of 
Zombie creatures if you hold off long enough. This can also 
prove to be a good Defence against an opponent relying on 
a ‘deck milling’ strategy, provided you can get it onto the 
battlefield in the first place, of course! 

 

 

 

 

Sigil of the Empty Throne 

If you have enough Enchantment/Aura cards in your deck, 
Sigil of the Empty Throne will put every one of them to 
good use if your opponent lets you keep it on the 
battlefield. A 4/4 Angel with Flying every time you play an 
Enchantment card isn’t something to be taken lightly at any 
stage of the game. A plethora of Enchantment removal 
spells nowadays means your plans could go awry very 
easily if you’re not careful, though…  

 

  



 

 

 

 

Spectral Reserves 

‘Spirit’ decks seem to come and go out of fashion regularly, 
but the Shadows Over Innistrad block did wonders for a 
resurgence in their popularity. If you’re putting one 
together, you could do worse than include at least a couple 
of copies of Spectral Reserves into the mix… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whirler Rogue 

Although not intrinsically clear in the card text, the second 
Activated Ability of Whirler Rogue can be used any time it’s 
your turn, not just when it enters the battlefield (and it 
doesn’t require Tapping the card, either). 

 

  



 

 

Powering Things Up 

There are countless cards in the game that allow you to ‘power up’ other cards by increasing 
their strength or toughness scores or adding extra abilities to them, and some that grant 
you more mana to play with, but here’s a few that can do that little bit extra, at least in my 
own experience… 

 

 

Always Watching 

Sometimes, simple is king. The ability to grant +1/+1 and 
Vigilance to all your non-token creatures (your creatures 
can Defend and Attack without Tapping) is a win-win for 
everyone but your opponent! 

 

 

 

 

 

Conduit of Storms (>> Conduit of Emrakul) 

So we have a perfectly reasonable 2/3 creature (a Werewolf Horror at that) which also adds 
Red mana to your pool for next turn every time it attacks, and if it’s Transformed, it adds 
two Colorless mana to your pool for next turn, instead?  What could possibly go wrong?  Not 
much, unless you’re in the shoes of your opponent… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Cultivator of Blades 

Fabricate is a handy ability, ‘tis true, and allows 
additional flexibility when it comes to determining 
Crew costs, but if you’ve gone with powering up your 
Cultivator of Blades to a 3/3, that’s a +3/+3 for other 
attacking creatures… ouch!  If you can buff up and 
protect Cultivator through to the late game, this could 
easily prove the decisive creature in any battle… 

 

 

 

Decimator of the Provinces 

A sought-after card this, from the Eldritch Moon card set. 
As well as its impressive mana cost and reasonable 
Power/Toughness ratings, and the fact that it has Haste and 
Trample, being able to cast it with Emerge makes it an 
achievable ‘killer card’ for many decks. Giving all your 
creatures +2/+2 and Trample this turn may well be all you 
need to finish your opponent off. Note that Decimator 
itself doesn’t benefit from the +2/+2, or any creatures than 
enter the battlefield after it, because the Triggered Ability 
happens when it’s cast, not when it enters the battlefield. 

 

 

 

Depala, Pilot Exemplar 

I have a soft spot for this card – Depala, Pilot Exemplar 
not only boosts Dwarves and Vehicles, but she lets you 
add them to your hand as you go, too (every time you 
tap her to Crew a Vehicle, for example). In the right deck, 
this could amass you a small army in double-quick time if 
your opponent doesn’t take her out first…  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Guul Draz Overseer 

If you’ve got a deck with a good sprinkling of Swamp 
lands available, this will put a spring in the step of all 
your creatures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Heron’s Grace Champion 

I have to confess to having a fondness for Heron’s Grace 
Champion – I’ve used Flash to cast it both when Defending 
and Attacking, and it’s saved my bacon in a few games due 
to that all-important Lifelink ability (and the +1/+1 for all 
other Humans, of course). 

 

 

 

 

Invocation of Saint Traft 

Another one of my ‘staple’ cards: Invocation of Saint Traft 
is relatively inexpensive to cast, and the trickiest thing is 
keeping it in play before your opponent targets it with a 
removal spell – which they will do as soon as it starts 
dealing them damage. Best attached to another Flyer or a 
creature that’s unblockable (note that the Angel token can 
still be blocked though), it’s even more effective if you have 
a card that grants a bonus to Flying creatures (see 
Thunderclap Wyvern later in this section). 

  



 

 

 

 

Kytheon’s Tactics 

Granting +2/+1 to creatures you control until end of turn is 
all well and good, but if you’re in a position to wait until 
you can satisfy the Spell Mastery trait as well (min. two 
Instant/Sorcery cards in your Graveyard), Vigilance could 
turn the tables for you… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Liliana’s Elite 

This may look underwhelming at first sight, but if you’re up 
against a player that is utilising ‘deck milling’ as a strategy 
(see Deck Milling later in this chapter), Liliana’s Elite can be 
an effective way of staying in the game, assuming you can 
get it onto the battlefield in the first place, and keep it 
there, of course! 

 

 

 

 

 

Master Trinketeer 

One of those new-fangled Artificer-type creatures, this, 
but how useful will this fellow be if you have a load of 
Fabricated 1/1 colorless Servo Artifact Creature tokens on 
the battlefield… Alas, they are still very susceptible to 
board sweepers. 

  



 

 

 

 

Primal Bellow 

A popular card this, especially with beginners, it’s simple 
and straight-forward, and with such a minimal casting cost, 
also very handy if you’ve got cards with the Surge ability to 
use in combination with it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relief Captain 

Another one under the ‘simple but effective’ banner. Relief 
Captain can be particularly useful if you can get it onto the 
battlefield early in the game, and ‘bounce’ it to your hand 
and back onto the battlefield again multiple times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Start Your Engines 

Powering things up in the most literal sense, this – if you 
have a bunch of Vehicles sitting on the battlefield 
gathering dust (somewhat unlikely), playing one of these 
will put a much-needed spring in their step – it’s like 
switching on a whole army in one fell swoop… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Stensia Masquerade 

A powerful Enchantment if your opponent lets it stay on 
the battlefield. First Strike for your attacking creatures is 
not to be sniffed at, but if they’re Vampires and manage to 
get through to deal combat damage, too, they’ll each get a 
+1/+1 counter as well… Don’t mind if I do! 

 

 

 

 

 

Tenacity 

Similar to Heron’s Grace Champion mentioned earlier, 
+1/+1 and Lifelink are useful things to gain from any Instant 
or Flash card, but being able to Untap your creatures is 
what makes this particular card so powerful – the look of 
surprise and upset on your opponent may actually lead to 
conflict if you can’t stop yourself laughing in their face! 

 

 

 

 

 

Territorial Gorger 

One of those creatures you wouldn’t put in the “Mostly 
Harmless” category at the best of times, but pair it with a 
couple of cards that produce Energy Counters and all of a 
sudden you have a walking behemoth to deal with, or 
rather your opponent does… It’ll suck to be them when 
that happens… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Thalia’s Lieutenant 

Another one of those regular cards you’ll find in many 
decks, the cheap casting cost makes it a strong card to play 
during the early game, but if you can hold off putting it 
onto the battlefield until a bit later when you have multiple 
Human creatures that can enjoy the +1/+1 benefit, it’ll 
serve you even better in the long run. 

 

 

 

 

 

Thunderclap Wyvern 

This is one of those cards that’s all-round handy to have in 
any deck with Flying creatures in it, but being able to Flash-
cast Thunderclap Wyvern is what puts it into the ‘must-
have’ category if you want to up the ante a bit and increase 
the worry lines on your opponent’s expression... 

 

 

 

 

 

Wildest Dreams 

A powerful card in any deck, this is the kind of Sorcery spell 
that can completely transform the run of play if it’s cast at 
the right time, especially if you’ve just lost a couple of 
stronger, tougher creatures and quite fancy having them 
back again… 

 

  



 

 

 

Wood Elves 

Released with new artwork in the Nissa vs Ob Nixilis Duel 
Deck, this is one of those cards that can really make a 
difference in a ‘ramp’-style deck, or any deck that benefits 
from multiple Landfall abilities, really. 

Sylvan Ranger (1G) is very similar to Wood Elves (and 
cheaper), but you don’t get to put the Forest card onto the 
battlefield if you’ve already played a Land/Mana card this 
turn. 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Efficient Creature Removal 

Cards that can clear a whole battlefield (or most of it), are always popular in all formats of 
Magic: The Gathering. Their potential power can be devastating to your opponent (and you, 
if you’re not careful). Here’s a small taster… 

 

 

 

Aligned Hedron Network 

If you’re under pressure and suffering at the hands of 
multiple bigger creatures, this could provide that all-
important lifeline to get you back on track. 

 

 

 

 

 

Biting Rain 

Possibly more effective if used in the early game, Biting 
Rain will still serve to slow down multiple enemies if you’re 
under the cosh. Even better if you can cast it for its 
Madness cost, but do bear in mind it’ll do the same to your 
own creatures too. 

 

 

 

 

 

Boiling Earth 

A cheap, easy spell to cast – dealing 1 damage to all your 
opponent’s creatures might be all you need to finish them 
off if you’re cunning enough to have manoeuvred them 
into that position, or happen to have a Geistblast or two 
available to draw upon. 

