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Middle-earth Card of the Day #700
The White Hand

Please welcome Fram Frumgarson to the ME CotD Triumvirate. He has agreed to take the chair formerly occupied by Gimli. A man of many interests and many talents, we can look forward to at least one of those in the subsequent reviews; humor. Below please find his first review as an official, full time, unsung ME CotD reviewer. :) 

The White Hand :: MEWH :: stage resource permanent-event :: 6 MP's :: 3 SP
+2 DI :: +1 prowess :: R2 

Saruman specific, playable on Saruman if he has the following in play: at least 12 stage points, at least 3 factions, A Strident Spawn and Saruman's Machinery. Cannot be duplicated. 

Art by Rob Alexander. 

For the second time an expansion for MECCG contains a card with the same name as the expansion itself. To be worthy of being the title card, it needs to be special (like The Lidless Eye was). The White Hand is. First of all, it gives a whopping 6 MP's. This is on par with the almighty One Ring, and only one less than world champs Mithril and Fate of the Ithil-stone. If you'd only read the text on The White Hand itself, you'd say that of all the high-MP power cards it is one of the easiest to get into play. All you have to do is reveal Saruman at Isengard and then wait for the other required cards to come along. This is the point where trouble kicks in, though. A Strident Spawn, for instance, requires a protected Wizardhaven. So does Saruman's Machinery. So, although The White Hand doesn't say so, there must have been a protected Wizardhaven somewhere along the road. Also, A Strident Spawn requires a minimum of 6 SP's. This means you'll have to get those somewhere (although your 3 starting SP's plus the protection on your Wizardhaven will almost certainly let you meet that requirement). The greatest difficulty during this build up to The White Hand is keeping your SP total acceptable. You'll have at least 10 SP's when you have played A Strident Spawn, and Saruman's Machinery will give you four more. The easiest way to fulfil the three factions requirement is by playing Half-orcs and Greater Half-orcs, and they also require a protected Wizardhaven and give 1 SP each. In order to keep your SP count low (relatively low, that is), you have to be prepared to discard cards like Wizard's Myrmidon, The Forge-master or other generally useful stage resources. If you don't do this, a sky-rocketing SP total will make you very vulnerable to a number of Fallen Wizard-specific hazards, especially the ones that make your influence attempts a near impossibility. Nevertheless, Saruman can meet all the White Hand demands without ever leaving Isengard, as long as he has some faithful (or just misled) minions running around fetching the Keys to his hold. Of course you don't have to use the Orc factions to fulfil the faction requirement, but it's by far the easiest route to go. 

The other characteristics of The White Hand are best put into perspective by comparing them to the powercards for the other four Fallen-Wizards. All five Wizards have their own brutally strong (at least, that's the intention) stage resource perm, which can be played if they have accumulated at least 12 SP's, and give 3 SP's themselves. When comparing the five, you'll find that The White Hand is worth one more MP than the Girdle of Radagast and Gandalf's Await the Onset, three more than Pallando's Prophet of Doom and no less than five more than Alatar's The Great Hunt (who basically has to beat five standard creatures to get on par with his boss Saruman). 

That's an adavantage that counts. Apart from The Great Hunt, which requires nothing besides the 12 SP's, all the Wizard-specific powercards have their own requirements. The big advantage The White Hand has over the remaining three is that all of its demands can be met at Isengard (or one other protected Wizardhaven). Both Radagast and Gandalf need to travel to meet their requirements. Technically it is possible for Pallando to get his five factions the same way Saruman does, but exchanging the requirement of having Saruman's Machinery in play for two more half-orc factions is not a favourable trade-off for the Doom-master. 

And finally, there is the effect that these cards have once they're in play. Here, Saruman's card really sticks out. It's the only one that directly affects the Wizard himself. More DI and prowess are always nice. But it's not really a matter of The White Hand's own effect, but of the sucking effect of the other powercards. Especially Gandalf's, of which the cardtext would have suited a hazard event, and Radagast's, which is only worthwhile at Rhosgobel and even then it's not an instant game-killer, are nowhere near The White Hand's enhancement. Pallando's message only gets across to a very friendly opponent, and The Great Hunt merely confirms Alatar's addiction to Russian roulette. So, I'd say The White Hand is in a different league altogether. 

I think we can safely say that The White Hand is the most prestigious and most powerful card of MEWH. As it should be. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #702
Blind to the West & Ire of the East

Blind to the West / Ire of the East :: MEWH :: hazard short-event :: C 

"Targets and cancels one hero (BttW) / minion (IotE) resource short event played by a Fallen Wizard earlier in the same chain of effects. This card can be played at any time and does not count against the hazard limit. Remove this card from the game" 

Art by Pascal Yung (BttW) / Douglas Beekman (IotE). 

These two cards are also known as the Trouser Twins, because they have a habit of catching you with your pants down. (And for Germans there's another valid explanation: these cards can really Hose your strategy). 

The basic idea behind these cards is well-known from Many Sorrows Befall: "I play this card". "No, you don't". However, the characteristics of Blind to the West and Ire of the East are totally different from Many Sorrows Befall. 

Compared to Many Sorrows Befall the uniqueness has been replaced by a one-shot mechanism. You can have three copies of these cards in your playdeck, but they're immediately removed from play once you've used them. This means that you'll have to think really hard about when to use them, because using them is expensive. Especially when you're playing longer games (2-deck or longer), you'd better keep some back for the second cycle. All in all, I think that this is a favourable trade-off for Blind to the West and Ire of the East. When you include three copies of each, it gives you six shots. Achieving such figures with Many Sorrows Befall requires some serious cycling. 

But the most striking feature of these two cards by far is of course their expanded playability. You can play them whenever you like. First thing that comes to mind is Marvels Told/Voices of Malice. No matter when Halbarad starts whining, his tales remain unheard. But this lack of timing restrictions goes a lot further than that. How about a site phase Ringlore or an organization phase Down Down to Goblin-town? Forget it! These two cancel them all! The ability of being playable at all times is central to the awesome power of Blind to the West and Ire of the East. The only thing you have to remember is that they have to be played during the same chain of effects as the short event you'd like to cancel. So you cannot cancel the effects of a Secret Passage somewhere halfway through the movement/hazard phase. 

The big restriction on these cards is of course the fact that you may only use them against a Fallen Wizard opponent. If I know beforehand that my opponent will play Fallen Wizard, I won't think twice and include three copies of each of these two cards in my play deck. However, most of the time (especially when you're competing in tournaments) you will not know your opponent's alignment until the game starts. This means that the Trouser Twins have to compete for a place in the ten extra sideboard slots you get when playing against a Fallen Wizard. I would say that these two cards and Echoes of the Song together are the most generally useful anti-FW cards, and I would certainly include two of each in my sideboard. 

I guess Blind to the West and Ire of the East will see a lot of play in the months to come. 

Such a shame Blind to the West has such hideous art..... 
Middle-earth Card of the Day #703
Denethor II

From the land of the magyar comes a dynamic duo with an excellent analysis. Do you suppose the Middle-earth correllary would be Dorwinion? {Editor's Note: Any faults in the English should be attributed to the editor.} 

Denethor II :: METW :: Warrior/Sage Dunadan :: 4 MI :: 2 DI :: 3/6 :: R 

Unique. +2 direct influence against the Tower Guard of Minas Tirith faction.
Home Site: Minas Tirith. 

Art by Angus McBride. 

I think evaulating characters is much more difficult than other MECCG cards. The main reason for that is that characters are quantified in a manner that is easy with which to disagree. Who can be certain that Glorfindel II's heroism and martial prowess are exactly one unit greater than Beorn's as reflected in their prowess stat? These numbers are shaped by both the logic of game mechanics and the simulation of Tolkien's world. Denethor II is the result of this balance - and not the most succesful one. 

His mind is 4; good for a dunadan with two skills. His DI is 2, and he has a bonus against the Tower Guard. This bonus is a result of the simulation aspects of the game, because he was the ruling steward of Gondor. In MECCG, this advantage is not all that great as the Tower Guard is a faction which can be influenced succesfully by most dunedain characters (not to mention big favorites like Aragorn.) 

His warrior/sage skills are good, but there are some others who offer the same mix; e.g., Balin, Celeborn. In addition it's really hard to make him a good fighter; with GoM, Star of High Hope and a Shield of Iron-Bound Ash he just matches the martial abilities of his son, Boromir (excusable due to old age?) At this point there's a question: would not the more rare combination of sage/diplomat skills better balance the low prowess and body values? (At the end, Denethor II was the ruling steward, as much a diplomat as a warrior.) There is painfully missing a simulation of Denethor's abilities. Here, Denethor is unable to (even restricted) use palantiri, nor receive a bonus against corruption checks; he is left an ordinary character. This despite the fact that even though he was the dunadan with the greatest ego, he was less corrupted by the palantiri than was Saruman! 

So, unless we believe our opponent's strategy hinges upon Return of the King, we have no reason to include Denethor. Even if that were the case, the tactical improvement is small; i.e., Denethor is easily eliminated to facilitate the Return of the King. 

To summarize things. Denethor is a character who isn't worth including in any deck unless you have a special reason; for example a dunedain deck which needs a sage, you haven't a better fighter (unlikely), or you wish to keep Minas Tirith in play (style points, having Denethor on the throne as Steward.) 

Finally he's a rare character, and you haven't got any reason to play with him. What a shame... 

Boromir I & II 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #704
Old Troll

"But harder than stone is the flesh and bone
Of a troll that sits in the hills alone..."
- Fellowship of the Ring p. 277 

Old Troll :: MELE :: Warrior Troll :: 4 MI :: 0 DI :: 5/9 :: 1 MP :: U 

Home Site: Any Dark-hold 

Discard on a body check result of 8. +1 direct influence against Trolls, Orcs, Troll factions, and Orc factions. -1 to all corruption checks. 

Art by Heather Hudson. 

The Old Troll is a big ornery character who can earn a place in some Minion and Fallen Wizard decks. His strengths are straight forward, and not very subtle, as is proper for a troll. He has a prowess of five and a body of nine which is respectable in any company. He requires only four influence to control and provides a marshalling point. Character M.P.s should never be overlooked as an easy source of points and Fallen Wizards will receive full value for the Old Troll once they begin dabbling in the darker arts which allow him to be played. Also, the old soul is not unique. Apparently he has lots of brothers and sisters just like him back in the mountains. He is a Warrior, naturally, and benefits for those 'warrior-only' cards. The most subtle and un-troll like quality of the Old Troll is the +1 to direct influence of all things Orc and Troll. This means with a Whip, he can control three mind characters like the Troll Lout. 

It's not proper to use weakness and troll in the same sentence, so I'll use the word drawbacks. The Old Troll does have three drawbacks. The first is that he runs back to the hills (is discarded) on a body check roll of eight. Second, he is also self-serving, like all those runty hero dwarves, he has a -1 to his corruption checks. So you do not want to load him with too many items, or one of great value. Third, he has no other skills than warrior, and minion companies are usually not short on warriors. 

So what do you do with the Old Troll? He makes a good companion to any of the Lieutenants since Unhappy Blows will not effect an all troll company. The Lieutenants will often have the skills you need to use your other skill specific cards and the Old Troll would be used for brute force to back the big man up. He is also not a leader, an important consideration when joining with the Lieutenants or other high profile minion characters. 

What about his troll siblings and orc cousins? The Old Troll doesn't stack up well. The Troll Lout has one less prowess and no +1 versus orcs and trolls, but is otherwise the same at a cost of one less influence. Snaga and Radbug both have mind of four like the Old Troll. Snaga doesn't have the corruption problem, discards on a nine instead of an eight, and only loses the +1 versus orcs and trolls in the bargain. Radbug also doesn't have the corruption problem, doesn't have the +1 versus orcs and trolls, and has one lower body. 

But the discard number is the same - eight, and Radbug adds the Ranger skill, a very handy thing to have! Finally, Ulkaur the Tongueless (what a great name) gives an extra M.P., an extra +1 versus orcs and trolls, and extra one prowess, and only discards on a nine for one lowly extra influence point. 

Overall, the Old Troll is a fair character but not a great one. Some of the unique character have more value for the influence. Still, you don't have to worry about bouncing Old Trolls during the character draft which is an important point. The Old Troll fits best in all troll parties and can be used, in a pinch, for influencing. 

Frerin 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #705
Goblin Faces

Goblin Faces - MEWH - Hazard creature - 3@7 - bl/sl/bh - R 

Orcs. Men. Following the attack, the attacker looks at a number of cards from the top of the defender's play deck equal to the number of successful strikes of the attack. The attacker may place any of these cards face down on the bottom of the defender's play deck (in any order he chooses). He places the rest on top of the defender's deck (in any order he chooses). 

Art by Stephen Schwartz. 

Goblin-faces is the first and as yet only hazard representation of the Half-orc concept. It is the only creature that belongs to two races. This basically means that it can be targeted by two different kinds of enhancers. And it needs that enhancement. Unenhanced, Goblin-faces is a certified member of the Royal Cannon Fodder Society of Isen. But its dual race means that it's susceptible to a relatively wide range of enhancers and recyclers. A combination of Minions Stir and Rank Upon Rank (with Doors of Night) boosts the Faces to 6 strikes at 10 prowess. Throw in a Scimitars of Steel or two, and you're starting to have fun. And afterwards, you can get it back with Thrice Outnumbered. 

The downside to this dual race thing could have been an expanded vulnerability to cancelers and negative modifiers. Fortunately (for a hazardplayer) Orcs and Men were already linked together on most of those cards (like Dark Quarrels). 

Their schizophrenic nature is also reflected in their keyability. Border and Shadow means that they're excellently playable versus both heroes and minions. Against minions, most of the time they will make a chat-attack, but that really doesn't matter. Why? Because under the detainment rules, a successful strike is a strike that is effectual, i.e. taps a character. And the killing is not what makes Goblin-faces an interesting creature, it's the secondary effect that occurs after a successful strike. 

Because for each successful strike you manage to pull off with the Goblin-faces, you can take a card from the top of your opponent's play deck and then decide to put it back on top or on the bottom of his play deck. Imagine a Fallen Wizard with his Trove and a stored Sapling waiting for The White Tree. Let him wait until he gets to the bottom of this! Or picture Gandalf impatiently awaiting The One ring so he can toss Bilbo's gold thingie into the fire. Your paint will have dried before his waiting ends. The effect of Goblin-faces is potentially devastating to strategies that centre around a few cards, but even to more general strategies, putting that Concealment or Ruse out of commission for a while can be really annoying. 

Just to clarify things: if three strikes are successful, you may look at three cards, and if you want to, you can put all three of them on the bottom of your opponent's play deck. But you can also put all three back on top, or any other combination you like. 

The exact wording on Goblin-faces is a nice example of the new and improved witty way of phrasing the designers of MECCG use these days. A few months ago Ichabod clarified that 'to reveal' means 'to show to all players involved in the game'. So the word 'reveal' has been carefully avoided on Goblin-faces. This means you don't have to show the cards you draw from his play deck to their rightful owner. Just grin maliciously and down they go. 

So if you're able to boost this creature sufficiently, it becomes a real threat to your opponent, and not because of its combat stats. But by itself, it's far too weak to make an impression. Like all Orcs, its strength is in numbers and it needs a driving force behind it. Like most Men, once it gets through, it shows that the mortal children of Iluvatar are on the verge of inheriting Arda. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Once you've been hit by this, you can partially remedy the situation by playing Smoke Rings, An Unexpected Outpost, or any other card that lets you shuffle your deck. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #706
Das Pack vor der Tuer

As the Hobbits only vaguely remember, there was a time when wolves hunted in the Shire. With this card, you can turn back the wheel of time and relive those dreadful days when there was 

Das Pack vor der Tuer :: Spezial :: Langfristiges Ereignis
Spielbar wenn die Tore der Nacht im Spiel sind. Jede nicht einzigartige Tier-, Spinnen- und Wolf-Kreatur kann in Grenzreichen, Grenzorten oder Ruinen & Horten gespielt werden. Die Kreatur muss in einer Region spielbar sein, die keine Meereskueste ist. 