 

  



 

 

 

Chandra’s Ignition 

Depending what creature you pick as the Trigger for this 
(sorry!), Chandra’s Ignition could easily be the prelude to 
the end-game. Just remember that it’ll deal damage to your 
own creatures, too, but thankfully, not you, the player, at 
least. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Crush of Tentacles 

This is a sure-fire way of stunning your opponent if you can 
cast Crush of Tentacles for its Surge cost and get an 8/8 
blue Octopus onto the battlefield while you’re at it. Don’t 
expect your opponent to be a happy bunny after this, 
though… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Demon of Dark Schemes 

As a 5/5 creature with Flying, Demon of Dark Schemes is 
pretty brutal, but when it also damages all other creatures 
on the battlefield, this could be the prelude to something 
much worse for your opponent if you’ve planned things 
right… If you’ve enough Energy Counters to utilise its 
Activated Ability as well (to return creatures to the 
battlefield from your Graveyard), you’d be getting extra 
value out of it from the get-go… 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Descend upon the Sinful 

This is an extremely effective way of clearing the 
battlefield, but if you can take advantage of its Delirium 
ability as well, you should find yourself in a strong position 
once it’s resolved (even better if you’ve the mana to put 
more creatures onto the battlefield afterwards). 

 

 

 

 

 

Displacement Wave 

The mainstay of many a blue ‘Control Deck’, 
Displacement Wave allows additional flexibility and 
control over what does or doesn’t leave the battlefield… 
and is particularly effective if your opponent is relying on 
a lot of Token creatures to do their dirty work for them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eliminate the Competition 

This is the kind of card your opponent would not like to 
see when you happen to have a load of token creatures 
already on the battlefield. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Languish 

Similar to Biting Rain, but with even more bite (for the 
same casting cost!), this will cause havoc on any battlefield 
and like as not clear it pretty sharp-ish, too! 

 

 

 

 

 

Planar Outburst 

There’s not much up for debate here, this’ll clear the whole 
battlefield of creatures unless they’re converted Lands 
(usually Elemental in nature). Note that Planeswalkers will 
remain on the battlefield, though! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tragic Arrogance 

This is a relatively common card to find in Control decks, 
and probably won’t impress your opponent when you clear 
the battlefield so decisively… Just make sure you’re going 
to be in a stronger position than your opponent once 
everything’s resolved! 

 

 

  



 

 

Voldaren Pariah (>> Abolisher of Bloodlines) 

By no means a cheap card to cast unless you can do so for its Madness cost (and you have 
several ‘disposable’ 1/1 token creatures), this will not only give you a strong Flying creature 
on the battlefield, it’ll clear away three of your opponent’s – just a shame you don’t get to 
choose which ones! 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Handy Artifacts 

Artifacts have made a welcome return in the new Kaladesh block, especially with the 
introduction of Vehicles into the game, but Artifacts have always had a hard time in Magic 
(and Enchantments – see Utilising Enchantments below), mainly because there are so many 
ways of removing Artifacts and Enchantments from the battlefield. They can however, be 
very powerful when allowed to remain, or if you’re up against a deck that’s not prepared for 
them (one of the reasons they tend to be more common in Sideboards). Their generic mana 
cost is a bonus, too, of course… 

 

 

Bonehoard 

Having Bonehoard Equip itself to a creature as soon as it’s 
played is quite neat (even if it’s only a 0/0 Token), but when 
that creature is getting +X/+X and X = the no. of creatures 
in all Graveyards, that could be a serious contender for 
end-game strategies, and a good counter for ‘deck milling’ 
strategies. 

 

 

 

 

 

Brain in a Jar 

Another popular mainstay for many Control decks, Brain in 
a Jar provides flexibility and growth – the more counters 
you’re allowed to put onto it, the more mana you’ll save in 
the long run. And if you’ve enough counters on there to 
take advantage of its Scry ability too, that should increase 
the amount of control you have over what’s coming up… 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Cultivator’s Caravan 

One of a great many Vehicles in the recent Kaladesh 
block, the ability to Tap it for any colour mana provides a 
lot of flexibility while it’s not being Crewed or otherwise 
used to attack or defend… 

 

 

 

 

 

Fabrication Module 

Evidently best used in a deck that has a lot of cards to 
help generate Energy Counters – I’d be pleasantly 
surprised if your opponent lets you keep this on the 
battlefield very long once your creatures start taking on 
their all-new buffed-up look! 

 

 

 

 

 

Guardians of Meletis 

Oh yes, this may just be a Defender, but with a Toughness 
of 6, your opponent won’t be removing it anytime soon, I 
suspect… For only 3 mana, it’s a bargain! 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Haunted Cloak 

I’m a big fan of this card – it’s cheap to Equip, and grants 
Vigilance, Trample, and Haste, making it particularly 
effective when you need to put something big and mean 
onto your side of the battlefield… 

 

 

 

 

 

Inventor’s Goggles 

With the introduction of the Fabricate and Vehicle 
mechanics, Wizards of the Coast saw fit to introduce a new 
creature type called Artificers into the mix – I’ve tried an 
Artificer deck, and this would certainly have been the most 
useful addition to my tinkerer brigade… Equipping this for no 
cost?  Yes, please! 

  

 

 

 

Juggernaut 

Most of the Juggernaut creatures you come across in 
Magic will be mean and moody, and will attack every turn if 
they’re able to, and that’s one of the reasons they’re a 
headache for your opponent – they demand their attention 
or will go on to do some serious damage every turn 
otherwise. 

 

  



 

 

Neglected Heirloom (>> Ashmouth Blade) 

Already mentioned a couple of times, in the Single Mana Cards That Make a Difference and 
Useful Combinations sections earlier – see Neglected Heirloom (>> Ashmouth Blade) – the 
real strength of this card comes into its own when the creature it’s attached to Transforms – 
Neglected Heirloom (+1/+1) Transforms into Ashmouth Blade (+3/+3 and First Strike), and 
doesn’t Transform back again (even if the creature it’s attached to does). Still hard to 
believe this costs just a single generic mana to cast. 

 

 

Panharmonicon 

One of my personal favourites from the latest Kaladesh 
block, especially useful for anything you may have that has 
a decent Triggered Ability, even moreso if you have a 
means of ‘bouncing’ that card back into your hand and 
then playing it again on subsequent turns… If you have a 
favourite card in your deck with these kind of abilities, this 
will allow you to get almost unlimited usage out of it unless 
your opponent shuts you down double-quick. 

 

 

 

 

 

Pilgrim’s Eye 

Similar to Wood Elves mentioned elsewhere, but with a 
generic mana cost and Flying, and not restricted to finding 
just Forest lands, either, this is a very worthwhile 
alternative for the same cost… 

 

  



 

 

 

Skysovereign, Consul Flagship 

Affectionately referred to as “the mothership” or the 
“USS Enterprise”, this is one of those Vehicles that will 
give your opponents a real headache when they first set 
eyes on it – ditto the various Gearhulk creatures you’ll 
find in the new-ish Kaladesh block, too. As always, it’s the 
Triggered Ability that makes this extra-special, and again, 
particularly valuable if you can ‘bounce’ it in and out of 
your hand at least once. A Crew 3 ability means it’s not 
too tough to bring this onto the battlefield all guns 
blazing, either… 

 

 

 

 

 

Slab Hammer 

A deceptive little thing, this – very useful if you haven’t 
been able to play a Land card this turn (or better yet, 
have a Land with a Triggered Ability already on the 
battlefield from an earlier turn), you can use this to 
‘bounce’ that Land back into your hand and play it again, 
thus reaping the benefit of any Abilities it had a second 
time. Ditto for any other cards you control that benefit 
from the Landfall ability… 

 

  



 

 

Thraben Gargoyle (>> Stonewing Antagonizer) 

A common sight in the Magic Duels computer game, Thraben Gargoyle is a cheap, single 
mana 2/2 Defender for the early game, but can Transform into a Flying 4/2 creature later 
on, provided you’ve enough mana and your opponent hasn’t destroyed it by then, of course. 

 

 

 

Wild-Field Scarecrow 

A quality Defender with the added bonus of providing you 
with a pair of Lands when you need them. I think it’s the 
flexibility that makes this quite a popular card for those new 
to deckbuilding. 

 

 

 

 

 

Woodweaver’s Puzzleknot 

All the Puzzleknot cards in the new Kaladesh block bestow 
some form of advantage, I just happen to think the three 
Energy Counters (and Life) Woodweaver’s Puzzleknot 
provides (and can provide a second time), is more useful than 
some of the others, especially if you’re planning to utilise your 
Life points as another resource… 

  



 

 

Utilising Enchantments 

As with Artifacts above (see Handy Artifacts), Enchantments get a hard time in Magic: The 
Gathering, because they can be expensive and yet are susceptible to an increasing number 
of removal spells, but when allowed to flourish, these can bestow some excellent bonuses, 
and some creatures can really thrive on them, too… 

 

 

Blood Mist 

Not the cheapest Enchantment by any means, but Double 
Strike is a powerful ability for any creature to have, 
especially if you can give it a clear run at your opponent 
with Rogue’s Passage or something similar… 

 

 

 

 

 

Faith Unbroken 

+2/+2 is all fine and dandy, but being able to Exile one of 
your opponent’s creatures is just the icing and jam on top 
of this particular fruitful cake! 