(Translation: Pack at the Doors :: Special :: Hazard Long-event :: Playable when Doors of Night are in play. Any non-unique animal-, spider- and wolf-creature can be played keyed to Borderlands, Border-holds or Ruins & Lairs. The creature must be playable at a region other than acoastal sea.) 

Art by Jo Hartwig 

I consider this one a staple card for any hazard deck concentrating on one kind of animals or the other (or perhaps all of them). They remove the need of double wilderness from Dire-wolves and Giant Spiders and extends the range of all animals to some areas previously thought save from them. 

OK, it needs Doors of Night, but when you play animals, you certainly want to use Wake of War to its best extend and preferably play Shelob and her brood (known as Spider of the Morlat) to harden your little pets anyway, so that is no real hinderance to using this card. 

It is only a long-event, and it is hard to get by (remember, you get one with one of those Gift Boxes, which go for about 150,-DM (100$)). So you should plan for some ways to either get it back quickly or to keep it in play - Will of Sauron, anyone? 

Of course you are in for some heavy weather when meeting another animal hazard deck, in which case you basically have two options: Take the beating, and hope to give more than you take, or don't use the Pack. 

Hamfast 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #707
Long Dark Reach

Dear ME CotD Readers, 

Please welcome the latest member of the triumvirate, Joshua B. Grace. He soundly trounced Ohtar in the last NetMECCG tournament, so be forewarned! Here is his first article. Ohtar will post a final review sometime (just as soon as he is finished moving.) 

"I wonder if this is a contrivance of the Enemy," said Boromir. "They say in my land that he can govern the storms in the Mountains of Shadow that stand upon the borders of Mordor. He has strange powers and many allies." 

"His arm has grown long indeed," said Gimli, "if he can draw snow down from the North to trouble us here three hundred leagues away." 

"His arm has grown long," said Gandalf.
(The Fellowship of the Ring, Book 2, Chapter 3) 

Long Dark Reach :: MEDM :: Hazard Short-event :: r2? 

Playable on a moving company with at least one Wilderness in its site path if you have at least 10 cards in your play deck. Reveal the top seven cards of your play deck. One revealed Nazgul, Dragon, or a non-unique creature (your choice) immediately attacks the company (regardless of its playability requirements). 

The creature must be playable in a region besides Coastal Sea. If the creature could not normally be played on the company, modify its prowess by -4. Shuffle all unused cards and return them to the top of your play deck. 

Do you like to kill your opponent's companies? Are you tired of chiseling away at companies with the old nickle-and-dime Cave Drakes, Slayers, Wargs and Orc Warriors? Would you like to see the shot of fear that passes through his eyes as Khamul attacks his Hobbits on their way from Rivendell to Bag End? Even when they were trying to be all Hobbit-like and stealthy? Then this might be the card for you... 

The first thing that comes to mind is: Dragons and Nazgul keyed to a single Wilderness. And the second thing that usually comes to mind is: Dragons and Nazgul keyed to a single Wilderness. Wilderness is the most common region type. 

Suddenly, those big, glorious Dragons and Nazgul that sit out of so many tournament decks because of restricted playability are once again viable hazard strategies. You don't even need 50 hazards to make them playable and recycle them and boost their prowess and try to cover the general influence game and the corruption game. Long Dark Reach drastically reduces the number of cards you need to play a Dragon or Nazgul strategy or to use them both in one deck. Of course, they still aren't very effective against a Gondorian strategy that is all Border Lands and Free Domains or against the up-and-coming freaky stay-put decks that are becoming more popular as Ringwraith and Fallen Wizard players find ways to pass the whole game without moving a single company. But, for the most part, if you use this card, your Dragons and Nazgul are going to draw blood. 

The second thing that comes to mind is that this is an event, not a creature, and the creature attacks as the second, dependent half of an event. So, like Dragons ahunt, Ride Against the Enemy and Tidings of Bold Spies, Long Dark Reach can throw potentially devastating attacks against a company using Stealth. It's also nice in that Long Dark Reach is effectively a combination in and of itself; certainly, you need to have the appropriate cards in your deck in such a ratio that you are likely to draw one qualifying card in your next seven, but to play such a creature, you need only to hold Long Dark Reach in your hand. 

There is the matter of the -4 modification to prowess if the creature can not normally be played against the company. This is a serious consideration when building any deck that might include Long Dark Reach. You could put in all the Cave Drakes, Huorns, Williams, Berts, Toms, Slayers and Assassins that normally attack companies as the chances are good that there will be one such creature in your next seven cards that will attack without the -4 penalty; however, this hardly maximizes Long Dark Reach's utility. It becomes more of a Stealth-buster, and, quite simply, Searching Eye does that more effectively. I recommend putting in either the prowess enhancers for the Dragons or Nazgul you want to include or pulling out the weaker ones (Scorba, Daelomin, Uvatha). You might also want to think twice about attacking a Glorfindel/Beorn deck with this card if Smaug is going to be handicapped at 13 prowess, especially if it's one of those decks that has a bunch of Old Thrushes, Risky Blows and Alert the Folk in it. The same also goes for companies with women and Black Arrows or Riders of Rohan and the suspect look on your opponent's face such that he just might have Helm of Her Secrecy in his hand. Such companies, though, are likely to dare you to play your hazards straight from your hand without the Long Dark Reach, and, at such times, it's better to hold the appropriate creature and discard Long Dark Reach. 

In short, it is a card that needs to be played only after some degree of consideration as to its potential effectiveness. Remember, the nice thing about BIG creatures is that they are likely to tap out a company (if they don't wound it) without feeding your opponent kill marshalling points. Even Daelomin, brought down to three strikes at 9/8, is likely to tap out a company that wasn't prepared to wander out of the Shire or didn't plan to move through a wilderness except en route to Gondor. And Itangast is lovely even with the -4 penalty, attacking out of the blue for three strikes at 14/8. That sort of thing always irks a Hobbit. 

There are a few other considerations. Like Revealed to All Watchers and Eyes of Mandos, Long Dark Reach is a powerful deck-manipulator, but it gives your opponent a glance at seven of the cards you haven't yet played. True, you shuffle them and place them atop your deck so that you give yourself advanced warning, but if your deck revolves around any sort of surprise (i.e., influencing away your opponent's characters/items/factions or pulling off a company vs. company combination) then you'd best not play this. Also, while most consideration has been given to the effect Long Dark Reach has upon Dragons and Nazgul, it can be quite effective with a host of other creatures, namely the bigger drakes and Assassins. Hazard attacking strategies are the basic of the game; they are the simplest and often the most fun. But this won't always win you a game. A Glorfindel/Beorn deck that actually avoids the nasty places won't have be given much trouble by your gimpy Dragons and Nazgul. Beorn laughs at Nazgul who limp about at 11/9 or 11/10. Glorfindel has a better than 50/50 chance of beating a strike from a penalized Itangast. The nice thing to remember, though, is that you can tap Nazgul events to access your sideboard, so if your attacking strategy is falling short, turn to Plan B. Long Dark Reach, in my opinion, is a card that demands to be at the center of a hazard scheme or not a part of it at all. If you don't have the corresponding cards in your deck, playing Long Dark Reach can be a huge gamble as you are too likely to not throw anything against your opponent's company at all or to toss a 6 prowess Cave-drake against Aragorn and Boromir on their way to Minas Tirith. 

But Sauron sits back and laughs. Dragons in Rhudaur? Nazgul on the way to Dol Amroth? His arm has grown long indeed. 

Ranking (out of 10):
In a theme deck: 8.5
In a general deck: 3 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #708
Smoke Rings & An Unexpected Outpost

First, there were The Nazgul Are Abroad and the Palantir of Orthanc (and, if that was in play, the Palantir of Osgiliath). They gave you the cool ability to return a Nazgul from your discard pile to your hand (if Doors of Night was in play) or a resource to your play deck (by tapping a character and making a corruption check). Uvatha the Horseman and Mouth of Sauron were also very powerful one-shot deals. Then, with The Dragons, there came From the Pits of Angband which seemed to serve rather nicely as a Nazgul Are Abroad for dragons and drakes, so long as The Will of Sauron stayed in play. All of these were great rare and uncommon cards (and powerful uncommon cards can be hard to come by for the casual gamer), but with Dark Minions, I.C.E. launched two great, common, generic recyclers - Smoke Rings, for resources and characters, and An Unexpected Outpost, for hazards (plus Horns, Horns, Horns which is good for faction decks). 

Smoke Rings :: MEDM :: Resource Short-event :: c 

Bring one resource or character from your sideboard or discard pile into your play deck and shuffle. 

An Unexpected Outpost :: MEDM :: Hazard Short-event :: c 

Bring one hazard from your sideboard or discard pile into your play deck and shuffle (up to two if Doors of Night is in play). 

The inclusion of these two cards into my decks was my first step toward becoming a "tournament player." I was on the MECCG e-mail list before I went to my first tournament, and I primarily read articles which suggested ways of building decks and utilizing cards. I kept seeing these two cards pop up in conversation at that time, and, almost blindly, I included them in my deck minutes before I entered my first tournament, playing with a One Ring deck (because, really, what other way is there to start?). I felt fairly certain about both my resource strategy (because One Ring strategies are the simplest of all when they click; they are the most intensely focused, so there is never any confusion as to what you should do any given turn) and my hazard strategy which, in the few games I'd played to test it, had managed to keep my opponents from gathering any item marshalling points. But I was a new player, and I had my nagging doubts. I was nearly certain to have enough cancellation for my Hobbits to run around and do their thing, but what if I drew it all right away? What if it was another Marvels Told that I had really needed? What if my guarding character, Aragorn, is discarded on a corruption check? 

Likewise, I had plenty of creatures to be able to tap companies nearly every turn, and I had the Mouth and Uvatha for recycling and Rivers to slow down my opponent (since time is ever so precious for a One Ring deck). But what if I had the wrong mix of creatures? What if what I had really needed was a corruption card or two? What if I just needed Muster Disperses or Call of Home? I had previously considered these things, and they were all a part of my sideboard scheme. So, I needed a way to access my sideboard... 

Uvatha, Hoarmurath and Indur, my Nazgul in that deck, were far too important for their primary uses to tap them to access my sideboard. And my Wizard was much too key a figure to tap him to get that card I might need. This had me looking around and thinking and, finally, I put one copy each of Smoke Rings and An Unexpected Outpost into my deck (pulling out one other resource and hazard, of course; who ever heard of a large One Ring deck?). That was when I became a tournament player. 

As it turned out, I won the tournament. It was run with Starter Rules (so, no sideboard), and I'm not really certain if I used either card during the tournament. My deck was built well enough and took them all by surprise, and, although it was my first tournament, I was a much more experienced player than the others who attended. But it was the foresight to include the cards -- the admission that I couldn't know what was coming but had to be ready for anything -- that had me feeling like someone who knew what he was doing. Had someone pulled on me what I had pulled on the others at that tournament -- blasting them with a totally off-the-wall strategy -- I would have needed my An Unexpected Outpost to return another River to my deck when my Mouth was discarded and my opponent had Uvatha in play or to pull Marvels Told out of my discard. I like to return cards from my discard pile to my hand or deck. Sometimes three concealment or three stealth just aren't enough. Sometimes you want another Thief waiting in those last ten cards. I don't like to access my sideboard often, but it's there to be accessed; if you're going to have it, you might as well use it. And, to me, tapping a Nazgul or a Wizard always seems like a steep price. 

The cards are almost exactly like each other except for two points: Smoke Rings allows you to bring a character from your sideboard or discard pile into your deck. This can be big if two players find each other playing Hobbits or you discard a key character, like Aragorn, to a corruption check--since it's really hard to play Return of the King on, say, Annalena. An Unexpected Outpost, however, might just have the edge between the two: if Doors of Night is in play you can shuffle two cards from your discard pile or sideboard into your deck. 

Unlimited recycling based around two common cards--it's enough to make Doors of Night useful again. Though I think I only had one copy of An Unexpected Outpost in my deck at the tournament (I didn't play with Doors of Night), I have rarely seen a deck since that has less that two copies if it has any. If Doors of Night is in play, it seems like one of the cards returned is always the other, recently-discarded, Unexpected Outpost. It almost becomes tedious to play against. 

You can't always know what to expect from your opponent. Sometimes, she'll play that one resource or hazard scheme you weren't prepared for. That's what a sideboard is for. That's what these two cards are for. 

Ratings (out of 10):
Smoke Rings:
Theme decks: 10
General decks: 8.5
An Unexpected Outpost:
Theme decks: 9.5
General decks: 9.5 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #709
Counterfeit

In the Third Age, Middle Earth medicine was based on herbs and crones. No wonder plastic surgery was seen as an act of magic.... 

Counterfeit - MEWH - R - Minion resource permanent event 

"Magic. Spirit-magic. Playable on an Orc character in spirit-magic using character's company. The Orc is considered to be a Half-orc for all purposes. Unless he is a Ringwraith, the spirit-magic using character makes a corruption check modified by -3. Discard this card if the Orc character is in a company that does not contain a spirit-magic using character" 

Art by Steven Cavallo 

For a fairly decent corruption check, Counterfeit turns a real Orc into a Half-orc. What's the advantage of that? The only real difference between Uruk-hai and Half-orcs is that Half-orcs do not make certain covert companies overt when they're added to the brew. This is the point where Counterfeit starts to get very, very limited. The only two races that can benefit from this "Half-orc=covert" rule are Men and Fallen-Wizards. Technically, Ringwraiths are in this league as well, but as soon as they move, they don't tolerate any other races, so this is indeed a mere technicality. 

So, how many characters of the races Men and Fallen-Wizards can actually use spirit-magic? The only Man character that can use spirit-magic without further ado is Elerina, an 8-mind minion agent. This means she's not exactly the easiest character to get into play, although Open to the Summons has done a world of good in that respect. Two Fallen-Wizards can use spirit-magic: Pallando and Gandalf. With Spells Born of Discord, all five have that option. But with Fallen-Wizards you have to keep in mind that they need cards like Bad Company or A Strident Spawn (which Gandalf can't use) first to even be able to play an Orc character. Slowly, Counterfeit fades away into dark corners.... 

There are some cards that enable an otherwise down-to-earth character to use spirit-magic: the minion Magic Ring of Delusion and the Pallando-specific stage resource Arcane School. Again, technically Sauron's own Powers Too Dark and Terrible is also one of them, but in this case it is too limited to even be worth mentioning (which has now been done anyway). Basing a part of a deck on having a specific Magic Ring doesn't exactly make it stronger, so for minions, it will be a tough call to use Counterfeit successfully. Maybe it's something to keep in the back of your head when you're planning a four-deck all-nighter, but it's not something for standard play. 

The presence of Pallando's educational facility makes him the prime candidate for playing Counterfeit. But even then, it needs a lot of build up, and the actual benefits of the card remain rather limited. So, let Orcs be Orcs and just kill your way through. And let the plastic surgeon wait a few more aeons. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Just felt like pointing out that this card actually allows a Balrog player to have a covert company. :-) You need to finagle a Magic Ring of Delusion and give it to the actual Counterfeited character, but once that's taken care of, Bolg can pop down to Beorn's House to safely Satisfy the Questioner (said questioner being your opponent wondering what the hell you're doing ;-) ). 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #710
Open to the Summons

Open to the Summons :: Minion Resource :: Permanent-Event :: -1 Mind :: U3 

Playable on a Minion Company. One agent minion may be played with target company at a Darkhaven [*]-- place this card with the agent. -1 to his mind to a minimum of 1. This card may be played with a starting company if lieu of a minor item. When played as such, reveal it when starting companies are determined as if it were a character. Cannot be duplicated on a given character. 

Has errata: Change "Playable on a minion company" to "Playable on a company." 

Some cards don't take a lot of figuring out. Some cards are obvious and change the game. Some cards don't figure into interesting and intricate combinations. Some cards just do what t. Cards like Marvels Told and Concealment, Foolish Words and Call of Home, and now cards like Open to the Summons--these cards enter the game and make immediate differences. Who can imagine Hobbits without concealment? Who feels safe wandering around with zero general influence? Now, who would rather try to save 5 to 9 GI in order to bring in one of the better agents either with We Have Come to Kill or at their home sites? 

I'll tell a joke. This may not be the world's funniest joke, but it's about two different expansions. It goes like this: When Dark Minions came out, there were these fascinating and wildly different cards called agents. They were evil people who ran around under cover attempting to undo all that your opponent's Wizard had just done. They were perfect candidates to be evil characters should the evil side ever be represented by a player. Then, lo and behold!, players were allowed to play the forces of Sauron with an expansion called Lidless Eye. Some of us looked forward to having The Grimburgoth running around with Baduila or Golodhros or Elerina. And we were all excited until we read the rulesbook. Agents could not be included in the starting company, and they could not be brought into play at a site other than their home site. Egad. That's the punch line. 

But, thankfully, things have changed. No longer are we forced to rely upon silly little Men and feeble Dunedain and pathetic Elves to form our covert companies. Nay! We can throw down an Open to the Summons in the character draft and play The Grimburgoth! with a sneer and watch our opponents wither in terror. Finally, the evil characters can be heavy-hitters. No longer are the forces of evil restricted to Lieutenants for DI or a spokesman who returns home too often to be reliable, leaving evil at a lack for influence among the Men of the West. Or even among those Wolves and Petty Dwarves that may be turned to the dark side. Golodrhos can run around with a Blazon of the Eye for 6 DI against factions and a Diplomat skill and pick up factions like nobody's business. You simple-minded Wizards, your time has ended. 

As a bonus to being able to play the biggest and best Minion characters in the starting company, Open to the Summons gives -1 to Mind, which isn't a very big deal, especially with a RW's +5 GI buffer, but it's beneficial when you look at playing new characters or shifting companies around, or even qutie frankly when the difference between a 5 and 6 against a Muster Disperses means you keep or lose a faction. Or it simply means that Dasakun is a 6/7 Warrior/Ranger with no corruption penalty for the same price as a disfavorably comparable Boromir. Or it means that Herion is a 5/7 Warrior Ranger that can follow any of the Lt's or anyone with 2 DI. It opens up possibilities. That's why it's called Open to the Summons. 

True, you have to give up one of those ever-beneficial starting minor items, but sometimes, they're just corruption. More and more often I find my hero companies running around with two Cram, and once the one-shot Cram is used, it's gone. A better character beats a minor item anyday. Mind Rings are rare, for crying out loud, and for 2 CP the best thing they do is reduce mind by 1. A bonus to prowess is nice as is a bonus against a body check, but both of those are covered by different minor items, so the mind rings are 2 CP because they give -1 to mind. Open to the Summons does that without any penalties. 

The other aspect of the game Open to the Summons changes drastically is in a FW's starting company. Cetainly a FW can use Thrall of the Voice to bring in an agent. But with the errata to Open to the Summons it's often better to use those precious 3 Stage Points to a Wizard-Specific purpose rather than on generic characters. This makes a much larger difference than it seems like it would. 

Open to the Summons will change the entire playing field. It won't be in every deck, but not every deck will be RW or FW. Soon, though, imagining a game without Open to the Summons will be like imagining a game without Concealment, Marvels Told, Foolish Words or Call of Home. 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #711
Tidings of Death

ME:CCG is a game of Fantasy, Imagination, Supernatural Powers, and of course down-to-earth Mathematics. Warning: this review is not suitable for integer-dyslexic. Disclaimer: Any inaccuracies in the representation of the cardtext are due to sloppy note-keeping. 

Tidings of Death - MELE - R - resource long event 

"Influence checks against factions are modified by -1, but for each check make an additional roll and choose which result to use. This card may also be played as a hero resource" 

Assessing the value of Tidings of Death is simply a matter of probability calculus: which gives you a better chance of success, an unmodified try once, or trying twice with a -1 modification to the roll. Well, here's the table of probability for both options. In the left column is the target, i.e. the number you must reach to make the check successful. The second column gives the probability of success if you try once, without a mod. The third column gives the chances you're subject to when using Tidings of Death 

	Target
	Normal Check
	Tidings of Death

	2
	1.000
	0.999

	3
	0.972
	0.993

	4
	0.917
	0.972

	5
	0.833
	0.923

	6
	0.722
	0.826

	7
	0.583
	0.660

	8
	0.417
	0.478

	9
	0.278
	0.306

	10
	0.167
	0.160

	11
	0.083
	0.055

	12
	0.028
	0.000


Clearly, the most common targets for influence attempts (4-7) are all more easily reached with Tidings of Death. It helps you most when the target is 6, improving your chances from 72.2% to 82.6%. So, a great card to include in your decks? 

Of course, the question is not whether this card helps you, the question is: does this card help me more than other cards with the same objective? The most generally useful faction influence enhancer for minions is Gifts As Given of Old, which provides a +3 mod to one check (and its hero counterpart Tempering Friendship does even better at +4). Compared to Gifts, Tidings of death is a really lame card. Every single target is (substantially) more easily reached by using the Gifts. For instance, when the target is 6 (normal chance of success: 72.2%), using a Gifts As Given of Old boosts your chances to no less than 97.2%, which is a lot better than Tidings' 82.6%. 

The only advantage Tidings of Death has over the other cards is that it is a long event which affects all your checks against factions during its time in play. However, the only deck design in which this characteristic could be useful is when three Orc-leaders are going for the nine Mordorian Orc and Troll factions. For all other decks, the advice is simple: do not use this card, other cards do the same thing better. 

And no, the fact that this minion resource can be played as a hero resource does not mean you can include four copies of it in your Fallen Wizards deck. As if you would want to..... 

Fram Frumgarson 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #712
To Get You Away

Grrrr... All you dwarves around, and I haven't had enough sleep... 

Anyhow, today's Card of the Day is... 

To Get You Away :: Hazard :: Permanent-Event :: r3 

Tap an agent at target company's new site. Agent may attack (not counting against hazard limit) during the movement/hazard phase. Attacker chooses defending characters. A successful strike doesn't wound the defending character, instead the character is taken prisoner at one of the agent's home sites (attacker's choice, regardless of the site's location) and the agent returns to the same site. Rescue-attack: Same raagent--3 strikes with 8 prowess. 

To Get You Away is one of those cards from Dark Minions that created an odd sub-class of hazards, the prisoner cards. Prisoner cards haven't seen a lot of use; they were largely overshadowed by the simultaneous introduction of agents and Under-deep sites. To Get You Away, however, embodies (in my opinion) the best of the spirit of Dark Minions--that sense of secrecey and deception and subversive antagonism... 

In fact, Gimli and I were sitting around near the Carrock the other day when we saw a shadowy figure sneaking through the forests. He escaped our pursuit, but we caught word that it was a Man headed to Dol Guldur with a large, captive-sized sack over his shoulder. We each shuddered in turn since we realized the fate of such individuals unfortunate enough to fall captive to the clutches of Evil. First they lose all their stuff: all allies, events and non-ring items. Then they are paralyzed, unalbe to take any actions, even to heal or untap, and all this time that they are captive, they count their character points AGAINST their controller's MP total. It's a fate akin to A Malady Without Healing. 

Gimli assured me that Sauron's efforts to interrogate these prisoners would soon dwindle because the costs outweigh the benefits. Prisoner cards, he said, were too high-maintenance, especially To Get You Away; it required agents, and agents were too-high-maintenance themselves, requiring extensive site-knowledge and efficient use of turns, not to mention keen strategy, the ability to read an opponent's deck and beat them to a certain location. 

I wasn't so sure. If Sauron finds evil gain in any of his pursuits, he is certain to have his minions continue in it. And the chances are just too great, too tempting. There are rumours of a man named Baduila who lurks near Goblin-Gate and Mount Gundabad who can attack with Sudden Fury for 2 strikes of 11/9 plus a roll of 2d6 and choose the defending characters! If Sauron fancies anything, it is this sort of behavior among his lackies. 

The best resource strategies stick in one area, whether that area is seven regions wide or only four or less, and agents are most effective when they have a limited number of sites to choose from, which is the one where they'll catch their prey... Gondorian agents are some of the keenest, as almost every Gondor deck makes its stop at Minas Tirith, whether it's to plant a White Tree, see the Return of a King or merely influence the Men of Anorien or the Tower Guard of Minas Tirith or find a palantir. The smart agents just camp out at their home sites and wait for characters to show up. It's harder for moving agents To Get You Away because agents need to tap to move, and To Get You Away requires that you tap an agent at the target company's new site. This means the agent either needs Never Seen Him or to guess the site a turn ahead or simply wait at his or her home site for stray heroes to show up at the doorstep. 

While most hazards are best played throughout the game, with consistency, to tap out your opponent's companies and prevent the accumulation of MP, prisoner cards are best played toward the end of the game, when your opponent is keeping up with you in MP enough to reveal which character makes the best target. Maybe it's a King Under the Mountain with Orcist. Maybe it's Aragorn with Return of the King. Maybe it's a Wizard with an ally and one or two followers who can't fit under your opponent's GI when his Wizard's DI suddenly disappears. In fact, the better your opponent is doing at weighing down one juicy MP target with all those events and allies and non-ring items, the easier it is for your To Get You Away to be a game-turner. 

One nice thing about To Get You Away is that it doesn't require an entire deck constructed around it. If you play with a couple or a few agents, you can throw in one or two To Get You Away, and maybe it will get played and maybe it won't. But it's certainly worth a chance. Any time this can be played during your opponent's LAST movement/hazard phase, you have to fear the power of those deceitful scoundrels, those dark men and elves and dwarves and Dunedain who spread lies and the will of Sauron throughout the West. 

...Gimli heeded my counsel, and we headed east for the Iron Hills. I accompanied him, for he was suspicious of a beardless dwarf by the name of Fori... 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #713
Crept Along Cleverly

Crept Along Cleverly :: Minion Resource :: Short-Event :: c4 

Ranger only. Cancels a Wolf, Animal, Spider, Dragon, Drake, or Undead attack against a ranger's company. 

When my brother first got me started with Middle Earth: the Wizards we played to kill or be killed. We didn't give a rip about using each turn efficiently so long as three or four hours down the road our Wizards were still alive witha a prowess of 10 or greater and we hadn't lost too much ground in the 80 or 100 MP battle royale. We also didn't carea whole lot about Rangers. As far as we could tell, Warrior was the best skill, but almost every character had it. Scouts were important to keep from falling under Siege for five or six turns, and Sages were necessary to play Reforgin and Anduril and to test rings. But we didn't care a whole lot about Rangers (or Diplomats, for that matter) since a River, at worst, would slow us down for one turn out of fifty. Yay. Big deal. 

That was when we started. My brother's interest waned with the expansions, but, unlike my brother, I entered into the tournament scene, first via reports and reviews on the Net (back during the First Age of the Card of the Day) and, later, by playing in them. Competitive play opened my eyes to many new aspects of MECCG, particularily the importance of Rangers. Not only are Rangers necessary as defense against roadblock hazard strategies, but they have some excellent skill cards, among the best of whch is Crept Along Cleverly. 

Like its Hero counterpart, Many Turns and Doublings, Crept Along Cleverly is a Ranger only card which cancels a variety of attacks without tapping any characters. Crept Along Cleverly, though, is better than MTaD because not only does it cancel Wolves, Spiders, Animals and Undead, but it cancels Dragons and Drakes. This is big. How big? Big. Whereas MTaD is most useful in a deck that plans to visit sites with attack types that it already cancels (because a Hero player can not ever be certain of facing Wolves, Spiders, Animals or Undead), Crept Along Cleverly nearly gives Minions free reign in Dragon territory. It cancels just about all the non-detainment creatures that can be played on a Minion company in that area. And it sets back the strategy which was the most prominent anti-Minion strategy--Drakes. A Minion player was almost certain to face Marsh Drakes and Cave Worms, but now people playing against Minions can't rely upon those 2 strikes of 11 prowess keyed to shadow-lands. The Minion rangers have grown wary and have searched out new routes where Drakes can't follow. Three of these cards, for a company of two, nearly assures clear passage to a Dragon-lair, past the automatic attack, either to influence the Dragon or to play an item. The only really scary hazard strategy left that can affect a Minion company is that nasty Chill Them With Fear and Elf-Lord Revealed in Wrath business, which can be undone by some well-timed Not Slay Needlessly or No News of Our Riding. That's how powerful Crept Along Cleverly is--it forces players to rethink entire hazard strategies. All because a Ranger or two decide to follow this river and not that one, around this mountain and down this valley. No one taps. They just stay out of sight. 

It is, however, I should remind you, the only Dragon or Drake specific canceller or modifier that Minions have so far. This means that unless a Minion player reveals him or herself as Uvatha or packs a load of Weigh All Things to a Nicety he or she will find him or herself (gotta love the politically correct sentence) in trouble after he or she has cancelled three of your Drakes, while you may still have a monstrous assembly of them left in your deck. 

Crept Along Cleverly is just one more reason why I almost always have two or more Rangers in my starting companies these days. It's a great card to have in a deck with Lt. of Morgul or The Grimburgoth or Baduila and Thong of Fire, giving yourself the option of cancelling a Drake or of facing it without tapping. 

And it cancels Wolves and Spiders and Animals and Undead too. Yay. Somebody please let me know when their company of Lt. of Morgul and The Grimburgoth encounter Carrion Birds (or even Wargs)) and feel compelled to cancel it. Please. I'm dying to hear about that one... 

Oh, and for all you Fallen Wizards out there--yes, it is insanely powerful that a Radagast specific card can return one Crept Along Cleverly at the end of every turn. 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #714
Black Arrow & Deadly Dart

Hello out there in CotD land! I'm back with another review. Starting tomorrow we will begin to implement the rating's system again, and the three of us will rate the card or cards being reviewed based on our experience with them and also our general opinion. 

Tommorrow's review is the Iron Crown, a hero/minion comparison. But on with today's review! 

Black Arrow/Deadly Dart Contrast/Comparison 

Black Arrow : METW (promo) : Hero Resource Minor Item : promo 

Warrior Only. Tap Black Arrow to give -1 to the prowess and body of any one attack against bearer's company. When Black Arrow is tapped, discard it if its bearer is not a Man. 

"Black arrow! I have saved you to the last. You have never failed me and always I have recovered you. If ever you come from the forges of the true king under the Mountain, go now and speed well!"
- Hob 

Art by Ron Chironna 

Deadly Dart : MELE (promo) : Minion Resource Minor Item : promo 

Scout Only: Tap Deadly Dart to give -1 body and -1 strike (to a minimum of one) to an automatic-attack or to a hazard creature keyed to a site. Tap its bearer or discard Deadly Dart when it is tapped. 

May also be used as a hero resource (i.e., included in a Wizard's deck), but may not be included with a hero starting company. 

"...there came flying a deadly dart, and Faramir...had fallen to the earth."
- LotRV 

Art by Stefano Baldo 

----- 

As most players know, Black Arrow is one of the most useful minor items to have in a hero company. One of the most useful items period, really. Those companies that start with two of them as their starting minor items are guaranteed to kill SOMEthing unless your dice just stink. 

Because a warrior man must bear the Arrow in order for it to be useful, the person or persons to wield this weapon include: Beorn, Bard Bowman, Eomer, Eowyn, Gamling the Old, Hama, and even Barliman Butterbur. 

But to be realistic, usually you will see it on Beorn, Bard or Eomer. 