 

 

 

 

 

Flaring Flame-Kin 

Relatively cheap to cast at 2R, if you can get a decent 
Enchantment attached to Flaring Flame-Kin early on you 
can benefit from the additional +2/+2, and more 
importantly, that Activated Ability, too (+1/+0 for each 
single Red mana to boost it), making this a potentially 
devastating card for your opponent to deal with in the 
early game (or indeed, at any stage of the game) … 

  



 

 

 

 

Grasp of the Hieromancer 

Tapping one of your opponent’s creatures every time one 
of your own attacks will soon prove very annoying for your 
opponent if they can’t deal with this Enchantment 
effectively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Herald of the Pantheon 

Get a couple of these on the battlefield and you’ll have 
Enchantments available at your fingertips (figuratively 
speaking). Gaining 1 life each time you cast an 
Enchantment isn’t bad either, mind… 

 

 

 

 

 

Imprisoned in the Moon  

You’ll find this Enchantment also listed in the Powerful 
Singles/Creatures and Disrupting the Flow sections, and 
with good reason – If allowed to resolve, Imprisoned in the 
Moon will almost certainly wreck any plans your opponent 
may have had in mind for whatever creature, Land or 
Planeswalker you choose to attach this to. 

 

  



 

 

 

Infectious Bloodlust 

This is a popular card for Red Aggro decks, but is equally 
effective in any deck that can accommodate it – and will 
even return to your Hand if you’ve at least one more of 
these in your Graveyard when the creature it’s attached to 
dies. In a similar vein to Juggernaut, this card will force 
your opponent to deal with whatever creature this 
Enchantment is attached to soon enough… Haste is a handy 
bolt-on bonus, too, of course! 

 

 

 

 

 

Knightly Valor 

Not the cheapest Enchantment to cast, this will give you an 
additional creature on the battlefield and provide you with 
at least two creatures that will now have Vigilance ability 
(able to Attack and Defend without Tapping). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Metallurgic Summonings 

Another one that’s not cheap to get onto the battlefield, 
but Metallurgic Summonings will bring long-term joy if 
your opponent doesn’t have an effective means to deal 
with it. Exiling it for all the Instant and Sorcery cards in your 
Graveyard will render you smug as a bug in a rug if your 
opponent lets you get away with it… 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Nimbus Wings 

This was another staple for me in my early Magic Duels 
days – +1/+2 and Flying?  Don’t mind if I do, thanks! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Retreat to Emeria and Retreat to Kazandu 

There are Retreat to Enchantments for all colours, and these were mentioned in the What 
Makes a Card Valuable? section of Chapter 4, but these two have particularly effective 
Landfall abilities, I think. Retreat to Emeria costs more, but offers the benefit of creature 
gain (putting additional creatures onto the battlefield), whereas Retreat to Kazandu will 
gradually ‘power up’ your battlefield creatures if allowed to go unchecked… Both offer 
reasonable ‘bang for your buck’, but if you can get more than one Retreat to Enchantment 
of any colour onto the battlefield, your opponent will almost certainly scowl at you every 
time a Land enters play, so consider yourself warned! 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Spiteful Motives 

This is one of those cards that can turn things around mid-
combat. The Flash ability means that playing Spiteful 
Motives just before combat is resolved will inevitably lead 
to much gnashing of teeth by your opponent as your First 
Strike +3/+0 creature wipes out whatever it may have been 
pitched against. Spiteful indeed… the best laid plans… 

 

 

 

 

Suppression Bonds 

Yet another staple of my first encounter with the Magic 
Duels computer game, Suppression Bonds will stop most of 
your opponent’s creatures in their tracks, but works just as 
well with Planeswalkers and Artifacts/Enchantments. Just 
remember that it only prevents Activated Abilities (those 
requiring a cost in mana or a Tapping action), so it will be 
ineffective against Triggered Abilities. 

 

 

 

 

Tightening Coils 

As the name suggests, this Enchantment card will restrict 
any larger creatures (as well as stripping them of their 
Flying ability if applicable), rendering the majority of them 
“Mostly Harmless” in the words of a particularly popular 
Guidebook…  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Weirding Wood 

Attach this to a Land card and be happy!  An effective 
Enchantment for ‘ramp’-style decks, at least until your 
opponent spoils your fun and finds a way of destroying it! 

 

  



 

 

Deck Milling 

If you’ve ever fought against an opponent who is trying to ‘mill’ your deck (removing cards 
from your Library in an effort to ruin your strategies until you’ve nothing left in there to 
cast, thus losing you the game by default), you’ll know how annoying this can be to fight 
against. You may therefore, want to be that person who uses deck milling to win, so… 

There are many cards that provide ways of ‘milling’ an opponent’s deck, but here are a few 
of the more annoying ones to upset them with. Be warned, your opponent may well have 
hatred in their heart after you inflict some of these on them! 

Note too that cards like Graveblade Marauder and Rise from the Tides can really throw a 
spanner in the works against decks utilising this kind of strategy, as can any strategy built 
upon the principle of ‘Grave Robbing’ (using Flashback and other abilities to bring creatures 
in the Graveyard back into play) or that get stronger as your Graveyard grows. 

 

 

 

Consuming Aberration 

An older card from the Gatecrash card set (part of the 
Return to Ravnica block), Consuming Aberration grows 
ever stronger the more card milling you achieve, making it 
an invaluable and key addition to any Legacy/Modern deck 
if that is your main strategy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Countermand 

An effective counterspell, this, with added card milling 
thrown in for good measure… 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Dreadwaters 

A grim, miserable card this – the more Land/Mana you 
have when you cast it, the more cards your opponent will 
lose from their precious Library… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glimpse the Unthinkable 

Another powerful older card, from the Ravnica: City of 
Guilds card set (part of the original Ravnica block) – the text 
here leaves no room for discussion: Ten cards from Library 
to Graveyard. Job done! 

 

 

 

 

Jace Beleren and  
Jace, Memory 
Adept 

Jace is a real 
menace in most 
of his guises, but 
his speciality is 
stripping cards 
from your 
opponent’s 
Library, and 
unsurprisingly, as 
a Planeswalker, 
he does this very 
well indeed… 

  



 

 

 

 

Mind Grind 

Another very powerful milling card from the Gatecrash set 
(part of the Return to Ravnica block), Mind Grind will have 
your opponent doing just that when you choose to empty 
their Library of as many Lands (and the rest) as you can... 

WARNING: This card will not make you popular! 

 

 

 

Sphinx’s Tutelage 

This is currently a mainstay of many a Control/Milling deck, 
and being able to put more than one in play will prove very 
effective if your opponent cannot deal with it. You can 
expect their Library to diminish rapidly once you start playing 
all those ‘Draw X cards’ spells you decided to include in your 
own deck… You did do that, didn’t you?  Well done. 

 

 

Startled Awake (>> Persistent Nightmare) 

Another cruel card to play against anyone, ‘bouncing’ Persistent Nightmare will ensure your 
opponent will eat through their Graveyard quicker than you can say “Pass me a sandwich, 
please, mate-of-mine-no-longer”…! 

  



 

 

 

 

Talent of the Telepath 

Not only will this card effectively mill your opponent’s 
Library piecemeal, but it allows you to cast their own 
Instant/Sorcery spells against them free gratis – that’s what 
I’d call a top-notch sucker-punch! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ulamog, the Ceaseless Hunger 

One of the most powerful creatures in the Battle for 
Zendikar block, and not cheap to cast, if you manage to get 
Ulamog, the Ceaseless Hunger onto the battlefield, it will 
handily also Exile a whopping 20 cards from your 
opponent’s Library (yes, I did say TWENTY!) – that’s a third 
of their deck!  Ouch… 

 

  



 

 

Disrupting the Flow 

Cards that have an adverse (and often significant) effect on the state of play and the ‘flow’ 
of strategy are a staple of Magic: The Gathering, and can swing things around for you in the 
middle of a game, so here’s a selection of handy cards to help you do just that: 

 

 

 

Accursed Spirit 

It’s the all-important Intimidate ability that gives Accursed 
Spirit its status as a disruptive influence. If your opponent 
can’t effectively remove this, you could be onto a 
comfortable win… 

 

 

 

 

 

Angelic Purge 

Any card that helps you Exile an Artifact, Enchantment or 
creature that’s causing you problems, is worth due 
consideration, and possibly, a small sacrifice, too… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blessed Alliance 

A strong suite of Escalate abilities (and it’s an Instant!) 
makes Blessed Alliance the kind of card that can play havoc 
with your opponent’s plans… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Call the Gatewatch 

Not much to add about this one – being able to ‘fish’ your 
deck for instant access to a Planeswalker will have your 
opponent rolling their eyes, and green with envy… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Collective Defiance 

Another card where the Escalate abilities offer something 
of a triple-whammy to upset your opponent with. Being 
able to deal direct damage as well could lead to a quick, 
unexpected sting in the tail for them, too… 

 

 

 

 

 

Compelling Deterrence 

A cheap but effective ‘bounce’ card, it can be used on your 
own non-land Permanents to benefit from any Triggered 
Abilities they may have when they come onto the 
battlefield under your control, or you can just return your 
opponent’s non-land Permanent to their hand (incl. 
Planeswalkers!) and give yourself a bit of breathing space 
for a turn, hopefully. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Dazzling Reflection 

As a cheap Instant, this can be used to escape a beat down 
from your opponent pre-Combat, or you could cast it on 
any strong creature (even your own if it’s your turn and the 
combat phase has been and gone), to prop up your Life 
total in an emergency. 