So what exactly does the Black Arrow afford you that makes it so useful? Well, like the card says, it reduces both the prowess and body of an attack against the bearer's company by one each. Now, against a Wolf or Spider or somesuch that may not be much, but let me tell you: I have killed more Nazgul with Black Arrows than any other card in the game, including Risky Blow. In the '97 US Nationals I killed 6 Nazgul in the span of 6 games, and in one side game, 2 Nameless Things AND Durin's Bane in a single turn. 

Without fail, after I killed a hulk using Black Arrow, my opponent stopped playing any creatures on me. 

What puzzles me is why they played such creatures in the first place when the Arrows were on the table already. I guess some people think the dice are unkind more often than not. 

But the important thing to remember here is how much a card like Black Arrow pre-empts the playing of a creature for the simple reason your opponent isn't always willing to feed you point after point. 

Now, granted, it's nice to have a beefy brutus like Beorn or Glorfindel to support against those nasties, or someone like Bard in case you have to conceal. 

If you start with two, you can even pick and choose how many arrows to tap against which creature, and auto-attacks become laughable if you've saved an Arrow or two. 

Bear in mind the corruption point it gives, which, since it's such a cool item to begin with, is sometimes your best weapon and won't get you tied up with corruption like a Sword will. On the other hand, if you've got protection against corruption and don't mind wielding a few cp's, add a sword to that man and you've got a very nice creature killer since Black Arrow is not a weapon and allows you to wield a sword as well. 

And now, the Black Arrow's evil twin: Deadly Dart. 

----- 

Compared to Black Arrow, Deadly Dart is an altogether different breed of monster. For one thing, it's not Warrior only, but Scout only. Also, it only affects either automatic-attacks or those creatures keyed to the site. Still, that's not too bad considering a lot of minion companies travel less than hero companies. On the average, that is. 

It also affects the attack a bit differently than Black Arrow. It gives a -1 body like Black Arrow does, but unlike the Arrow, it gives a -1 strike to a minimum of one against such attacks. 

Hmm. Well, while not too many attacks that Deadly Dart affects have a body, barring Nazgul and At Home manifestations, many of those attacks frequently have more than one strike. So it's a bit of a tradeoff. 

Creatures that are keyable to site with a body that come to mind are: Beorning Toll, Gondorian Rangers, Horse-Lords, Thranduil's Folk, Galadhrim, all the Maia, Knights of the Prince, Lady of the Golden Wood, Master of the House, Lord of the Carrock, Lord of the Haven, the Dragon manifestations, Sea Serpent, Nameless Thing, Durin's Bane, Were-Worm, Wild Fell Beast, etc. All told, about 30 creatures for a minion to worry about, not counting agents and hero characters. 

Compare that with Black Arrow, which affects all attacks period. A bit out of whack, but not a whole lot of minions start with Deadly Dart. At least not that I have seen. 

Oddly enough, in a cool twist-a-plot sort of way, heros can use Deadly Dart too, only they can't start with them. And, happily, Bard is both a warrior AND a scout, so he's a good candidate for both. Can you imagine 2 Arrows and 2 Darts? Smaug attacking at The Lonely Mountain becomes a measly 1 strike at 15/4. And Glorfindel or Beorn and whip that as easily as Fram with Wormsbane. 

If you've noticed, these arrows work better in a larger company that can spread out the strikes, and then reduce them to who you wish them to be doled out to. Still, 2 Black Arrows are nasty, and coupled with a Dart or 2, and it could get downright brutal. 

Anyone need a pin-cushion? 

Interestingly enough, Black Arrow can also affect company vs company combat, but, you have to be the player who is being attacked. Briefly, if for example, you have Bard with 2 Arrows, Glorfindel and say, Hama, and 2 Lieutenants came to beat you senseless, you can tap the Arrows to reduce the prowess and body of BOTH Lieutenants by 2 each. And the Arrow affects ALL characters in the attacking party. So if you happen to be facing extra modifiers as a result of a huge hoard of foul-breathed Orcs attacking you, choose the hulks to reduce their body and prowess & try to kill 'em off. 

Black Arrows also affects Agent attacks as well, so you can try to whack that annoying Grimburgoth or whomever. 

----- 

So what have we learned? Well, we can see right away that Black Arrow is far and away the better of the two, but if you play your resource movements right, Deadly Dart can be a wonderful help too. 

Also, remember that agent men can wield these arrows as minion characters, or as hero characters with the advent of Fallen-Wizards. This includes Bill Ferny, Baduila, Dasakun, Deallus, Elerina, Eun, Gergeli, Gisulf, Herion, Ivic, Juoma, Leamon, Om-buri-Om, Pon-ora-Pon, Raisha, Taladhan, The Grimburgoth, Woffung, and Wormtongue. Although not all of these agents can wield both Black Arrow and Deadly Dart, they can wield at least one of the two. 

I have seen from experience the power of the arrows in that they can prevent your opponent from playing creatures, and can allow you to visit big bad sites unfettered. 

Usually. But don't quote me on that. :-) 

Radagast 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #715
The Iron Crown (H/M)

Today starts our ratings system (at the bottom).
Let us know if you'd like explanations as well. Anyway, without further ado, today's review. 

The Iron Crown: Hero vs Minion 

----- 

The Iron Crown :: METW (promo) :: Hero Greater Item :: Promo
4MP :: 5CP :: +4 DI :: +1 Body to max of 10 

Unique. Whenever bearer makes an influence check, he must also make a corruption check. If the bearer is not a Hobbit: he receives +1 to body to a maximum of 10; he receives +4 to direct influence; and he may tap The Iron Crown to cancel an attack by Orcs, Trolls, or Men against his company. 

"If I had this thing now in the deep vaults of this citadel, we should not then shake with dread under this gloom, fearing the worst..."
- LotRIII 

Art by Angelo Montanini 

----- 

The Iron Crown :: MELE :: Minion Greater Item :: R
3(5)MP :: 5CP :: +4DI :: +1 Body to max of 10 

Unique. +1 to body to maximum of 10. +4 to direct influence. Bearer may tap The Iron Crown to cancel an attack by Orcs, Trolls, or Men against his company. At the end of his untap phase, if the bearer is not a Ringwraith, he must make a corruption check. May be stored at Barad-Dur for 5 marshalling points. 

Art by Audrey Corman 

----- 

So here we are, taking a closer look at the second highest (behind The One Ring) corruption giver in the entire game. (A dwarven ring on a Dwarf ties with 5). 

The question is, is it all worth it? We shall see. 

The hero version of the Iron Crown is in my opinion an underrated=20 card. It does indeed give 5 huge corruption points, and is the only MP card that gives more CP than MP. That is enough to scare even the stoutest of players away, but there is a lot to consider when deciding whether or not to include it in your deck construction. 

For one thing, if you ARE going to try to tame this beast, you'd better be packing some corruption helpers straight up in your deck. Now, this may seem obvious to all of you, but I have intended it so. There are a lot of corruption decks out there, just waiting for such an item to surface. The Balance of Things.....nuff said. 

A Hobbit can indeed bear this hulk, and with not too much difficulty, but cannot use any of the special abilities if he does carry it. But in the face of the obvious, let's not forget the not-so-obvious. Why would such a card be useful to begin with? Well, 4MPs isn't bad for starters, ranking up there with Wormsbane, Orcrist and the Mithril- Coat. Besides MPs, what else is there to it? 

The Iron Crown also gives its bearer (if not a Hobbit) +4 DI, and allows him to cancel an Orc, Troll or Man attack. Now on the surface this cancelling ability may seem like another Orc Quarrels, and in its basic form, it is. But its a permanent Orc Quarrels. It works against most of the automatic-attacks in Northern Middle Earth=20 (Carn-Dum, Mount Gram, Mount Gundabad to name a few), as well as all the other such sites, and can potentially free up your hand from having to constantly hold such a cancelling card when you are down to one untapped character. 

This also works in company vs company combat when faced with an attack made up of such races. If an Orc or Troll company comes to beat you up, tap The Iron Crown to stop the attack in its tracks. However, to prevent such attacks in company vs company combat, the entire attack must be made up of Orcs, Trolls and/or Men. Note that this also works against Man Agents as well, such as with Taladhan and The Grimburgoth. 

As for the +4 DI, there are a hundred and one different uses for that, ALTHOUGH, please let's not forget the corruption check that must be made with each influence check. Happily, this is not applied if you wish to move a character under the bearer. Beorn can be happily kept under Thranduil, Glorfindel can safely go under Cirdan, Celeborn can actually control Galadriel with the Iron Crown, Thrain II and Balin can control Thorin II, each of them can control Dain II who can control Beorn, and so on. 

Ahhh, there's nothing like having 5 big characters on the table at once, including your wizard and with The Iron Crown on the table. You can have such a combination as: Glorfindel (8/9), Thranduil (7/8), Thrain II (7/8), Cirdan (6/8) and whatever Wizard you wish (6/9). Cirdan wields the Iron Crown and controls Glorfindel, your Wizard controls either Thranduil or Thrain II for maximum usage, and the other sits in GI with Cirdan. Total used GI: 17. 

Want more fun? Throw a Dwarven Ring on Thrain II and add Dain II, Thorin II, Beorn, Aragorn, or even Galadriel underneath him. (Incidentally, Dain II with a Dwarven Ring can control Elrond.) 

This is where A Friend or Three can be the most useful with all that corruption floating about. And if absolutely necessary, tap one, some or all the other characters in support of whomever is bearing The Iron Crown. 

Even with the corruption checks that are required, +4DI can make bringing in factions a breeze. Just be sure to support that very large cc. And now, on to the minion version. 

----- 

The minion version of The Iron Crown is much the same as the Hero Version, with a few subtle exceptions: 

1.) It gives 1 less MP than the Hero version unless you take it to Barad-Dur and store it, in which case it gives you 5MP. 

2.) Also, the corruption check isn't made with each of your influence attempts, but at the end of each untap phase. Annoying to be sure, but with minions, CCs are usually a bit safer anyway. 

3.) And lastly, and listen closely kids....it does NOT preclude a Hobbit from using it's special abilities. Now you may be thinking to yourself "Hobbits aren't minions." True enough, but they can be included in a Fallen-Wizard deck which is allowed to use the minion version of The Iron Crown. The bonuses on the Hobbit's cc's should make corruption much less of a worry when it comes to wielding such a monster item. 

This can allow a Hobbit to go from site to site, influencing factions with at least a +4 to the roll. And that can be very useful if your other characters are tied up doing something else. Also, it still gives you 3MPs under a relatively safe environment. One thing to watch out for though....Thieves, Bandits, and Abductors. Nothing stops a Hobbit quicker than a thief. But guess what? Those creatures are all men and can be cancelled with what else? The Iron Crown. 

The minion Iron Crown lends itself more to influencing than the hero version, and can be offensively used to help influence away your opponent's factions, items or characters. 

If you wanted to go strictly with big minions, you can use a Orc or Troll leader with the Iron Crown to control another leader with the help of Orders From Lugburz. Additionally, Order From Lugburz gives a bonus ability of +1 to all corruption in that company (helping with The Iron Crown rolls). Then you basically have two leaders (or if you think about it, 2 Lieutenants) for the GI of one, and the other one can use his DI to bring in the larger 3 and 4 point factions you need. 

----- 

In looking back at both versions of the Iron Crown, the hero version is worth more points on average, and is used more often for its cancelling ability and for DI in controlling characters. It also prevents the usage of Fury of the Iron Crown, although it can be immediately brought out after the play of Fury of the Iron Crown if you don't already have it out. I have done this only once, and it was very sweet. 

Still, the hero Iron Crown is best gotten quickly and stored even quicker. Since Hobbit can't use this version, sooner or later this beast will rear it ugly corruption head and spell doom for an unprepared party. Just think about Greed played after finding the Iron Crown. A nice big fat cc for everyone else at -5 to the roll. Very ugly. 

The minion version is slightly more useable in the long run, as it allows for a more offensive role. Hobbits can use it in Fallen-Wiz decks, and make very nice corruption beaters. 

Interestingly enough, the text on Fury of the Iron Crown does not preclude a minion player from playing the minion version of the Iron Crown after an attack with Fury played on it. 

In short, either version is dangerous, as it is supposed to be with such a powerful and evil item. In the long run such a relic is more suited to the bad guys, but if you aren't scared of trying to tame this nasty artifact, even the hero version might be worth it. 

Radagast 

Ratings for Iron Crown (H/M) 

Radagast - 7/8
Fram - 4/7
Beorn - 3/5
Average - 4.7/6.7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #716
The Arkenstone (H/M)

The Arkenstone :: METW :: Hero Greater Item :: R
2(5)MP :: 2(4)CP :: [+3 DI] 

Unique. +3 to bearer's direct influence against Dwarves and Dwarf factions. If held by a Dwarf, The Arkenstone gives 5 marshalling points and 4 corruption points. The Arkenstone may be tapped to untap a Dwarf character in the same company, but target Dwarf must make a corruption check modified by -2. 

Art by Randy Asplund-Faith 

----- 

The Arkenstone :: MELE(promo) :: Minion Greater Item :: Promo 3MP :: 3CP :: [+5DI] 

Unique. +5 to bearer's direct influence against Dwarves and Dwarf factions. Each Dwarf in play has +1 mind. If the bearer of this item is at the same site as a Dwarf character, you may discard this item to force the discard of the Dwarf (and all cards he controls). 

"...it was tinged with a flickering sparkle of many colours at the surface, reflected and splintered from the wavering light of his torch." - LotRV 

Art by Donato Giancola 

----- 

Here we have another item that has two manifestations, one for each alignment. The orgininal card came out in METW, and gives us a good look at the fat gem that was Thorin's desire. 

It gives only 2MPs unless a Dwarf bears it, in which case it gives 5mp. Consequently, it only gives 2CPs to anyone but a Dwarf, in which case it gives 4CPs. Like Durin's Axe and the Dwarven rings, this items plays on the Dwarven lust for precious things. 

The hero version has a nice ability to untap a target Dwarf, but that Dwarf must then make a corruption check at -2. And unfortunately, most Dwarves have a foot in the grave already when it comes to their corruption checks. Thankfully, a Dwarf does not need to hold The Arkenstone to use this ability. Any other race may use this ability, although you don't get the full MP's this way. Still, it's nice to have the ability to untap a Dwarf whenever you need to. 

The +3 DI against Dwarves and Dwarf factions is nice as well, as you can put whichever Dwarf you wish (barring the really high mind ones) underneath the bearer of this item, and then use it to untap him when it matters. Or, if a Dwarf is not available, use it to bring in your Dwarf factions with your non-dwarf characters. 

But as with the Iron Crown, sooner or later this corruption is going to catch up to you and make you pay. Best to get this item, go to a haven and dump it on a Dwarf in a large company so you can benefit from their corruption support. The one big drawback to this item is that a Dwarf needs to bear it for you to get full MPs for it. Even having a Dwarf store it won't work, as dangerous as that is. 

----- 

The minion version of The Arkenstone is a lot milder in many respects, but a lot nastier in others. 

The DI, MPs & CPs are all fixed, regardless of who bears the item. That's convenient, expecially if you plan to move it around or store it eventually. It's always 3MPs, always 3CP's and always +5DI vs Dwarves and Dwarf factions. 

The additional +2 vs Dwarves and Dwarf factions compared to the hero version in my opinion probably represents the bad guys trying to=20 seduce the Dwarves to the dark side. That and the fact that most of the time when minions attempt to influence Dwarves and Dwarf factions, they get an automatic -5 to the roll anyway. As we know, all Dwarf factions and most Dwarves are of the hero alignment (with the exception of Broin, Dror, Fori the Beardless, Gulla, Nain & Threlin). 