 

 

 

 

 

Displace 

A deceptively useful Instant this one – if you’ve got 
creatures bogged down by foul Enchantments (placed on 
them by your opponent) or Equipment that’s been 
rendered null and void for some reason, this will neatly rid 
up to two of your creatures of the excess baggage and 
allow you to start again, so to speak… 

 

 

 

 

Elemental Uprising 

I confess to having a soft spot for this card – Elemental 
Uprising can aid you in Defence, but is so much more fun 
when it’s ‘picking fights’ with your opponent’s creatures – 
they are forced to block the 4/4 Elemental Land if they’re 
able to, meaning you can manipulate combats to your 
advantage, especially during the early game when there are 
fewer creatures on the battlefield! 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Fall of the Titans 

If you can cast this for its Surge cost, it’ll be an easy punch 
in the nose for your opponent and/or his creatures!  Note 
that you cannot target a Planeswalker with this card. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fevered Visions 

This can be a sneaky one to play on your opponent – they 
will keep drawing cards at the end of a turn (both yours and 
their own), and will draw again as normal at the beginning 
of their turn, but will suffer 2 damage every turn they have 
four or more cards in their hand when this card resolves 
after each end step! 

 

 

 

 

 

Fleetwheel Cruiser 

This is a beast of a card to have in your hand at any 
time – a 5/3 Artifact Creature with Haste and Trample 
when it enters the battlefield?  It’s like having a 
mobile Juggernaut, and with a miserly Crew 2 
requirement, there should be few reasons to hold this 
one back once it’s on the battlefield… 

 



 

 

 

 

Fleshbag Marauder 

A regular card in a lot of Black decks, Fleshbag Marauder is 
often the one sacrificed when it’s played, the objective 
being to get your opponent to sacrifice something bigger 
and stronger from their side of the battlefield. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gideon’s Reproach 

This will put a stutter in the combative stride of any large 
powerful creature, but moreso when your opponent 
realises your 1/1 minion or ‘chump blocker’ is going to take 
their 7/5 beast to the Graveyard with it! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grasp of Darkness 

One of those dastardly Instants that will usually kill most 
mid-weight creatures, and if not, will at least serve to 
render them extremely vulnerable for the rest of the turn. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Graveblade Marauder 

This is a very good foil if you’re up against a player that’s 
relying on ‘deck milling’ to win, and can be ruthlessly 
efficient if combined with a card that prevents it from being 
blocked (like Rogue’s Passage, for example). 

 

 

 

Imprisoned in the Moon 

I suspect you may be fed up of seeing this card mentioned everywhere. It’s a real corker, 
though! See Imprisoned in the Moon in the Powerful Singles/Creatures and Utilising 
Enchantments sections of this Chapter. 

 

 

Invasive Surgery 

A single mana counterspell is always handy (even if this one 
only works against Sorcery cards), but it’s the Delirium 
ability that makes Invasive Surgery a headache for your 
opponent, stripping their whole deck of all copies of the 
countered Sorcery spell. 

 

 

 

 

Kambal, Consul of Allocation 

Like as not, this will do a good job of upsetting your 
opponent’s plans, probably moreso if they’re playing a 
‘control’ or ‘burn-style’ deck – it might not be enough to 
stop everything they throw at you, but it will give them a 
reason to pause and reassess. You’ll note the damage is 
done by Kambal when the spell is cast, so it doesn’t have 
to reach the battlefield in order to be effective. 

  



 

 

 

Mina and Denn, Wildborn 

So we have a 4/4 creature on the battlefield (Elf and Ally), 
can play an extra Land card each turn, and return a Land to 
our hand to grant Trample to one of our own…?  Seems a 
no-brainer, doesn’t it?  Well, we can also put that same 
Land back in play again if we’ve only played one Land card 
this turn and benefit once more from any Landfall and 
Triggered Abilities we may have… Yup, that’s deffo a no-
brainer, then! 

 

 

 

 

Niblis of Frost 

An ongoing ability to Tap one of your opponent’s creatures 
every time you cast an Instant or Sorcery spell is good 
news, when it doesn’t untap on their next Untap step is 
even better news, but this is also a 3/3 creature with Flying 
and Prowess, as well?  That’ll do nicely, guv’nor! 

 

 

 

 

 

Not Forgotten 

A useful little number this one, allowing White a relatively 
rare opportunity to retrieve creatures from their Graveyard 
(for just 1W cost) and put a 1/1 Flying Spirit onto the 
battlefield while they’re at it. Your opponent probably 
won’t expect this if you’re playing a Mono White deck… 

  



 

 

 

 

Paradoxical Outcome 

One of those really handy cards, this – Paradoxical 
Outcome will allow you to efficiently ‘bounce’ as many 
creatures as you desire back into your hand, ready for 
another round of “Whenever this enters the 
battlefield…”-style goodness, and it lets you draw a card 
for each one?  In a word: Awesome! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Part the Waterveil 

Need another turn to finish your opponent off?  That’ll 
throw ‘em. Consider it done… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Puncturing Light 

Another relatively cheap ‘sucker-punch’ for your opponent. 
Puncturing Light can be cast as an Instant and you get to 
choose which one of their creatures leaves the battlefield – 
particularly effective during the early game when your 
opponent hasn’t had a chance to get some of their larger 
creatures into play yet. 

  



 

 

 

 

Rancid Rats 

A devilishly deceptive card to play, the Skulk trait makes 
Rancid Rats hard to Defend against, and the fact that it has 
Deathtouch makes it especially troublesome if your 
opponent doesn’t have enough disposable creatures or 
direct damage cards to deal with them properly. 

 

 

 

 

 

Rattlechains 

Previously covered in the Useful Combinations section, it’s 
worth reiterating that Rattlechains can be a very disruptive 
creature for your opponent to deal with – its Flash ability, 
Triggered Ability, and the fact that it allows you to cast 
other Spirits as though they had Flash, too, makes it all the 
more dangerous for your opponent. 

 

 

 

 

Reprisal 

I’ve mentioned Creature Removal before, and here’s a 
classic. Ideally cast just as your opponent is readying his 
death-dealing 10/10 monster beast thingy (more accurate 
descriptions do exist!)  to attack. Reprisal will teach them… 
“Take that, foul beast!” 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Ruthless Disposal 

A high casting cost makes this far from a first choice of 
card, but if it’s going to take down a pair of huge creatures 
with it and keep you in the game when you’re out of other 
options, it’s probably worth it. It’s also the only card I’ve 
seen that can coolly take down Desolation Twin 
(mentioned in the Creature Gain/Advantage section) 
without so much as a whimper, unless it’s your opponent 
curled up in the corner, asking where their world just went. 
“South!” would be as good an answer as any! 

 

 

 

 

Silverstrike 

Acting like a beefed-up Puncturing Light, Silverstrike is one 
of those cards every opponent dreads seeing just after 
Attackers and Blockers have been declared. Gaining 3 Life 
with it too just makes it all the sweeter, really. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Solemn Offering 

Another one of my fave cards when I first started playing 
Magic Duels – this is Artifact/Enchantment removal kept 
quick and simple, with a rather neat gain of 4 Life thrown in 
for good measure! 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Splendid Reclamation 

A lovely card to throw a spanner in the works when your 
opponent thinks you might be down and trying to recover, 
even moreso if you have a collection of cards and creatures 
with Landfall on the battlefield at the time – this one is 
proven in battle, so to speak… Yes, of course I went onto 
win the game that turn! 

 

 

 

 

 

Subjugator Angel 

Angels in Magic are just so neat, aren’t they?  And mean, 
tough, and nasty, and oh-so empowering, too – Subjugator 
Angel will have your opponent picking their bottom jaw off 
the floor when they realise you’ve just Tapped all their 
creatures in one fell swoop. Ouch, indeed! 

 

 

 

 

Thalia, Heretic Cathar 

One of a string of excellent cards in the Eldritch Moon card 
set (part of the Shadows Over Innistrad block). For a 
meagre outlay (just 2W), Thalia, Heretic Cathar will disrupt 
the flow of the game significantly for your opponent (all 
their creatures and non-basic lands will enter the 
battlefield tapped: a very effective delaying tactic), and it 
has a handy First Strike ability too. Thalia is just plain cool. 

 

  



 

 

  

Unity of Purpose 

One of those handy little surprises that your opponent 
won’t thank you for… Support 2 on its own is fine, but it’s 
that Untapping of each of your creatures with a +1/+1 
counter on it that’ll cause all the headaches – a poor 
substitute for Vigilance, admittedly, but useful if you’ve just 
had your creatures Tapped because of a Subjugator Angel, 
for example. Who mentioned turning the tables?  Not me, 
guv’nor! 