What makes the minion version more playable is it's anti-Dwarf=20 abilities. +1 mind to all Dwarves can play havoc with a Dwarf party, especially one with An Unexpected Party. Without a doubt the cruelest ability of The Arkenstone is the discard ability. You can go to the same site as a Dwarf, the ditch The Arkenstone to force a Dwarf to discard as well along with EVERY card he controls. Be sure to target one of the Dwarves that can become the King Under the Mountain if you see that possibility in your opponent's deck. 

Imagine that targeting say, Thrain II with Durin's Axe controlling some ally like Tom Bombadil. That's a loss for you of 3MP for The Arkenstone, and a loss for your opponent of 10MPs. Sounds like a decent tradeoff to me. And since The Arkenstone is not removed from the game in this manner, feel free to use Smoke Rings to find it again and go after another Dwarf. Mwahahahaaa!!!! 

But seriously, this card can really throw a kink into your opponent's ability to depend on his big Dwarves. And with the recent heavy=20 useage of cards like A Malady Without Healing, passive character destruction has become an art form. Both Malady and this use of The Arkenstone are done on your turn when your opponent can't play any of his resources to try to counter them, and without the need for any big creatures that might possibly feed him points. 

Try coupling this with a stored Mithril if you're a Fallen-Wizard player, and see just how fun hosing Dwarf decks can be. When Mithril is stored, ALL Dwarves in play must immediately make a corruption check at -3. If that doesn't clear the board, go chase him with The Arkenstone and discard a specific Dwarf. 

----- 

Both versions of The Arkenstone are worth considering in your deck, and each for various reasons. The hero version would go great in a Dwarf deck for its ability to keep such a deck moving faster, while the minion version would go great in an anti-Dwarf deck. Isn't it nice how it works out that way. 

For overall playability, the minion version wins out for its greater point stability and its nasty momentum-turning ability. 

Radagast 

The ratings for this card are (H/M): 

Radagast 5/8
Fram 5/8
Beorn 5/8
Average 5/8 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #717
Shadow of Mordor

The Card of the Day Fourth Age team is proud to announce that after long searching (and some moral scrutinizing) we have found a fourth member to archive the Card of the Day on the Web. Saruman has joined us, lending his invaluable learning to our cause. We are all wildly pleased to have him with us! Look for the Web Archives soon... 

Today's Card of the Day is a re-run, in light of recent expansions: Shadow of Mordor. 

Shadow of Mordor 

Hazard :: Permanent-Event :: R 

Environment. The hazard limit for each company is increased by one for every card over one drawn by that company during its movement/hazard phase. Additionally, if Doors of Night is in play, during each company's movement/hazard phase, the hazard player may draw one additional card for every card in excess of one drawn by his opponent. Cannot be duplicated. 

Art by John Howe. 

Okay. So if you're playing Radagast and Shadow of Mordor and Doors of Night are in play, and you don't have that all-important Twilight in your hand, just take a minute to think--it may not be the best time to run through 4 Wildernesses on your way to a Dragon's Lair and draw those 7 cards. Consider for a second how much you want your opponent to draw an extra 6 cards with a hazard limit at +6. You'll probably decide not to draw all those cards. In fact, if you're like me (a little wary away from home), you'll probably draw no more than one card. 

And that's why Shadow of Mordor is good for the person who plays it. It forces low card draws. Who cares about the chance to build those combos? You never get them. Combos are a bad idea to start with, but to rely upon Shadow of Mordor to get them out? Lunacy. I've never seen anyone draw those extra cards while Shadow of Mordor is in play; players respect the hazard limit. So Shadow of Mordor isn't really good as a hazard for your hazards' sakes. It doesn't work that way. (Well, it could. But don't expect someone to gratify you by drawing 3 cards and giving you the extra two to your hazard limit that you need to be able to lay down Witch-King of Angmar with a Fell Beast AND The Pale Sword and tap Ren the Unclean later...) Shadow of Mordor is best used to hamstring your opponent's draw in order to give you a draw advantage. 

Your advantage, though, has you drawing one or fewer cards per M/H phase. And that's why it's necessary to take another look at Shadow of Mordor with the advent of Dark Minions, Lidless Eye and White Hand. Since The Dragons, when Shadow of Mordor came out as (basically) a Radagast-blocker, the game has seen a proliferation of little-movement or no-movement decks. These include under-deeps strategies, orc or troll leaders sitting around a site gathering factions and generic allies, and very odd Saruman and Gandalf FW decks that require little or no movement. But the problem with all of these no-movement decks is that your opponent is still running around, drawing cards and moving through his deck toward the council. 

Plop down a Shadow of Mordor, however, and that card-drawing advantage becomes a disaster in waiting. Protect your Shadow of Mordor with 3 Twilights and a Doors of Night or two, and you can BOTH move through your decks at a snail's pace--your pace. That's the important part to remember: you want to control the pace of the game. You want your opponent to start to feel desperate (unless you're good friends, or your opponent is much bigger than you and looks mean) and make mistakes. First, it's taking a risk to get an item with a partially tapped company. Then, it's moving characters by themselves. Etc... Just move yourself comfortably in command of the pace, and good things happen. 

My hero decks recently have all been Radagast decks (with Beorn, too, of course) because it's been working for me rather than against me to draw my 5 or 6 cards. I hold a Twilight or two in my hand and run around like mad, and whatever I need, I get. Shadow of Mordor takes that away. Big time. The threat of ever-so-many hazard creatures pounding down upon a company of two is enough to stop me from drawing more than one card. This not only affects the M/H phase. This affects my ability to plan the next turn as far as what I wish to play. This affects my organization phase if I don't have anything--where do I go? Suddenly, I can't draw 5 cards on the way to Dancing Spire, planning to draw a Greater Item in one of those 5. Suddenly, I crawl along like a pathetic orc and troll leader deck until I get that Twilight and hope to salvage the game... 

It is important to remember that Shadow of Mordor is BIG because it's a BIG threat. It doesn't do a whole lot itself. It can't kill anyone. It can't slow down points gathering. It just sets up your hazard strategy, and if there isn't anything happening with your hazard strategy, your opponent will figure that out, and then there won't be anything happening with Shadow of Mordor. So forget the detainment strategies. Forget the roadblock strategies. They work just fine with a normal hazard limit. Go for the gold, baby. Throw in those Assassings and Dragons and Nazgul. Throw in those Drakes and Men and Trolls. Throw in big things that KILL. Things that swoop down out of the shadow of night, with a shrill cry or a howl. Things that flood out of forests with terrible fangs. Cry havok! and let loose the dogs of war! 

You can also pair up Shadow of Mordor with Daelomin at Home and a Power Built By Waiting or two and just put the fear of Sauron in your opponent since you will be able to do whatever you want, whenever you want. Just be certain that whatever you do will hurt, not slow, not scratch, but gash and gouge, tear and rend, maim and slaughter. 

And all your little guys down in the depths of the earth are happy to keep up with your opponent and don't give a hoot about Shadow of Mordor since they're down where the sun don't shine nohow. And your orcs and trolls don't give a hoot about a Shadow of Mordor because their armies come to them eventually, eventually... And FW Saruman doesn't give a hoot about Shadow of Mordor because he just sits at Isengard since he knew all about Sauron's efforts long, long ago... 

Beorn has felt the Shadow stealing over the Anduin for some time... 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #718
Whole Villages Roused

From today on, the Card of the Day will concentrate on the White hand expansion for a while. For all of you who aren't in the slightest interested in playing a Fallen Wizard yourselves, this set has some pretty weird hazards as well. Today a card that turns Tom Bombadil into Smaug... 

Whole Villages Roused - MEWH - Hazard short event - R 

"Playable on a hero free-hold or border-hold. The site has the automatic attacks indicated on the corresponding minion site card (detainment against hero companies) but with +2 prowess. Alternatively, playable on a minion shadow-hold or dark-hold. The site has the automatic attacks indicated on the corresponding hero site card (detainment against minion companies) but with +2 prowess" 

Art by April Lee 

Depending on where your opponent decides to move, this card, together with one other card, can result in one of the most devastating attacks in the entire game. In itself, WVR has some qualities. But without further enhancement, its effect on hero sites is a bit lame, since the automatic attack the site it is played on now has, will always be detainment. This is nice in short games, where tapping out your opponent's characters and thus winning one turn can be decisive. But in the ever more common longer games this is not enough. Fortunately, making a combo of WVR and Awaken Defenders does a much better job. Awaken defenders turns a detainment automatic attack into a normal attack and also doubles the number of strikes of the attack. On a number of sites, this leads to attacks that are unequaled save by the most vile of creatures: Blue Mountain and Iron Hill Dwarf Hold's automatic attacks become 8@12 (and remember, this is a normal, killing attack on a hero free hold we're talking about here!). Wellinghall becomes a lumberjack's worst nightmare with two attacks of 4@12. But the ultimate attack is the one on Old Forest, a Maia attack of 2@17 which cannot be canceled. Now watch your opponent try to explain to himself why Elrond is dead and buried in some uncharted patch of wood instead of safely on his way to Rivendell, accompanied by Tom. Tom don't like people waking him up, oh no. Tom very angry. Of course, these horrifying attacks are still automatic-attacks, and so you need to find a way to have your opponent face them anyway. Tidings of Bold Spies is therefore heartily recommended, although it makes the whole affair a three card combo. Playing WVR on guard is not an option, since there is nothing that will trigger it and it will therefore never be revealed. Apart from the sites mentioned above, other good hero sites to play WVR on include Bag End, Rhosgobel and Thranduil's Halls. Unfortunately, the automatic attacks on the Gondorian free- and border-holds that would apply to hero companies are rather weak, so a Gondor strategy wouldn't be hurt too much by WVR. Nevertheless, some of the most popular hero sites in the game are among WVR's prime targets, and so including this card (and preferably the whole combo) in your hazard portion against Wizards is something you should really think about. 

Against Fallen-Wizards, this card could work very well against Radagast Ally-decks (which almost by definition visit Wellinghall a lot) and Gandalf decks which focus on free- and border-holds. 

But what about minions? According to the cardtext, WVR has the same effect on minion shadow- and dark-holds as it has on hero free- and border-holds. The implications are a lot less severe, though. The biggest automatic attacks you can create are those on the Mordorian sites: Barad-dur, Cirith Ungol, Cirith Gorgor, Urlurtsu Nurn, Nurniag Camp. Playing WVR on Shelob's Lair or Mount Doom is actually beneficial to your opponent. Also, auto-attacks in the Under-deeps hardly get any worse. And then there's the small matter that there is no card that mirrors Awaken Defenders for the shadow- and darkholds. There is of course Fear! Fire! Foes!, which in its alternative effect states that detainment attacks against minions become normal attacks. But this card comes with a -1 prowess mod, and may also only be played on an attack that's currently being faced by a company. The only way to make this work in combination with WVR would be revealing it on-guard when a company announces it will march in (which it probably won't when the automatic attack is too hard to handle). So again, a Tidings of Bold Spies is called for. But all in all, this card doesn't work against minions as it does against heroes, to the extent that it's actually hardly worth the trouble. 

Of course, you normal array of auto-attack enhancers like the Arouse / Awaken / Incite cards and Eye of Sauron can pump up your newly found attack even further, but since playing WVR to any effect already requires a two or three card combo, there will hardly ever be time for it. 

Getting rid of this card isn't easy, since it's a short event and not an environment card, so prime hosers like Marvels of Malice and Twilight have no effect on WVR. With their special abilities, Tom Bombadil and Leaflock could do it for you, but of course you'll have to pick them up first. And who knows what they'll have to say to your proposal.... 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Whole Villages Roused: 

Radagast 7
Beorn 7
Fram 7
Average 7 

(such unity) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #719
Never Refuse

Pallando sits in a deep throne, brooding over the failure of one of his lackeys. His head throbs with disappointment and frustration. Somewhere in the pits of his castle, the haggard band of pathetic nobodies whom he foolishly trusted to carry out his will and turn the hearts of the Rangers of the North to his cause. So long he had felt as though he had read the tides of fate in this area down to the letter, and now his head was filled with the circles of denial that were certain to soon confront him, spilling from the mouths of these little men , oozing forth like pusr vomit. Failure always made him impatient. 

An eternity passed before he first heard the footsteps climbing up the stone staircase. And finally the flickering glow of the torch. And like puppets upon the strings of fate, the three or four battered men tumbled forward from the hands of the guards and fell to their knees, ragged and prostrating themselves to Pallando. Sniveling, one began to speak. But Pallando quieted him. 

"Why did you fail me? The Rangers of the North were instrumental to my designs." 

"Majesty," began that pathetic Hador, always full of one excuse or another, "an Assassin attacked me. I was lucky to escape with my life..." 

Pallando's face was cast in shadows from the smoldering brands that hung at intervals about the great hall. "Did you cast the Gold Chains in the Wind as I had taught you, apprentice?" 

"I... I felt as though my soul was being driven from me with each word, and I chose to face him with sword rather than.." 

"NEVER REFUSE!" cried Pallando. Purpose was Pallando's blood, his pulse, his strength. It could not be denied by the whims of foolish mortals... 

Never Refuse 

Fallen-Wizard Resource :: Permanent-Event :: u3 

2 SP 

All corruption checks by your non-Wizard characters caused by your magic cards are modified by +2. 

Well, old Pallando's got the best reasons to use this card, mastering his apprentice and stirring others to obedience, but it's good for any, and every, FW magic-using deck. FW decks have the worst deal for magic, as far as that goes, but Never Refuse helps soothe the pain a bit. Wizards probably have the best magic. Wizard spells, typically, have great general effects, relatively low corruption checks and don't tap characters--as is the point of a good spell. Ringwraiths can use the minion spells to the best effect, and with impunity, since they don't have to worry about those pesky corruption checks. However, Ringwraiths don't move very well to get where they want to go and use their spells, and the spells themselves require huge corruption checks, relatively, that test the will of any character, even those corrupt minions. And Fallen Wizards? Why, Fallen Wizards get the left-overs. The FWs, themselves, can use any spell Wizard or Minion, but can only have two copies of them. FW characters can sometimes use magic, but only Minon spells--at this point--and have to face those killer corruption checks. And since FW characters are typically Heroes, that's not always a good idea. Never Refuse, of course, lessens that burden of thought--thought about whether or not you should build a deck with spells, thought about whether or not you should cast that spell, if it's necessary at the moment, thought about dice. Never Refuse makes it easy to say "Yes!" to magic. 

Never Refuse does not help your FW, specifically, as it does not modify his corruption checks, so it doesn't make sense to put it in a deck with Wizard spells. You put it in a deck with Minion spells: Shadow-Magic, Spirit-Magic and Sorcery. And lots of it. And then you use magic-users in all your companies. And you stop playing Bold Thrust and play either Some Secret Art of Flame or The Tormented Earth. And you do this with a Minion character, if possible, and you makea ke a corruption check of greater than 2, or you tap your character. Big deal. 

I personally think this card could be best used in a Shadow-magic users deck. On the defense, you have Gold Chains in the Wind, Freeze the Flesh and Well-Preserved. On the attack, you have A Malady Without Healing. Say it with dread. Say it with awe: A Malady Without Healing. True enough, as a FW you may only include two copies in your deck and can't recycle them with Indur's ability or Akhorahil's ability, but you can include two copies each of Smoke Rings and Weigh All Things to a Nicety and potentially give the sickness to 6 characters. And what was once a corruption check modified by -5, a frightening check, thanks to Never Refuse, becomes a corruption check modified by -3, quite manageable, even with Traitor in play. 

Meanwhile, your Sorcery users know Some Secret Art of Flame, your Spirit-magic users know Words of Menace and Deceit--along with Lordly Presence, and you know that you have a spell for every situation. 

Nonetheless, just to give you all a reality check. Beorn WILL still beat you up if you mess with him. 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #720/729
Give Welcome to the Unexpected

Things are hectic at CotD-Central. Suddenly, unexpectedly, an old acquaintance steps through the door and lends a hand.
He is heartily welcomed. 