 

 

  



 

 

Taking Control 

Turning your opponent’s cards against them by temporarily taking control of their creatures 
is a sure fire way to upset most deck strategies. There are many ways of doing this in Magic, 
and all of them can be devastating, especially when Life points are at a premium… 

 

Act of Treason and Traitorous Instinct 

Two cards that essentially do what it says on the tin – for the extra Red mana it costs to cast 
Traitorous Instinct, you also get to boost your opponent’s creature with +2/+0. These cards 
can be particularly devastating if your opponent has adopted the attitude that leaving just 
one card to Defend ‘will probably be alright’. Uh-oh, not in this case, chum! 

 

 

 

 

Dragonlord Silumgar 

An old classic, from the Dragons of Tarkir set (part of the 
Khans of Tarkir block) – the ability to take control of target 
creature or Planeswalker until you lose control of 
Dragonlord Silumgar is a bit of a double-whammy, really. A 
cracking card to build upon if you’re just starting out, I 
think… 

 

  



 

 

 

 

Eldrazi Obligator 

Having the extra colorless mana on-hand to take advantage 
of Eldrazi Obligator’s Triggered Ability is key here, of 
course, but not an insurmountable problem for most. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emrakul, the Promised End 

Possibly the ultimate ‘Taking Control’ card (and one of the 
most expensive in the game), Emrakul, the Promised End 
hands you full control over your opponent’s next turn, with 
access to all the cards that player could normally use 
(including face-down ones – see Morph, Megamorph, and 
Manifest in the Keyword List – Abilities and Traits section at 
the back of this book), and the ability to determine every 
aspect of their turn beyond making illegal moves and 
conceding the game (but don’t be surprised if your 
opponent concedes at this point, anyway!)  

 

 

 

 

Enthralling Victor 

Yet another one for the Reds, this – admittedly it’s only 
useful against weaker creatures, but as always, in the right 
hands… 

 

 

  



 

 

 

Gonti, Lord of Luxury 

One of those cards that your opponent won’t thank you 
for – not only does this allow you to Exile one of your 
opponent’s cards and keep it for yourself, but you get to 
do so without them even knowing which one you’ve 
nabbed, and what’s more, it’s probably easier to cast 
with that all-important “…you may spend mana as 
though it were mana of any type to cast it” as the foot of 
the description. If you can ‘bounce’ it too, you should be 
onto a winner with this unless your opponent spoils all 
your fun. 

 

 

 

Press into Service 

Not the cheapest ‘Traitor’ card, but it works nonetheless, 
and with a tidy Support 2 bonus as well, this could prove 
quite decisive... 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Welcome to the Fold 

Particularly effective if you can cast it for its Madness cost 
(but possibly quite expensive, too, depending on what 
you’re targeting). The good news is that you get to keep 
hold of your opponent’s creature until it’s destroyed or 
otherwise removed from the battlefield. That sucks for 
them! 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Willbreaker 

How appropriate to end this section with one of my 
personal favourite cards in the whole of Magic – it’s by no 
means a catch-all solution, but Willbreaker will cause 
havoc with your opponent’s deck if it’s allowed to stay on 
the battlefield for any length of time, and I’ve won a good 
number of matches by utilising it. See also Willbreaker & 
Blessed Alliance, Expose Evil, or Tandem Tactics in the 
Useful Combinations section. 

 

  



 

 

Planeswalkers Gallery 

Unlike other creatures, Planeswalkers enter the Battlefield with a number of Loyalty 
counters on them, indicated by the number in a shield printed at the bottom right of the 
card (see also Planeswalkers in the Keyword Summary and Definitions section at the back of 
this book, under Main Card Types). They also have at least two or three key abilities (treated 
as Sorcery spells) which can increase or decrease their Loyalty total each turn (but can only 
use one of these each turn). 

You can target your opponent’s Planeswalkers in most instances instead of targeting that 
player directly in order to reduce their Loyalty to zero, at which point that Planeswalker 
goes to their Graveyard. 

Love them or hate them, Planeswalkers can act as an extension of your Life points once 
they’re on the battlefield, because these are cards that your opponent usually has to deal 
with to stay competitive… or at the very least, to prevent those same Planeswalkers 
unleashing their more powerful abilities. Some of the more popular Planeswalkers you’ll 
come across in the modern standard game are listed below, and all of them can really cause 
problems if they’re kept on the battlefield: 

 

Arlinn Kord (>> Arlinn, Embraced by the Moon) 

 

 

  



 

 

Chandra, Fire of Kaladesh (>> Chandra, Roaring Flame) 

 

 

 
Chandra, Flamecaller 

 
 

 
Chandra, Torch of Defiance 

 

  
 

 

  



 

 

 
Dovin Baan 

 
 

 
Gideon, Ally of Zendikar 

 

  
 

 

Jace, Vriyn’s Prodigy (>> Jace, Telepath Unbound) 

  



 

 

 
Jace, the Mind Sculptor 

 
 

 
Jace, Unraveler of Secrets 

 

  
 

 

 
Kaya, Ghost Assassin 

 
 

 
Kiora, Master of the Depths 

  
 

 

 



 

 

 

Kytheon, Hero of Akros (>> Gideon, Battle-Forged) 

 

 

 

Liliana, Heretical Healer (>> Liliana, Defiant Necromancer) 

 

  



 

 

 
Liliana, the Last Hope 

 
 

 
Nahiri, the Harbinger 

 

  
 

 

 

Nissa, Vastwood Seer >> Nissa, Sage Animist 

 

 



 

 

 
Nissa, Vital Force 

 
 

 
Ob Nixilis Reignited 

 

  
 

 

 
Saheeli Rai 

 
 

 
Sorin, Grim Nemesis 

 

  
 

  



 

 

 

 
Tamiyo, Field Researcher 

 
 

 
Vraska the Unseen 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

CHAPTER 6 – WHERE TO NEXT? 

In short, play lots of Magic either online or face-to-face! 

If you haven’t already done so, download the Magic Duels computer game/app (see Magic 
Duels in Chapter 2 – Magic: So Many Ways to Play) as this will be the easiest way to get 
going and start getting into the swing of things. You can play through the various Story 
Modes and learn more about the game while still being able to practice making your own 
decks, etc. 

If you are fortunate enough to live near a local-ish hobby or game shop that sells Magic: The 
Gathering booster packs and such-like, they will probably have their own weekly gaming 
evenings (usually Friday nights in line with Wizards of the Coast’s regular Friday Night Magic 
events, although it could be any evening of the week), and if not, should at least be able to 
point you in the right direction to find other players. 

Playing regularly is really the only other advice you need – the more you play, the more you 
learn, and the more familiar you’ll become with some of the cards and their intricacies. 

I can heartily recommend joining a regular gaming group and getting together at least once 
or twice a month to play Magic and thrash out some deckbuilding ideas and concepts. As 
well as making new friends, this will also help you develop your own playing style and 
should also give you plenty of pointers for developing and fine-tuning (or refining) your own 
decks. 

Don’t underestimate the value of playing casual/practice games with Magic Duels, either – 
this is an easy way to explore deck ideas/concepts with no financial outlay, or even just to 
practice using established Archetypal decks. 

If you’re interested in improving your game even further, you could do worse than seek out 
the huge selection of online videos of selected Magic Pro Tour competition matches – there 
is regular video coverage of these events now, and they are literally just an online Search 
away. 

Keep abreast of developments – there are many websites that regularly feature articles and 
deckbuilding advice (including Wizards of the Coast’s own http://magic.wizards.com/en), 
and I’ve listed a small selection of them at the foot of this Chapter, and also in the 
Acknowledgements section at the back of this book. 

I’ve said this several times already throughout this book, but it’s worth repeating – please 
remember at all times that playing Magic is supposed to be fun (and socially engaging with 
other Magic players), so practice a bit of humility and always show respect to your fellow 
friends and players. And never be afraid to ask questions or seek clarification if you’re not 
entirely sure of how a ruling or keyword works – the vast majority of Magic players are 
congenial, friendly and engaging, so please don’t be one of those unsavoury idiot-types that 
are thankfully in the minority. 

  

http://magic.wizards.com/en


 

 

Useful Magic Resources: 

These are also listed near the back in the Acknowledgements section: 

 

www.magic.wizards.com    www.starcitygames.com 

www.channelfireball.com  www.mtggoldfish.com 

www.mtgsalvation.com  www.gatheringmagic.com 

www.mtgassist.com   www.mtgthesource.com 

www.mtgo.com   www.cardhoarder.com 

www.geekandsundry.com  www.mtgotraders.com 

www.magiccards.info   www.cubetutor.com 

www.mtgstocks.com   www.deckbox.org  

  

http://magic.wizards.com/
http://www.starcitygames.com/
http://www.channelfireball.com/
http://www.mtggoldfish.com/
http://www.mtgsalvation.com/
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http://www.cardhoarder.com/
http://www.geekandsundry.com/
http://www.mtgotraders.com/
http://www.magiccards.info/
http://www.cubetutor.com/
http://www.mtgstocks.com/
http://www.deckbox.org/


 

 

IN CONCLUSION 

To conclude, I sincerely hope this book has provided you with enough information about the 
game and the impetus and invention to go out and start playing Magic: The Gathering – 
there is a whole world of possibilities out there, and nigh infinite variations with regards to 
deckbuilding in all the different forms and styles of the game. 

I believe it was one of the game’s designers (at PAX West, 2016 – the Penny Arcade Expo 
gaming festival) that said every new deck is effectively a new game for the player playing 
that deck, and if I’ve encouraged even one player to give it a go (or return to the game) and 
‘make their own’, then I’d consider this a job well done and an aim well met. 

Throughout this book I have tried to make sure the information within it is as up to date as 
possible, and hopefully, as my own game develops and new techniques and strategies 
evolve, there’ll be enough new information to make it worthwhile updating this work (or 
writing a new one). For the time being, however, I do hope this will serve as a great one-
stop resource for information and basic deckbuilding advice, as well as provide some 
ideas/suggestions for developing your own Magic plays and decks. 

The rest of this book includes a summary of all the different main card types, a definition 
and explanation of many popular keywords, and a glossary of miscellaneous terms you may 
come across while playing or reading about Magic: The Gathering. 

And finally, thank you for joining me on this fabulous Magic journey – if you have enjoyed 
reading this work and found it helpful, please take the time to leave a short review and/or 
recommend it to others, and let’s hope it’s the first of many… 

 

Alex Bardy 

(September 2016). 

  



 

 

KEYWORD SUMMARY AND DEFINITIONS 

While not an exhaustive list, I do hope I’ve covered most of the keywords you’re likely to 
come across here… 

 

Main Card Types 

There are several different types of cards in Magic, but the main ones are: 

 

Land/Mana – Land cards are the main source of Mana you need to cast spells. Lands do not 
cost any Mana to cast and are considered Permanent unless removed or destroyed through 
the course of play. A maximum of one Land card can usually be played each turn and they 
become Tapped when utilised for Mana: 

Forest cards generate Green mana – G  
Mountain cards generate Red mana – R  
Swamp cards generate Black mana – B  
Island cards generate Blue mana – U  
Plains cards generate White mana – W  
Wastes generate Colorless mana -  

 

Creatures – Creature cards are usually the foundation upon which the rest of a deck is built, 
and are easily identified by having designated Power and Toughness ratings in the bottom 
right-hand corner of a card separated by a ‘/’ (slash). The first number is a creature’s Power 
(or Strength), the second is its Toughness. When a creature enters the Battlefield, it’s 
considered to be a Permanent and usually suffers from Summoning Sickness, which means it 
can only be used to Block on the turn that it’s played (but see Haste), although Triggered 
Abilities will still happen when the specified condition is met. 

 

Instants – Instant cards do pretty much what it says on the tin – you can play them 
whenever you want, on your opponent’s turn or your own, and they have an instant effect 
on the current gameplay situation. As a general rule, they tend to be one-shot deals, so 
once they’re played and resolved, they’re sent to the Graveyard. Do be aware though, your 
opponent can also play Instant cards (of their own and in response to yours), and likewise, 
you can respond to their response, etc. – this is usually termed “Passing Priority”. When 
multiple Instant cards are played at the same time, they are put on a ‘stack’ and resolved 
from the last one played and working backwards (Last in, First Out). It’s worth noting that 
even half-way through resolution, you can play another Instant that will immediately go on 
top of the stack, assuming no rules have been broken in the process. Be aware that Instants 
can be a crucial deciding factor in any game. 

  



 

 

Sorcery – Very similar to Instants, Sorcery cards tend to be one-shot deals, but often have 
more powerful effects. Sorcery cards are more limited however, because they can only be 
cast during your own turn, and even then, only during one of the two main phases of your 
turn. Once resolved, Sorcery cards are also sent straight to the Graveyard. 

 

Artifacts – Artifacts are magical items that are considered to be Permanents and fall into 
three broad categories: standalone Artifacts that will offer a continuous benefit until 
removed, Artifact Creatures that are considered creatures in all other aspects, or Artifact 
Equipment that can be attached/equipped to any creature on the Battlefield by paying the 
relevant Equip cost. Unlike Enchantment/Aura cards (see below), Artifact – Equipment cards 
are not sent to the Graveyard when the creature they’re attached to is killed or destroyed, 
and will remain on the Battlefield waiting to be re-equipped to another creature for the 
relevant Equip cost. 

 

Enchantment – Similar to Artifacts, Enchantments are considered Permanents until 
removed from the Battlefield. More often than not, Enchantments are not one-shot or one-
use items, and usually bestow a recurring advantage. Enchantment – Aura cards are similar 
to Artifact Equipment cards, but do not require an additional Equip cost to attach them to a 
creature. When a creature with Enchantment/Aura cards attached to it is destroyed or 
otherwise removed from the Battlefield, those Enchantment/Aura cards are sent to the 
Graveyard. 

 

Planeswalkers – Planeswalkers are very powerful cards, and are significantly different to all 
other cards in the game. They enter the Battlefield as Permanents but are usually put to one 
side of your main playing area. They have their own version of Life Points, called Loyalty 
Points, and can be effectively utilised as an extension of you, the player. In addition, 
Planeswalkers usually have two or three optional Sorcery-type spells that can increase or 
decrease their Loyalty value each turn. They are a useful barrier that can prevent you from 
losing, because their powerful abilities often make them a more immediate target for your 
opponent’s creatures and other direct-damage Attacks. 

There is also a ‘Planeswalker Uniqueness Rule’ (see also Legend and Legendary in the 
Glossary – Miscellaneous section below) which means each player can only have one of 
each Planeswalker in play at any one time, even if they have different card titles. 

 

 

  



 

 

Keyword List – Abilities and Traits 

NOTE: Since its inception, Magic: The Gathering has always had an over-riding caveat that 
says if any text on a card contradicts the rules, the wording on the card usually takes 
precedent over the rules. This is something worth keeping in mind whenever you’re unsure of 
the exact meaning of a card… 

Please note that this is by no means a complete and/or exhaustive list of Magic keywords – 
new ones are being added all the time, and older keywords are occasionally recycled. 

 

Annihilator – When a creature with Annihilator [n] attacks, the defending player must 
sacrifice [n] permanents – this happens before Declare Blockers phase. 

Awaken – You can cast a spell with Awaken for its basic mana cost and get only its first 
effect. If you cast a spell for its Awaken cost as shown on the card, you’ll get both effects. 

Battle Cry – Cards with the Battle Cry ability, grant a +1/+0 bonus to each other attacking 
creature. 

Cascade – A card with the Cascade keyword will allow you to Exile cards from the top of 
your Library until you find a non-land card with a lower CMC (Converted Mana Cost – the 
total no. of mana req’d to cast that card, {X} in the casting cost = zero). You may then cast 
that card/spell without paying its mana cost before returning all cards to the bottom of your 
Library in a random order.  

Clue/Investigate – Clue and Investigate are a mechanic introduced to the game with the 
release of the Shadows Over Innistrad block. Every time you Investigate, you generate an 
Artifact – Clue token which allows you to spend two generic mana {2} to draw a card from 
your Library. 

Cohort – Creatures with a Cohort ability can have it ‘trigger’ by Tapping another Ally they 
control. Usually both cards need to be Tapped in order to benefit from the Cohort ability. 

Converge – Cards with the Converge keyword usually bestow additional benefits with each 
different colour of mana used to cast that card. Note that If this card is copied or otherwise 
cast without its mana cost being paid, that card will not yield any benefit because 
technically no mana was used to cast it. 

Crew – A keyword introduced with the new Artifact – Vehicle cards in the Kaladesh block. To 
activate a Vehicle (and turn it into an Artifact Creature until end of turn), tap any number of 
creatures with total power equal to or greater than its Crew value. See also Vehicle. 

Deathtouch – Like the name suggests, any creature with Deathtouch will kill another 
creature if it deals any combat damage to it (but see Indestructible and Regenerate). 

Defender – Creatures with the Defender keyword may not attack. 

  



 

 

Delirium – Cards with a Delirium ability usually have some form of additional benefit, 
provided there are four or more different card types in your Graveyard. Note that 
Supertypes and Subtypes do not count as different card types for this ability. See Main Card 
Types for a full list of what constitutes each different card type. 

Devoid – A card with the Devoid keyword is colorless (even if it has color mana in its casting 
cost). 

Double Strike – A creature with Double Strike will get to deal its damage twice: once before 
all other creatures deal combat damage (excl. other creatures with First Strike or Double 
Strike), and again when all other creatures deal out combat damage. Note that if a creature 
with Double Strike is blocked and destroys its blocker during this early ‘first-strike’ combat 
phase, it will not then go on to deal damage direct to the defender unless it has the Trample 
ability – it has still been blocked. 

Dredge – An old mechanic that fell out of favour for being overly powerful. Instead of 
drawing a card, you can instead place a card from your Graveyard into your Hand by paying 
the Dredge cost of that card. A Dredge cost of X means you must put X cards from your 
Library into your Graveyard. Often used in Legacy format to put more cards into your 
Graveyard so other, more efficient methods can be used to return cards from your 
Graveyard to your Hand or the Battlefield without paying its mana cost… 

Echo – If a card/permanent with an Echo cost came under your control since the beginning 
of your last Upkeep Phase, that cost needs to be paid during your Upkeep Phase in order to 
avoid having to sacrifice that card/permanent. 