Give Welcome to the Unexpected :: MEWH :: stage resource permanent-event :: 2 SP :: r2 

Unique. Gandalf specific. Place this card on Gandalf if he is in play. If on Gandalf, your unique non-character cards normally worth 1 marshalling point are each worth 2 marshalling points. 

Art by Eric David Anderson 

I must admit that this card seemed much more powerful to me when I first saw it than it actually turns out to be. It affects "unique non-character cards normally worth one marshalling point", which seems, at first glance, that it should cover an awfully lot of ground. Actually, it doesn't. The vast majority of 1-MP cards that you can name are, unfortunately, either characters or non-unique. Wolf-allies, little misc-.MP sage-only cards, and the hosts of other easy-to-play 1 MP things are mostly non-unique, which doesn't help Gandalf in the slightest here. 

So what cards -does- this card affect? I'm not going to give a complete list, but going through the possibilities systematically will help. Characters are right out. Items? There are 1 MP items, sure, but none that I can think of are also non-unique. If only Sting was worth an MP, it would be a prime candidate, but it's not. So what about factions? There -are- some 1 MP factions, yes. Hobbits and Hillmen leap to mind, and since fallen-Gandalf works naturally with Hobbits (Hobbit-lore, if you really want to use it, plus he can start the game at Bag End), both those factions are at least reasonable one for Gandalf's companies to pursue. Beyond that there's the Mordor orc-factions, but the cards necessary to make a fallen Gandalf deck actually recruit those suckers are hardly worth it. Besides, if it's factions you're after, fallen Pallando innately gets to count 2 MP for 1 MP factions (for that matter, so does the G-man's Grey Embassy). So what about allies? Here's where Give Welcome can give some serious bonuses. There are a relatively large number of 1 MP unique allies: Shadowfax, Goldberry, Lindion, Roac, etc. Now we're talking. And how about permanent-events? I've come across one, though there may be others: Choice of Luthien is unique and normally gives one point. We'd be in trouble of Choice gave Arwen +1 character points, since that wouldn't be playable by a fallen-wizard. But it gives 1 misc. MP, so it's perfectly legal, and it gives the card a little boost that makes it all the more valuable. 

Remember, too, that Give Welcome isn't an enabler card - one that raises the MPs gained to what they should be for a hero or minion player - but an actual enhancer, that raises the MPs gained above and beyond what they would be. In other words, free points. The question is, can the card give enough free points to be worth it? That's where it can get tricky. Say you're playing a fallen Gandalf Gondor deck that has Shadowfax and Choice of Luthien in it. If you include Give Welcome, it's a card that nets you 2 MP, assuming that you manage to pull in both of those cards, which is by no means guaranteed. Having three or more cards that can take advantage of Give Welcome ensures its usefulness, but if it's only going to net you 2, then you're in somewhat of a grey area, and whether or not it's worth it will depend on other nebulous factors in your deck. 

Like wine, this card will improve with age, because there's never going to be -less- 1 MP unique cards, and there's plenty of chances that there will end up being more of them down the road. Fallen-Gandalf fans, keep your eyes peeled. 

Gimli 

Ratings for Give Welcome to the Unexpected: 

Radagast 7
Saruman 7
Fram 3
Sly Southerner 7
Average 6 

Reader Comments

Lord Leuber: While this card may not be that great in a Gondor deck, it works really nice with Mallorn - with Bill the Pony, Mistress Lobelia, Hobbits and the Red Book, that's an extra 4 MP's right there. And Hillmen easily fits in the same deck. In fact, credit where credit due, Nigel Buckle's Fallen Gandalf (in the Morgul Rats decks section) deck uses GWttU in this way.

Middle-earth Card of the Day #721
Nature's Revenge

To me, one of the few disappointing things in the otherwise brilliant White Hand expansion was the total absense of cards that depict the rousing of the Ents, which eventually led to the downfall of the one truly Fallen Wizard, Saruman. The closest thing to it in the set is vNature's Revenge - MEWH - R - hazard permanent event 

"Playable on a site in a wilderness that is normally a border-hold or shadow-hold, or a non-protected Wizardhaven in a wilderness. All versions of the site become Ruins and Lairs; and each gain an additional automatic attack: animals; each character faces one strike at 7 prowess. Discard this card when the site is discarded or returned to its location deck" 

Art by Stephen Graham Walsh 

Against heroes, there are two reasons I can think of to include this card in the hazard half of your deck. The first one is to enhance the playability of your creatures. This would mainly apply when you're running an all-out Dragon or Drake strategy. A number of drakes could be played on former border- or shadow-holds after the playing of Nature's Revenge. With Dragons you'll need Dragon's Desolation as well to really make it work. So, in order to be able to play Itangast in Old Forest, Woodmen-town or Henneth Annun, you'll need a three-card combo. The question arises: is one Itangast better than three consecutive Slayers, or even Sellswords? As much fun as slamming down a big Dragon may be, the answer probably is "no, it isn't". 

A second reason to include Nature's Revenge might be the fact that, like Fell Winter, it is able to give border-holds an automatic attack. But if you want to do something like this, both Fell Winter and Whole Villages Roused do a much better job. 

So, when you're opponent is an Old School Still-Erect Wizard, there's no real reason to look at this card twice. But what about the other two alignments? Can it have its merits there? 

Against minions, this card has a theoretically interesting side-effect: it can remove the detainment status from certain sites. Creatures that attack a minion company at a shadow-hold are just detainment attacks, but when you turn the site into a Ruins and Lairs first, they suddenly get hungry. Great? Well, in reality there are only three shadow-holds situated in a wilderness: Goblin-gate, Sarn Goriwing and Moria. Of these three, Moria is a shadow-hold without detainment status, i.e. creatures keyed to Moria already attack normally. So, without some hardcore environment changing (like Withered Lands or Fog), Nature's Revenge again isn't worthy of occupying the slots in your deck. 

The best use of this card comes against Fallen-Wizards. The ability of Nature's Revenge to take away the Haven status on a site (ANY site, as long as it's in a wilderness) is actually pretty cool, though limited again. Of the three 'normal' Wizardhavens, only The White Towers can be affected by Nature's Revenge without changing region types first. But imagine Halbarad sitting with the Palantir of Elostirion at an unprotected White Towers. One Nature's Revenge followed by a Cave-drake will end it all.
Another fine use of this card would be against the Quartet of Ents deck: Gandalf with Chambers in the Royal Court sitting in Wellinghall influencing Ents with some Fireworks. Nature's Revenge could turn Wellinghall into a Ruins and Lairs for the first time since the dawning of time. As long as Leaflock isn't around, you might get a chance to at long last finish the Balrog's work for him. But if you want to screw this deck, or any other deck which makes a Haven out of a site and then starts pumping out the allies, a simple Reluctant Final Parting will work just as well, and without further ado. 

And that's really the sad story of Nature's Revenge: it does a couple of nice things, but almost everything that can be thought of for this card, can be done more easily, and more successfully, with other cards. No wonder my colleagues like this card even less than I do... 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Nature's Revenge: 

Beorn 3
Radagast 3
Saruman 2
Fram 5
Average 3.3 

Reader Comments

Findegil: I happen to think Nature’s Revenge is a pretty good card. True, its effects can usually be roughly (but not exactly) duplicated by other cards, but it gives you a 2-for-1 effect, which, unlike most similar cards, lasts until the site goes away, and doesn’t require, say, Doors of Night. Its playability can also be improved by a single Withered Lands – a staple card in those Drake decks that, as mentioned, can also use Nature’s Revenge to play critters like Rain-Drake and Cave-Drake. 

IMHO, NR also compares favourably with Whole Villages Roused and Fell Winter. True, it can’t cause the strongest auto-attacks you get from playing WVR on freeholds and darkholds, but on the other hand it works on both border- and shadow-holds regardless of the opponent, and, more importantly, it doesn’t require another card to actually let the attack hurt anyone. And even with the +2 from WVR, Nature’s Revenge will probably produce the stronger auto-attack from border- or shadow-holds. Unless you want to change region types or use Will of Sauron, NR almost certainly beats Fell Winter – hey, it even gets a boost from Full of Froth and Rage. It also gets a leg up over these two by being a permanent-event, even if that leaves it vulnerable to Marvels Told. 

NR also more or less cancels out Hold Rebuilt and Repaired/Rebuild the Town, returning the site to its Ruins&Lairs status and adding a new auto-attack which, as like as not, will be more powerful than the one it had in the first place. This can be a particular nuisance for minion squatters intending to collect Snaga-hai, Blasting Fire, War-wolves and whatnot else at their leisure. 

In multiplayer games, the fact that it affects all versions of the target site means NR can start having truly bizarre (if far-fetched) effects. Wait for one of your Wizard/Ringwraith opponents to move to Moria, play NR, and watch your Balrog opponent wonder where his only surface Darkhaven went. ;-) With New Moon and an obliging minion opponent, the same thing can be pulled off with hero Havens, and Choking Shadows lets you hit a protected Isengard or White Towers. 

Fram Frumgarson: I am still not convinced NR is worth it. One of my favourite comboes against Hero opponents is WVR/Awaken Defenders, and NR certainly cannot touch that: see wat WVR/AD does to Wellinghall or Old Forest.
Most Minion squatters have a company somewhere in Mordor (most often Mount Doom) to get those small staples Findegil mentions (Snaga-hai, War-wolf), and NR cannot touch those sites, unless you do some major region-type revamping.
The core problem I see in NR is the fact that it has to compete with other cards that have a similar effect but are either more easily playable / more generic, or more brutal (by itself or in a small combo). Given the scarcity of slots faced in deckbuilding, NR then just doesn't make it, even though it is a intrinsically interesting card. NR has all too often been in my final 40 card hazard selection, and was nearly always one of those 5-8 cards left behind in the finishing strait.
It's seen its use in an all-out Dragon deck, but for animal/wolf strats, I revert to Fell Winter, especially now that Das Pack vor der Tür is available to me. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #722
Join the Hunt

"A true hunter weeps at a merciless killing" - The God Machine 

Does Alatar know that? 

Join the Hunt - MEWH - U - Stage Resource Permanent Event 

"Unique. Alatar specific. Your weapon / shield / armor / helmet items in Alatar's company are worth full MP's. Your allies with a prowess attribute in Alatar's company are each worth full MP's" art by Brad Williams 

On first sight, Join the Hunt is an integral and necessary part of the Alatar Ahunt profile. Of course the name of the card itself, but also its emphasis on chopping devices and trusted, fighting friends reflects Alatar's preference for slaughter. 

Join the Hunt also brings you 2 Stage Points, and in a way this figure is central to the ambiguous status of this card. This is where first sight has had its chance, failed miserably, and is replaced by Granny Second Sight and her infinite amount of experience, wisdom, and poisonous views. 

Because both the MP-modifiers that Join the Hunt gives you can also be obtained by using two general stage resources: full item points (for choppers et al.) are given by Legacy of Smiths, and your allies and characters give full points when Great Patron is in play. This takes away the uniqueness from Join the Hunt. And an advantage of going for Great Patron is that your characters also give full MP's. This is something worth considering if you're running a company of 5- and 6-mind hunters. 

There is, however, a more subtle, yet fundamental, difference between the two options.
If you want to keep your Stage Point total low, you're better off with Join the hunt and its logical successor, Orome's Warders. When Orome's Warders is in play, for 5 stage points all your allies with prowess and your combat-items are worth full MP's. As an added bonus, any Elf faction you have in play is now worth 2 MP's.
When you go the other way, a combination of Legacy of Smiths, Great Patron and Gatherer of Loyalties means you've got the full points for allies and items. But you also get full points for characters, and instead of 2 points for Elf factions, Gatherer of Loyalties makes your Dragon factions worth 4 MP's. And all this is accompanied by 9 Stage Points. 

What's the value of keeping low on SP's, or doing the opposite and letting your total rise? 
The big Alatar hunting card, The Great Hunt, requires 12 Stage Points, and it doesn't require any other cards to be in play. So, however strange it may seem, when building up to The Great Hunt, it's better to leave Join the Hunt alone, and concentrate on the general threesome.
Keeping low on SP's has its advantages too, but if you're Alatar, it might be better to take the high road. In my five or six games so far as Fallen Alatar, only one player persisted in throwing creatures at me. In the other games, I totaled no less than 1 (one!) Cave-drake. And that's the only creature that ever came my way. Announcing that you will be playing Alatar as a Fallen Wizard almost instantly makes your opponent turn his hazard tactics upside down. This means that in order to achieve your desired status as creature-killer, you'll definitely need The Great Hunt and therefore 12 Stage Points. 

In the end, If you want to be a hunter, you should forget about Joining a Hunt. Start your own. Gather some friends. Be like a father to them. Check out the nearest blacksmith. Kill. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Join the Hunt: 

Beorn 5
Radagast 2
Saruman 3
Fram 3
Average 3.3 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #723
Deep Mines

This review is like a trip to the Under-deeps. It explores some uncharted territory. It might be a terrible mistake. It's a gamble. Warning: some of the stuff written in this review might not be backed by Supreme Rulesmeister Ichabod. But as long as he hasn't shone his light on the matter at hand, my word is as good as anyone's. Given the above, it's very fitting that this story kicks off as a review of the 

Deep Mines - MEWH - C - Site - 3 SP's
Type: R&L
Region: Under-deeps
Movement: you draw: 1, opponent draws: 2 

"A company may move to this site only from one of your protected Wizardhavens and only if you have more than 6 Stage Points. The protected Wizardhaven is the surface site for Deep Mines (i.e., the sites are adjacent and the movement roll required to move between them is 0). You receive the three stage points if any of your companies are at the site. May be duplicated in a location deck" 

Art by Tom Simonton 

The Deep Mines site is one of a kind in many respects. It's the only site that's not open to all alignments. It's the only non-Haven site that may be duplicated in your location deck. It's therefore the only site you can visit while a copy of it is in your discard pile. It's the only site without a fixed location. It's the only site that's a dead end. Very nice. Is it a good site as well? 

Although it's an Under-deeps Ruins & Lairs, no specific category of items is playable here. That's pretty bad, although from a simulation point of view, you can't really expect to dig up Durin's Axe by just hewing into the living rock. Fortunately, there are some card tha specifically state they may be played at the Deep mines: Delver's Harvest and Earth Eater. These are two stage resource perms that each give 1 MP. Since they're permanent events, playing them doesn't tap the site, so you can get up to 6 MP's from the Deep Mines by just playing the Harvest and the Eater. Itemwise, the fact that the Deep Mines are just R&L and nothing worse means no Aiglos, Dragon-helm or Ancient Black Axe. All that remains is stuff like the Noldo Lantern, Dwarven Light Stone, Iron Shield of Old, Vein of Arda and, after you have stored a Vein, Gems of Arda. Of course the normal Under-deeps rules apply, and so you can pick up two items in one turn (the second one being the bonus for playing a resource that tapped the site). All in all, this means that a few visits to the Deep Mines can give you a fair amount of MP's (provided you bring the appropriate MP enhancing stage resources into play as well). 

Of course, since it is an Under-deeps site, you have to be prepared to face Nameless Things and even Durin's Bane while you're down there. And with this in mind you have to ask yourself if it is really worth the trouble, and if you wouldn't be better off with a Thorough Search at the Barrow-downs... 

If you're planning a real expedition into the Under-deeps, it is possible to connect your dead end Deep Mines to the existing Under-deeps network using Gnawed Ways. You have to dig your Mines at the right spot, though, because this doesn't work if you're too far away from the nearest Under-deeps site. 

And then an interesting question was posted to METW-L yesterday. Here it is, courtesy of Umagaur the Pale:
"A character is at a protected WizardHaven (other than Rhosgobel) and decides to move to the Deep Mines site (the player has SP>6). Normally, the site of origin is returned to the location-deck (or discarded) at the end of the movement/hazard-phase. (I like to keep it with the Deep Mines-card so as to make visible which protected WizardHaven is the surface-site.) If returned to the location-deck (or discarded) the card(s) that made the site a protected WizardHaven are discarded. The Deep Mines site now has no surface-site. Now you are stuck there. You can't move to the surface-site (there is none) or move to an adjacent underdeeps with Gnawed Ways (since you may move to: an Underdeeps site whose surface site is in a region containing or adjacent to the region containing the Deep Mines surface site, which does not exist anymore.)" 

What about all this?
Firstly, I think the assumption that the surface site doesn't exist anymore is wrong. Which site is the surface site is set upon declaration of the move to the Deep Mines. If at that moment Ettenmoors is your protected Wizardhaven, Ettenmoors becomes the surface site. The fact that it loses its Haven-status once no-one's there to occupy the place dsoesn't change that, since this 'effect' has already resolved, so to speak. But it is something to remember: if you return to your precious Haven, don't be surprised that it has been reclaimed by the Demolishers of Time and has returned to its good old Ruined state. 

The most interesting part of the question has, fundamentally, nothing to do with the Deep Mines, but here we go anyway. Some cards that turn non-Haven sites into Havens (like Mischief in a Mean Way and Hidden Haven) state that they are discarded when the site they are played on is returned to the location deck OR DISCARDED. The MELE rulesbook (and the METW rulesbook as well) states that tapped NON-HAVEN sites are discarded. All other sites (untapped sites and Havens) are returned to the location deck, and may therefore be visited again. So, it is impossible to discard a Haven. I woild argue that at moment your DIY Haven leaves play, it is still a Haven, and is therefore by definition returned to the location deck. 

Returning to the Deep Mines thing, this means that you are always able to return to the Mines' surface site. But whatever the outcome of this rules debate, if you take your whole company down with you, it won't be a protected Wizardhaven anymore when you return. So the wisest thing to do would be to leave someone behind. 

Fram Frumgarson in co-operation with Umagaur the Pale. 

[A few days later...] 

Here's a small update on my review of Deep mines. Based on Umagaur the Pale's reasoning Ichabod has ruled that you're indeed stuck in the Deep Mines if the adjacent protected Wizardhaven is discarded (and thus loses its protected status). I think this is wrong, because:
a) Havens can't be discarded, they're always returned to the location deck
b) it's not 'protected Wizardhaven X' that's adjacent, it's just X.
I have now submitted my reasoning to METW-L, and when there's a reply you'll hear more on the subject. 

[A few days later...] 

Here's the third and final part of the Deep Mines issue. As you might recall, Ichabod had ruled that you're indeed stuck at the Deep Mines if the adjacent Protected Wizardhaven leaves active play (unless it's Rhosgobel). On the two points I raised against this, Ichabod has now commented:
a) I said: it's not 'protected wizardhaven X' that's adjacent, it's X. According to Ichabod, this is wrong: it is protected Wizardhaven X that's adjacent. As soon as the adjacent site loses its protected status, it no longer is the adjacent site. So you are indeed stuck there.
b) I said: a site that's turned into a (Wizard-)haven is by definition returned to the location deck. This, Ichabod says, is correct. 

Ratings for Deep Mines: 

Beorn 4
Radagast 4
Saruman 5
Fram 5
Sly Southerner 7
Average 5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #724
Ivic

Ivic :: MEDM :: Minion Agent :: Warrior/Diplomat Man :: 2MP 6 mind :: 2 DI :: 5/8 prowess/body 

Unique. Agent. 

"Southrons were bold men and grim, and fierce in despair..."
- LotR 

Art by Quinton Hoover 

----- 

I'll be the first to admit... I completely ignored agents when they first came out, and up until recently I did not even pay any attention to agents like Ivic. But, with the advent of fallen- wizards, agents like Ivic have become more important. Here's why. 

To begin with, Ivic has a decent mind/body ratio, about average for a 2MP agent. He has 2DI, which is convenient, but no specific bonuses vs any faction. I think that was overlooked, but he is a diplomat, so the diplomat cards should help. Anyway, what brought my attention to Ivic was the fact that basically, he has the same stats as Imrahil, barring the bonus for Knights of Dol Amroth, and Ivic is a man, and Imrahil is a Dunedan. 

What makes that special? Well, in a hero deck, Ivic is simply an agent. In a minion deck, he is either an agent or a character, but for minions there are better characters to play. It is as a fallen- wizard character that I think Ivic fits best. He is a decent enough character to start with (using Thrall of the Voice), and if need be, can be used as an agent. It's good to play Ivic last so you can see whether or not he would be better to you as either an agent or a=20 character. 

He has 3 home sites: Southron Oasis, Variag Camp, and Pelargir. This can make a difference if you see your opponent drop down a character such as Asternak (who by the way is another solid fallen- wizard starting character), Jerrek (ditto) or Pon Opar (ditto again). 

You might want to use him as an agent in that case, knowing that your opponent could possibly go to any of those sites. The option of playing him in either role in very convenient. =20 

As a warrior, he can use all the cool warrior only cards (depending upon the alignment) such as Risky Blow, Bold Thrust, etc. As a=20 diplomat he can benefit from such cards as Old Friendship, New=20 Friendship, Crooked Promptings, etc. Obviously he is going to be most useful in a deck that allows him to influence things such as factions or opponents cards, and his decent prowess and body gives you more flexibility that someone like Ghan-Buri-Ghan or Nevido Smod. 

As an added bonus, he's worth 2MP right off the bat for either a=20 minion player or a fallen wizard. With most diplomats, it's good to have a solid supporting cast of scouts, sages and rangers who should allow him to remain untapped to do his thing during the site phase. 

In all the games I have played as a fallen-wizard with Ivic, I have never bounced him as a character. Most people have forgotten poor Ivic. 

Radagast 

Ratings (of the ones I have) 

Radagast 6
Saruman 5
Average 5.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #725
Juoma

Juoma :: MEDM :: Minion Agent :: Warrior/Ranger Man :: 1MP
3 mind :: 1 DI :: 3/7 prowess/body
Home site: Lossadan Camp, Bree 

Unique. Agent. 

"The Lossoth house in the snow..."
- LotR 

Art by Omar Rayyan 

----- 

Another basically forgettable agent, Juoma is actually a little better than I had originally given him credit for. Only just. For 3 mind you get a warrior/ranger with 1DI, which is unusual for such a low mind character. His prowess and body are not all that great, but he serves a better purpose as cannon fodder for either a minion or a fallen-wizard or an agent for any alignment. 

One really bizarre thing that a friend and I pondered many times was the home site of Bree. Lossadan Camp we completely understood, but Bree? Our favorite "what-if" skit involving Juoma... 

"The door of the Prancing Pony swings open with a rush, sending a bitter cold chill through the inn along with the sprinkling of fresh powder snow. The large weather-beaten, fur-covered, bear of a man sauntered up to the bar as Barliman Butterbur was cleaning the last dirty mug of the evening. 

"What's up, Nanook? Tell us about the North!" exclaimed Barliman." 

Maybe ICE needed to give him a decent home site that was at least semi-playable. Honestly though, in this site, Bill Ferny is a much better choice. 

So why pick Juoma? Well, good question. The only reason I can think of is his better purpose as a fallen-wiz character. Maybe. I'll let you know when I can think of a better answer. 

Radagast 

Ratings for Juoma 

Radagast 3 (barely)
Saruman 5
Beorn 3
Fram 3
Sly Southerner 6
Average 4 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #726
Golodhros

Golodhros :: MEDM :: Minion Agent :: Warrior/Sage/Diplomat Dunadan
3MP :: 9 mind :: 4 DI :: 5/9 prowess/body 

Home site: Minas Morgul, Cirith Ungol, Barad-Dur 

Unique. Agent. Can use Spirit-Magic. Agent only: may tap to make an influence check on an ally, faction, or character. 

"Though an urbane courtier, Golodhros still maintained a home... not far from the black vale of Imlad Morgul. ...How he would safely visit there, no one knew.
- Kuduk Lore 

Art by Liz Danforth 

----- 

Here we see a truly powerful agent/character with just the right amount of prowess, body, and abilities. 

As an agent, Golodhros was nasty when he came out, although a bit out of range, especially as far as Rivendell decks went. However, since the advent of Lidless Eye and the growing popularity of the Minion Barad-Dur/Minas Morgul decks, Golodhros has become much more important as an agent. For one thing, the Minion Barad-Dur decks (henceforth referred to as Gorgoroth decks) like to stay at home and sit in Gorgoroth. Have one character going back and forth from Barad-Dur and Minas Morgul drawing 2 cards to the opponent's 1. 

Orc or Troll leaders go to Barad-Dur and bring in the factions that are playable there and simply throw them under the leader since he isn't going to move. 3 factions, and bang, extra points. 

Golodhros fits this deck in many ways. For one, his home site is in these areas, and the effort to get him to a site nearby is practically negligible. 

As an agent, he can tap during the movement/hazard phase to attempt to influence away an ally, character, or faction. And with his 4DI and more often than not similar home site, snatching your opponent's marshalling points is more than a mere possibility. 

A simple example: Your opponent has just played Uruk-Hai, playable at Barad-Dur, Cirith Gorgor or Cirith Ungol. Let's say he's played them under an orc-leader at Barad-Dur. During their next turn, reveal Golodhros at Barad-Dur, and the numbers go something like this: 

He has 4DI, +2 because he's at his home site, and +2 because the faction is playable at his home site, and the number required to influence them in reduced to 0 because they are playable at his home site. Unless your opponent has a bunch of GI free, it sounds like an automatic to me. 

And as an agent he can do this every turn. And if you need any help, try using Twisted Tales...he gets a +6 if he is at the same site, and it's automatic if his home site and the faction's playable site are the same. 

And, if your opponent enters the site to try again, you're more than welcome to attack them as an agent. Golodhros is one of those few cards that can completely shut down a type of deck. Many times just revealing Golodhros (very smart, so that your opponent can't do the=20 same) will give your minion opponent pause. And that may be all the edge you need. 

As a character, Golodhros is just as useful, as he is a Warrior, a Sage, and a Diplomat. His prowess and body are solid, and his DI is nothing short of powerful. His mind is a bit high, but so are the Lieutenants, and they are frequently played. Now with Open To the Summons, you are more than welcome to start with Golodhros to use his varied skills. 

His ability to use Spirit-Magic is convenient. Cards like Messenger of Mordor, Poisonous Despair, Spying Out the Land, Driven as by a Madness, Our Own Wolves, Counterfeit, and Poison of His Voice. Not to mention all of the sage cards he can play as well. 

All in all, Golodhros is a very well rounded minion, both as an agent and as a character. The release of Lidless Eye and the 2 sets that followed have opened up new ground for agents, and Golodhros is just the sort of minion to lead the way. 

Radagast 

Ratings for Golodhros: 

Radagast 8
Saruman 8
Beorn 7
Fram 6
Sly Southerner 7
Average 7.2 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Although still very useful, Golodhros' influencing isn't quite as effective as described here - Twisted Tales, like other agent-helpers, can't be used against Ringwraith players, and with the 5 "buffer" GI of Ringwraiths, he gets a net +3 modifier at best - strong, but far from automatic. (Also, his "reduce-target-number-to-zero" effect for sharing homesites is redundant against Orc and Troll factions.) On the other hand, as a character, the fact that one of his homesites is a Darkhaven makes him easy to play later in the game even if you have your Ringwraith out. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #727
Chambers in the Royal Court

After a two-day Agent intermezzo by Radagast, another stage resource: 

Chambers in the Royal Court - MEWH - U - Stage Resource Permanent Event - 1 SP 

"Gandalf specific. Playable on one of your hero Freehold sites in play. The site becomes a Wizardhaven for your companies, loses all automatic attacks against your companies, and is one of Gandalf's home sites. Nothing is considered playable as written on the site card. If one of your companies is at this site, all attacks against it are canceled. Other Fallen-Wizards may not use this site as a Wizardhaven. Discard this card when the site is discarded or returned to its location deck. It cannot be discarded otherwise. Cannot be duplicated on a given site" 

Art by Liz Danforth 

The companies of those sworn to a Fallen-Wizard have a hard time finding a really safe place. Whole stretches of Middle Earth are beyond the reach of the normal Wizardhavens Isengard and White Towers. That's why the White Hand expansion included a number of cards that can turn a normal site into a place of serenity, like Hiddden Haven and Mischief in a Mean Way. The dwellings of the Free Peoples, being his natural habitat, are exclusively for Gandalf. His Chambers in the Royal Court turns a freehold into a Wizardhaven. 

The main question with a card like this is: which site should you play it on? There are basically two types of site you could consider: a site that is nicely situated to become your base-camp, and a site where you'd like to stay because you can do a lot there. Unfortunately, the second type is not really an option. Because once you have turned the freehold into a Haven, Fireworks doesn't work anymore. This means that, unless you have Durin's ring, you cannot untap the site. So no four allies and a faction at Wellinghall with Chambers.... 

This leaves the other option: pick a site where nothing much happens, but where you can go back all the time to heal, or store things. Given the fact that the regions west of the Misty Mountains already have a Wizardhaven (and Isengard isn't too far away either), this basically means there are two places left where a Haven formerly knowen as Freehold would come in handy: Gondor and Dragon Country. In Gondor, there are three Freeholds: Minas Tirith, Pelargir and Dol Amroth. Since you have to keep someone behind to maintain the site's Haven-status, it might be wise to pick either Dol Amroth or Minas Tirith, so that you can play the Knights, Nenselde or the Palantir of Minas Tirith (or one of the factions) when they happen to come along. Doing this gives you an excellent base-camp for your Gondor-deck, and you could even venture into Mordor if you like. Although looting the hoards of the north-east isn't exactly something you would instantly associate with Gandalf, he is in fact very well equipped for it. Because with Chambers in the Royal Court you can create a Wizardhaven right in the middle of all the Dragon lairs, without them even touching you. All you have to do is create a Freehold in Withered Heath with Refuge, and then turn it into a Haven with the Chambers. Once you've Guarded your Haven, no Dragon will see you coming, and as long as you're able to find a Secret Entrance (tip: try the first Crack in the Wall you see), hoard-looting becomes child's play. 

Gandalf is generally considered to be the worst of the Fallen-Wizards (like he's also considered to be the worst of the Boyscout-Wizards), but in fact he is the Fallen-Wizard that gives you the most opportunities for doing something unexpected. Use it to your advantage. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Chambers in the Royal Court: 

Radagast 5
Saruman 5
Fram 6
Sly Southerner 8
Average 6 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #728
Noble Steed

Noble Steed - MEWH - C - Hero Ally - 1 mind - 0/8 prowess/body 

"Playable at any tapped or untapped non-Haven site in Rohan, Southern Rhovanion, Khand, Dorwinion, Horse Plains or Harondor. If each character in the company controls a Noble Steed (or Bill the Pony or Shadowfax), the company may move up to two additional regions. Tap to cancel a strike against its bearer or itself." Art by Pascal Yung 

The Noble Steed is one of a specific sub-class of allies: the bonus non-unique 1 MP one-minders: playable on tapped sites as the icing on the cake, after you've brought in a big scoring card already. For those of you who use the Lidless Eye Companion as a source for the rules: the part that says you may only play one MP-card per site phase per site is wrong. These allies can be played right after you've brought that faction, or big ally, or item, into play.
In order to determine the value of the Noble Steed, it's best to compare it in terms of playability, durability and effect on play to its closest friends: the other members of the sub-class. These include Noble Hound, War-warg, War-wolf, Great Bats and Regiment of Black Crows. 
The only other hero ally among them is the Noble Hound. The dog beats the horse in playability. Nine out of ten times you'll play the Steed in Rohan. The other regions are either just outside the range of normal decks (Southern Rhovanion) or only visited by those very rare hero South East decks. So if you plan on using the Steed, Dunharrow, Edoras or Amon Hen seem to be the best places to go. The hound's a lot more easily playable, at any borderhold. 
The durability of both these allies is closely linked to their effect on play. The hound normally bites the dust sooner or later because of its habit to jump in for his master. The steed just runs away really quick, and so, despite a prowess stat that's 3 points lower than the hound's, the Steed tends to stay around longer. 
The third item of the comparison, effect on play, also goes to the Steed. It's canceling ability is a lot better than the hound's courageous fighting. It's other effect, though, is pretty lame. Theoretically, being allowed to move six regions is great. But because of the demands, it'll only work with very small parties, and besides, a deck that prepares to bring a lot of horses into play won't normally be a deck that moves all over the map.
In summary, the Steed is a much better ally than the Hound once it is in play, but since the Hound is very easily playable, the two are about equally useful.
An interesting question is whether the Steed is better than its minion Wolf counterparts. Both Great Bats and the Crow-army are a bit of a different league altogether. So, what about those natural ends to Peter and The? In terms of playability, there's hardly any difference between the Noble Steed and the War-warg. They both need some planning to be brought into play. The War-wolf is as easily playable as the Noble Hound and wins this contest by a fair margin. The durability of the two Wolves is a lot better than that of the Noble Hound, but still nowhere near the built-in cancel machine of the Steed. Since the two Wolves have hardly any effect on play, the Steed comes out on top in that respect too. All in all, the Steed is much better than the War-warg, and near-equal to the War-wolf. 