Emerge – A derivative of the old Ninjutsu mechanic, any card with an Emerge cost (usually 
less than its normal cost) can be cast by sacrificing another creature on the battlefield and 
using that creature’s Converted Mana Cost as part-payment towards the Emerge cost.  

Enchant/Enchantment (incl. Enchantment – Aura) – When cast, and unless otherwise 
stated, a card with the Enchant keyword must have a valid target to attach to. 

Energy and Energy Counters – – A new concept introduced with the Kaladesh block. 
Select cards can generate and/or spend Energy Counters and unlike mana, these are 
accrued and not exhausted unless used/spent to activate abilities. See Vehicles and Energy 
Counters in the Finding Synergy section of Chapter 4 – Delving Deeper Into Deckbuilding. 

Equip/Equipment – All Equipment cards have the Equip keyword – the Equip value is how 
much it costs (usually in colorless mana) to attach the Equipment to another creature. Can 
only be played at the same time as you could play a Sorcery card (during one of the two 
Main Phases of your turn). If Equipment is attached to a creature when that creature is 
destroyed and/or sent to the Graveyard, that Equipment will become unattached, ready to 
be Equipped to another creature (by paying the Equip cost again). 

Escalate – Cards with the Escalate keyword will have multiple additional options on the 
card. You may use more than one of the options by paying the Escalate cost for each 
additional action beyond the first, but cannot choose the same option twice. 

  



 

 

Exalted – If any of your creatures attack alone (even if it’s a creature without the Exalted 
keyword), that creature will get +1/+1 for each Exalted creature you control. 

Evoke – An older keyword. Cards with Evoke can be played for their Evoke cost, but must 
then be sacrificed as soon as they come into play. Mainly used for taking advantage of a 
card’s “When this card enters the battlefield…” Triggered Ability, but can also be used in 
conjunction with another card’s “Sacrifice…” Activated Ability 

Fabricate – A keyword introduced with the Kaladesh block. Cards with the Fabricate ability 
provide two options: you can choose to place a number of +1/+1 counters on the card itself, 
or create a number of 1/1 colorless Servo Artifact Creature tokens and put them onto the 
battlefield. 

Fading/Vanishing – Another older keyword. Cards with Fading or Vanishing enter the 
battlefield with a number of ‘time counters’ on them. One is removed at the start of that 
player’s Upkeep Phase each turn until there are no more remaining, at which point, that 
card is then Sacrificed/moved to the Graveyard. 

Fear – Any creature with Fear can only be blocked by Artifact Creatures and/or Black 
creatures. 

Ferocious – Cards with the Ferocious keyword usually have some form of advanced or 
additional effect providing that player also controls a creature with power of 4 or more. 

First Strike – A creature with First Strike will deal its combat damage before any other 
creatures do (excl. other creatures with First Strike or Double Strike). 

Flash – Any card with the Flash keyword can be cast at any time you could normally cast an 
Instant (incl. during your opponent’s turn). 

Flashback – Cards with Flashback (usually just Instant and Sorcery cards) can be cast direct 
from your Graveyard for their Flashback cost, but must then be Exiled (removed from the 
game). 

Flying – Creatures with Flying can only be blocked by other creatures with Flying, or 
creatures with the Reach ability. 

Haste – A creature with Haste does not suffer any form of ‘summoning sickness’, which 
means it can attack the same turn it enters the battlefield. Any Activated Abilities that card 
may have can also be played. 

Hexproof – Any card with Hexproof cannot be targeted by the spells or abilities of your 
opponent. They can still be the target of your own spells however. 

Hideaway – An older keyword from the original Lorwyn block – cards with the Hideaway 
keyword allow you to look at the top four cards of your Library and Exile one of them face-
down. The description on the card with the Hideaway keyword will explain how to play or 
cast the Exiled card (usually at reduced cost). 

  



 

 

Indestructible – A creature with Indestructible cannot be destroyed via conventional 
combat damage. They can still be sacrificed, however, and put into the owner’s Graveyard if 
reduced to Toughness 0 or less through other means. 

Ingest – Whenever a creature with the Ingest trait deals combat damage to another player, 
that player must Exile the top card from their Library (remove it from the game and put it in 
the Exiled Cards pile). 

Intimidate – Any creature with Intimidate can only be blocked by Artifact Creatures and/or 
creatures that share a colour with it. See also Fear. 

Investigate/Clue – see Clue/Investigate. 

Kicker – Cards with a Kicker cost allow you to pay an additional, optional extra cost to 
benefit from that card’s Kicker ability (as detailed in the description of the card). 

Landfall – Any card with the Landfall keyword will ‘trigger’ every time a Land enters the 
battlefield under your control (regardless of whether that Land enters Tapped or Untapped), 
and multiple times if multiple Lands enter the battlefield under your control. 

{Land}walk – An older keyword. Creatures with a {Land}walk ability (Forestwalk, Islandwalk, 
Mountainwalk, Plainswalk, and Swampwalk, for example), cannot be blocked if the 
defending player controls at least one land of the specified type. 

Lifelink – Whenever a creature with Lifelink deals damage to another creature or player, its 
controller gains that many Life points.  

Madness – If a card has a Madness cost, you may pay that cost to cast the spell any time 
you would ordinarily discard it (in response to a “Discard a card” action or when you’re 
forced to ‘discard down’ to seven cards, for example). 

Manifest – The card you play (for no mana cost) enters the battlefield face-down as a 2/2 
colorless creature with no other attributes (name, description, type, etc) – it enters the 
game (at Instant speed) when you choose to Manifest it by paying its mana cost (similar to 
Flash), and can be ‘activated’ at any point when you have priority. 

Meld – A mechanic introduced with the Eldritch Moon card set, see Emerge, Meld and 
Transform in the Finding Synergy section of Chapter 4 – Delving Deeper Into Deckbuilding. 
Selected pairs of cards can be Melded together to form a bigger, larger creature, but if a 
Melded creature is destroyed or otherwise leaves the battlefield, it will separate into two 
cards again. 

Menace – Creatures with Menace can only be blocked by two or more creatures. 

Morbid – Cards with the Morbid keyword usually have an additional benefit provided a 
creature has died earlier in the same turn. 

Morph (and Megamorph) – Allows the player to pay three generic, colorless mana {3} to 
play that card face-down as a 2/2 colorless creature with no other attributes (see Manifest). 
It can then be brought into play (at Instant speed) by paying its Morph cost. Megamorph is 
similar, but the card is brought into play with a +1/+1 counter on it for its Megamorph cost. 

  



 

 

Persist – the literal opposite of Undying, when a creature with the Persist keyword is 
destroyed, it returns to the battlefield with a -1/-1 counter on it, only if it didn’t have any -
1/-1 counters on it when it was destroyed. 

Planeswalker – Planeswalkers are especially powerful allies you can bring to the battlefield. 
See Planeswalkers under Main Card Types. 

Protection – Any cards with the Protection keyword (usually creatures), will grant that card 
(or the player) protection from something – it could be protection from another colour, 
protection from another creature or card type, or protection from any manner of other 
things. Any damage to that card/player from any of those sources is prevented. Similarly, if a 
creature is protected from a colour, no Enchantments or Equipment of that colour can be 
attached to that creature, and that creatures cannot be blocked by creatures of the colour 
it’s protected from. Ditto for players – a player protected from Red cannot be damaged or 
blocked by anything of that colour. 

Prowess – Cards with the Prowess ability gain +1/+1 until end of turn every time a non-
creature card/spell is played. 

Rally – Creatures with the Rally ability will ‘trigger’ whenever that creature or another Ally 
enters the battlefield under your control. 

Reach – any creature with the Reach keyword can block creatures with Flying. 

Regenerate – Creatures with the Regenerate ability can be regenerated before reaching the 
Graveyard. The Regenerate cost may be paid to prevent that creature from being destroyed 
– acting like a shield, instead of the creature being sent to the Graveyard, it becomes 
Tapped instead and doesn’t leave the battlefield or lose any Aura, Equipment or counters 
that may have been on it prior to regeneration. 

Renown – A creature with the Renown [n] trait will gain [n] no. of +1/+1 counters the first 
time they deal combat damage directly to a player. 

Retrace – Cards with the Retrace keyword can be cast directly from your Graveyard 
provided you discard a Land card as well as pay its casting cost. 

Scry – The keyword Scry allows you to look at a number of cards on the top of your Library 
and put some or all of them on the bottom of your Library, and the rest back on the top of 
your Library in the order you want. You may also Scry 1 if you have opted for a Mulligan at 
the start of a game and have less than seven cards in your Opening Hand. See Mulligan. 

Shroud – Any card or creature with Shroud cannot be the target of any spells or abilities, 
even those of its own controller. 

Skulk – Creatures with Skulk cannot be blocked by any creature or creatures that have more 
Power than it. 

Spell Mastery – Cards with Spell mastery usually provide a bonus if you have two or more 
Instant and/or Sorcery cards in your Graveyard. 

  



 

 

Storm – another older keyword. Any cards with the Storm keyword are copied/repeated a 
number of times depending on how many spells have been played before it this turn. 

Support – Cards with the Support [n] ability can place a +1/+1 counter on up to [n] number 
of other creatures you control (but not two on the same one). 

Surge – Cards with a Surge cost can be played/cast for their (usually reduced) Surge cost 
provided you have already cast a spell in the same turn. 

Threshold – A card with the Threshold keyword gains additional bonuses provided you have 
seven or more cards in your Graveyard when they are resolved. 

Trample – If a creature with the Trample ability destroys the creature(s) blocking it, it will 
deal any additional (or leftover) damage to that creature’s controller. See also Double Strike. 

Transform – Cards that Transform usually have two faces – the front (or main) face has a 
sun symbol in the top left hand corner, and the back/transformed face usually has a 
crescent moon symbol in the same place. Some cards can transform only once, others can 
Transform back and forth depending on game circumstance. 

Undying – If a creature has the Undying keyword, that creature will return to the Battlefield 
with a +1/+1 counter on it, only if it didn’t have any +1/+1 counters on it when it was 
destroyed. See also Persist. 

Unearth – Cards with the Unearth keyword (usually creature cards) can be returned to the 
battlefield with the Haste trait, but must be exiled at the end of that turn. 

Vanishing/Fading – see Fading/Vanishing. 

Vehicle – An Artifact subtype introduced with the Kaladesh block. Artifact – Vehicle cards 
have a Crew cost that allows them to be turned into Artifact Creatures until the end of turn, 
provided this cost is paid by Tapping any number of creatures with total power equal to or 
greater than its Crew cost. See also Crew. 

Vigilance – Any creatures with the Vigilance trait do not become Tapped when they attack. 

 

 

  



 

 

Glossary – Miscellaneous 

NOTE: Since its inception, Magic: The Gathering has always had an over-riding caveat that 
says if any text on a card contradicts the rules, the wording on the card usually takes 
precedent over the rules. This is something worth keeping in mind whenever you’re unsure of 
the exact meaning of a card… 

 

Activated Abilities – These are abilities on a card that require some form of Activation cost. 

Attack/Attackers – Creature cards used to Attack your opponent during the Combat Phase 
of a turn. When creatures Attack, they are usually Tapped (turned sideways) to indicate 
they’ve been ‘used’ this turn (but see Vigilance). 

Battlefield – This is a term used to describe the main playing area of a standard Magic: The 
Gathering game/match – it’s where the bulk of the action and combat takes place. 

Block/Blockers/Blocking – Creature cards used to Block your opponent’s Attack during the 
Combat Phase of a turn. Creatures that are declared as Blockers during the Combat Phase 
do not become Tapped unless the player owning that card utilises an Activated Ability that 
changes its status. If a Blocker is removed from play or sacrificed after the Declare Blockers 
part of the Combat Phase, the Attacker it was Blocking is still considered blocked and any 
combat damage that creature would normally inflict doesn’t happen (but see Trample). 

Card Block – A card block usually consists of at least two card sets released by Wizards of 
the Coast across a six-month period. Battle for Zendikar and Kaladesh are examples of 
Magic: The Gathering card blocks. 

Card Set – A card set is usually part of a larger card block – Eldritch Moon is part of the 
Shadows Over Innistrad card block, for example. 

Chump Blocking – This is the phrase used to describe those moments in a game when you 
effectively sacrifice a weak, low-power, low-toughness creature by using it to Block a much 
bigger, larger creature, thus preventing any Damage you may have taken had the Attacker 
got through (assuming the creature being Blocked doesn’t have Trample, of course). 

Converted Mana Cost (CMC) – the Converted Mana Cost of a card is the total no. of mana 
required to cast that card with all occurrences of {X} counting as zero towards this total 
(unless that card is on the stack and has already been cast). A card costing 2RW for example, 
has a CMC of 4 – a card that costs XXB will have a CMC of just 1 (each X = zero).  

Damage – A catch-all term used to describe many different types of Damage, this is basically 
how much hurt you have inflicted either directly to your opponent, or to one of their 
Planeswalker or Creature cards during combat. There are several different definitions of 
Damage and types of Damage in Magic: The Gathering. 

  



 

 

Exile – Cards in Exile are effectively ‘removed from the game’, although a very limited 
number of cards can return cards from Exile back into the game. 

Fight – Not quite a keyword per se, some cards will allow you to fight other creatures 
directly. It’s worth noting that any damage done here is not considered combat damage, so 
the card does not become Tapped. 

Graveyard – A player’s Graveyard is where the majority of their cards will go when they 
have been used, killed, sacrificed or destroyed in the game. 

Hand – Your Hand is usually the number of cards you are physically holding and represents 
the number of spells and/or basic land/mana resources you currently have ‘on hand’. 
Although you may have more than seven cards in your hand during a turn, you cannot have 
more than seven cards at the end of your turn, and must discard down to seven cards if this 
is the case. 

Hybrid Mana – Cards with a Hybrid Mana symbol (often two mana symbols/colours split 
half-and-half) can be ‘paid for’ using either mana symbol. If a card has a shared/hybrid 
symbol showing Red and Green mana, for example, that means you may use either Red or 
Green mana to pay for or represent that mana cost, and that card is considered both a Red 
and Green card for colour determination. 

Legend and Legendary – The words Legend and Legendary represent a Supertype, and 
players cannot have more than one of the same card on the battlefield at any one time – if a 
player attempts to play the same Legendary card onto the battlefield, they must choose one 
to keep on the battlefield, and put the other one into their Graveyard. 

Life Points – This is the number of Life Points you have in the game. You usually start a game 
with 20 Life Points, and lose the game when this reaches zero (or less). In Commander 
format Magic, you start a game with 40 Life Points (see Constructed – Commander in 
Chapter 2). 

Loyalty – Planeswalkers enter the Battlefield with a starting Loyalty value. These act as Life 
Points for that card, and there are usually two or three options on the card that add or 
subtract to that Planeswalker’s Loyalty score. 

Mulligan – At the start of the game, you may opt to change your Opening Hand by shuffling 
your cards back into your Library and drawing one less card each time. If you start the game 
with less than seven cards in your Opening Hand, you may also Scry 1 and choose whether 
or not to put that card on the top or bottom of your Library. See also Scry. 

Permanent(s) – Any card that stays on the battlefield is considered Permanent – it is 
permanently on the battlefield until removed or destroyed. Instants and Sorcery spells are 
not permanent. 

Power/Strength – All creatures have a Power (or Strength) rating/score in the bottom right-
hand corner of the card. This is followed by a slash and then another rating/score which 
represents that creature’s Toughness. The Power of a creature indicates how much Damage 
it can inflict during combat. 

  



 

 

Summoning Sickness – Creature cards that enter the battlefield on a turn are usually 
considered to be suffering from Summoning Sickness, which means they can only be used to 
Block this turn, and any Activated Abilities that require Tapping cannot be used. Triggered 
Abilities and Activated Abilities that do not require Tapping or Untapping may still be used. 

Tapped/Tapping – When a card is ‘used up’, it is normally turned 45-90 degrees sideways, 
this is called Tapping. A card that is Tapped cannot usually use any of its additional abilities 
again until next turn. 

Token – Tokens are usually representative of a particular creature on the battlefield but are 
not Magic cards per se. They are usually considered Permanents but are removed from the 
game completely when they are destroyed or returned to their owner’s Hand. Indeed, they 
cannot exist anywhere but on the battlefield. 

Toughness – The Toughness rating/score of a Creature can be found at the bottom right-
hand corner, and is the last number after the slash. A creature’s Toughness rating 
represents how much Damage it can take before it’s ‘killed’. If a creature’s Toughness is 
reduced to 0 or less, it’s usually considered destroyed and removed from the battlefield to 
the Graveyard, although there are several ways it can return to or remain on the Battlefield 
(see Indestructible, Regenerate, and Undying). 

Triggered Abilities – These are abilities on a card that automatically ‘trigger’ when the 
relevant condition is met – Triggered Abilities do not usually have a cost and often start with 
the words “Whenever…” or “When…”, or even “At…”. Landfall and Rally are good examples 
of Triggered Abilities. 

Untapped/Untapping – When a card is turned 90 degrees, it’s usually considered Tapped. 
When it’s returned to its original orientation, it’s considered Untapped. Cards that are 
Tapped usually remain so until next turn (they become Untapped during the Untap part of 
the Beginning Phase of a turn). 
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Some Useful Magic: The Gathering Resources (Online) 

Here’s a selection of websites I’d highly recommend for finding out more about Magic: The 
Gathering, the value of Magic cards, and if you’re looking for further deckbuilding advice: 

 

www.magic.wizards.com   www.starcitygames.com 

www.channelfireball.com  www.mtggoldfish.com 

www.mtgsalvation.com  www.gatheringmagic.com 

www.mtgassist.com   www.mtgthesource.com 

www.mtgo.com   www.cardhoarder.com 

www.geekandsundry.com  www.mtgotraders.com 

www.magiccards.info   www.cubetutor.com 

www.mtgstocks.com   www.deckbox.org    
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