So, within the sub-class of the 1MP non-unique bonus allies, it doesn't really stand out, mainly because of limited playability. It's ability to cancel strikes gives it some power, though. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Noble Steed: 

Radagast 6
Saruman 6
Fram 6
Average 6 

(ooohh, evil!) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #720/729
Give Welcome to the Unexpected

Things are hectic at CotD-Central. Suddenly, unexpectedly, an old acquaintance steps through the door and lends a hand.
He is heartily welcomed. 

Give Welcome to the Unexpected :: MEWH :: stage resource permanent-event :: 2 SP :: r2 

Unique. Gandalf specific. Place this card on Gandalf if he is in play. If on Gandalf, your unique non-character cards normally worth 1 marshalling point are each worth 2 marshalling points. 

Art by Eric David Anderson 

I must admit that this card seemed much more powerful to me when I first saw it than it actually turns out to be. It affects "unique non-character cards normally worth one marshalling point", which seems, at first glance, that it should cover an awfully lot of ground. Actually, it doesn't. The vast majority of 1-MP cards that you can name are, unfortunately, either characters or non-unique. Wolf-allies, little misc-.MP sage-only cards, and the hosts of other easy-to-play 1 MP things are mostly non-unique, which doesn't help Gandalf in the slightest here. 

So what cards -does- this card affect? I'm not going to give a complete list, but going through the possibilities systematically will help. Characters are right out. Items? There are 1 MP items, sure, but none that I can think of are also non-unique. If only Sting was worth an MP, it would be a prime candidate, but it's not. So what about factions? There -are- some 1 MP factions, yes. Hobbits and Hillmen leap to mind, and since fallen-Gandalf works naturally with Hobbits (Hobbit-lore, if you really want to use it, plus he can start the game at Bag End), both those factions are at least reasonable one for Gandalf's companies to pursue. Beyond that there's the Mordor orc-factions, but the cards necessary to make a fallen Gandalf deck actually recruit those suckers are hardly worth it. Besides, if it's factions you're after, fallen Pallando innately gets to count 2 MP for 1 MP factions (for that matter, so does the G-man's Grey Embassy). So what about allies? Here's where Give Welcome can give some serious bonuses. There are a relatively large number of 1 MP unique allies: Shadowfax, Goldberry, Lindion, Roac, etc. Now we're talking. And how about permanent-events? I've come across one, though there may be others: Choice of Luthien is unique and normally gives one point. We'd be in trouble of Choice gave Arwen +1 character points, since that wouldn't be playable by a fallen-wizard. But it gives 1 misc. MP, so it's perfectly legal, and it gives the card a little boost that makes it all the more valuable. 

Remember, too, that Give Welcome isn't an enabler card - one that raises the MPs gained to what they should be for a hero or minion player - but an actual enhancer, that raises the MPs gained above and beyond what they would be. In other words, free points. The question is, can the card give enough free points to be worth it? That's where it can get tricky. Say you're playing a fallen Gandalf Gondor deck that has Shadowfax and Choice of Luthien in it. If you include Give Welcome, it's a card that nets you 2 MP, assuming that you manage to pull in both of those cards, which is by no means guaranteed. Having three or more cards that can take advantage of Give Welcome ensures its usefulness, but if it's only going to net you 2, then you're in somewhat of a grey area, and whether or not it's worth it will depend on other nebulous factors in your deck. 

Like wine, this card will improve with age, because there's never going to be -less- 1 MP unique cards, and there's plenty of chances that there will end up being more of them down the road. Fallen-Gandalf fans, keep your eyes peeled. 

Gimli 

Ratings for Give Welcome to the Unexpected: 

Radagast 7
Saruman 7
Fram 3
Sly Southerner 7
Average 6 

Reader Comments

Lord Leuber: While this card may not be that great in a Gondor deck, it works really nice with Mallorn - with Bill the Pony, Mistress Lobelia, Hobbits and the Red Book, that's an extra 4 MP's right there. And Hillmen easily fits in the same deck. In fact, credit where credit due, Nigel Buckle's Fallen Gandalf (in the Morgul Rats decks section) deck uses GWttU in this way.

Middle-earth Card of the Day #730
Radagast's Black Bird

Radagast's Black Bird :: Stage Resource :: Scout/Diplomat :: Ally :: u3
1 MP :: 2 Mind :: 3 DI :: 2 Prowess :: 8 Body :: 3 SP 

Unique. Radagast specific. Playable at one of your Wizardhavens [W]. You may return Radagast's Black Bird to your hand: during your organization phase or if its controlling character leaves active play. Radagast may play this ally at any site (tapped or untapped) and need not tap himself or the site to do so. This ally may attempt to influence factions as though he were a character. He may cancel a strike directed against him--tapping afterwards if not already tapped. 

Art by Ronald Chironna 

Radagast's Black Bird... Well, he can't be played by your opponent (unless you have the terrible luck of playing a Fallen Radagast vs. Fallen Radagast game), he can't be influenced away, he can't die, he doesn't skitter away if his controller dies or is corrupted, and then there's the stuff that he CAN do... 

For starters, he's an ally with 2 (count them, TWO!) skills, Scout and Diplomat, perfect for his travels with Radagast. He is the lone ally that can accompany Raddy, the Winged Change-Master, as he flies from site to site at will. They can hop about and influence factions, characters, allies... whatever... Radagast does the talking and his Black Bird does the grunt work, playing Stealth, Sneakin's, Concealment, Trickery, Ruse and others. Pack your deck with factions, popular items, cancellation, Wizard's Voice, Old Friendship, New Friendship, and become everyone's least favorite player... Or just go about your way influencing factions with Radagast and his Black Bird until you feel you have enough, then shape-change Radagast into a tiger with Master of Shapes and get other allies and items. 

Everyone expects Fallen Radagast to play with lots of allies because of his special ability to bring the really powerful ones out of there areas, but if you have Radagast's Black Bird in your deck, it's really not necessary to play with any other allies. This is an advantage Radagast has over any other wizard or ringwraith. In other games it's necessary to have more than one ally because either a) you risk having your opponent play your unique allies before you, or b) your non-unique allies are all pathetically weak and might die. And it's never good to let your opponent double any one point source. Allies usually make the least impact in the MP scheme if they get double because they are so frequently overlooked, but some decks, like a nice Hobbit deck with Mistress Lobelia can easily have half of their MPs come from allies. Tom Bombadil doubled, for instance, is as many MPs as the One Ring. However, if you throw Radagast's Black Bird in your deck, he can't die--despite a low prowess and mediocre body. He can cancel any strike directed against him! Tapping if not already tapped! So, the first time he faces a strike, he has to tap to cancel it--big deal... The next time, though, it just fizzles out. He's too fast! They just can't touch him! The fact that he's Radagast specific means that no other wizard is going to influence him from you. And if you have the misfortune of playing against another Fallen Radagast, you're probably screwed anyway if your opponent gets Radagast, who happens to be the only character who should be able to influence your Bird away. And, just in case his controller dies or is corrupted, you can return Radagast's Black Bird to your hand and play him again the next turn your company is at a Wizardhaven (or with Radagast anywhere). 

Consider, even, that if your opponent plays Echoes of the Song against you (not an uncommon scenario), you can discard Radagast's Black Bird because he's only a Smoke Rings away... He can be played any site phase if Radagast is in play, and he doesn't even slow down your normal site phase plans. 

At 3 Stage Points, Radagast's Black Bird offers a lot of flexibility in your FW scheming. If you want high SP, keep him in. If you want low SP, put him back into your hand during the organization phase. 

You can, of course, play Radagast's Black Bird with any character if you are Fallen Radagast; however, he's more useful by far when paired with Radagast. When Radagast is the Winged Change Master, Radagast's Black Bird provides protection from creatures, but the company is susceptible to Enchanted Stream and River. Apart from those two cards, the path is almost crystal clear. Radagast is in trouble if two Assassins show up on some turn when you haven't played your Stealth or Sneakin', but with 2 copies of each and a deck that plans to recycle them with Smoke Rings and Weigh All Things, there is little to fear. OR when Radagast is the Master of Shapes, he and his Black Bird can run about with less fear of Enchanted Stream and River, plus they can plan to enlist an army of allies, most notably Tom Bombadil, Mistress Lobelia and Leaflock. Radagast and Tom can ably dispatch with any creatures you feel like facing, and Radagast's Black Bird can now do the speaking--with 3 DI and the Diplomat skill, he's as able a faction influencer as Theoden. 

Oh, what more is there to add? Nothing and everything. You'd be a fool to play Fallen Radagast and not include this card. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Radagast's Black Bird: 

Beorn 9
Fram 7
Saruman 6
Average 7.3 

P. S. Did I mention that Radagast's Black Bird has a great sense of humor? 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #731
Sojourn in Shadows

Sojourn in Shadows - MEWH - R - Minion Resource Short Event 

"Magic. Shadow-magic. Playable before strikes are assigned on a character facing an attack in a shadow-magic using character's company. Target character cannot be assigned a strike from the attack. Unless he is a Ringwraith, the shadow-magic using character makes a corruption check modified by -4." 

Art by Stacey K. Kite 

Every new expansion of MECCG includes yet another version of the cancel/modify attacks theme. Sometimes such a card is very useful, like Crept Along Cleverly, sometimes it is not. Sojourn in Shadows is a minion resource that mirrors the effect of the hero resource More Sense Than You. It doesn't cancel attacks, it makes sure one of the members of a company will remain unharmed by it (including allies, since they're considered characters during combat). 

In comparison to More Sense Than You, the good thing is you don't have to tap the character you're protecting. This means the character will really remain available for action during the site phase. This is a big improvement. On the other hand, Sojourn in Shadows comes with a very stiff corruption check, even compared to other magic-cards. Especially when you're planning on including it in your Fallen Wizards deck, a mod of -4 is something to make you think twice. 

But of course you will hardly ever be thinking about doing this. Almost every single card that cancels attacks or modifies them to the defender's advantage is better than Sojourn in Shadows, from A Nice Place to Hide to Diversion. They don't require a magic-using character, they have a bigger impact on the attack, or they have less of a drawback. 

About the only time Sojourn in Shadows can be useful is when you have a Black- or Fell-riding Ringwraith, and you feel that canceling creature attacks is a waste of some good chances on MP-gathering. With Sojourn in Shadows, the Ringwraith can first protect his mount (Black Horse or Creature of an Older World) and then deal the creature a blow so massive it is killed. 

All in all, Sojourn in Shadows is a card that, despite its inclusion in the Fallen Wizards set, is only useful in minion decks that actively use Ringwraiths. And then preferably a Ringwraith that's capable of using shadow-magic. And goes around on the mode-allies instead of using the normal mode cards. And wants to gather kill MP's. And knows beforehand that the opponent doesn't have Elf-lords Revealed in Wrath. It's a miracle the rating for this card isn't in binary code. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Sojourn in Shadows: 

Beorn 2
Radagast 2
Fram 2
Average 2 

(and yes, we do use a ten-point scale) 

Reader Comments

Findegil: The one advantage Sojourn in Shadows does have is that (like Ruse) if you're alone in the company, it stops the attack without cancelling it, letting you get around cards like Prowess of Age and Great Fissure, as well as a couple of uncancellable automatic-attacks. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #732
The White Wizard

At last Aragorn stirred. "Gandalf!" he said. "Beyond all hope you return to us in our need! What veil was over my sight? Gandalf!" Gandalf said nothing, but sank to his knees, shading his eyes. 

"Gandalf," the old man repeated, as if recalling from memory a long disused word. "Yes, that was the name. I was Gandalf." 

"He stepped down from the rock, and picking up his grey cloak wrapped it about him: it seemed as if the sun had been shining but now was hid in cloud again. "Yes, you may still call me Gandalf," he said, and the voice was the voice of their old friend and guide. "Get up, my good Gimli! No blame to you, and no harm done to me. Indeed my friends, none of you have any weapon that could hurt me. Be merry! We meet again. At the turn of the tide. The great storm is coming, but the tide has turned." 

He laid his hand on Gimli's head, and the Dwarf looked up and laughed suddenly. "Gandalf!" he said. "But you are all in white!" 

"Yes, I am white now," said Gandalf. "Indeed, I am Saruman, one might almost say, Saruman as he should have been..." 

LotR Vol. III 

The White Wizard 

Hero Resource :: Permanent-event :: 2 MP :: +1 CP :: r2 

Unique. Playable on a Wizard with Sacrifice of Form. +2 to his direct influence, +1 to all of his corruption checks. Discard if Saruman is in play as an opposing Wizard. 

This is a card for the sideboard. If Sacrifice of Form is in your deck or sideboard, this goes in, too. Simple as that. 

Gandalf, as he returned, was startlingly powerful. His mere presence suggested the power of the sun. Sacrifice of Form began to illustrate this by giving its +1/+1 to prowess and body along with +1 to direct influence. This makes a Wizard a greater physical presence, but it was Gandalf's implied command, the ability of his words to set weapons aflame and his odd manner of speach that suggested something truly profound had happened and that this Gandalf who returned meant business. Not only does he say, "Yes, I am Gandalf," but he makes the comparison between Saruman and himself, "I am... Saruman as he should have been." This is where The White Wizard comes into play. The White Wizard was the leader among the five Istari, and when Gandalf returned in white it was to symbolize Saruman's overthrow. 

Unfortunately, The White Wizard is discarded if your opponent has Saruman in play, so it doesn't reflect quite so much as Saruman's overthrow. But it does suggest a new command or leadership. +2 DI and +1 against all corruption checks give a new freedom to make characters followers and to use Wizard spells (the most powerful modifiers in the game). The 2 MP provide the cure to Sacrifice of Form's one biggest drawback--a lack of marshalling points. It's not quite a good enough reason to risk getting your Wizard killed each game, but once Sacrifice of Form is played, it's time to dig this card out of the sideboard. 

The White Wizard shouldn't end up in your play deck for two reasons. First, it's the unique half of a two-card combination, and while you may include more than one copy of Sacrifice of Form in a deck, the second and third copies are wasted space since they can't be duplicated. So, it's a slow combination to play. As far as I know, the only way to speed it up is to use Eyes of Mandos or simply increase your card draw. The second reason is that this event is discarded if Saruman is in play as an opposing Wizard. There are two ways to make certain that this never happens. Either play Saruman yourself or wait until your opponent reveals a Wizard. 

The White Wizard is a perfect candidate for the sideboard, however, because it's two nice, free, easy marshalling points, playable at any time during your turn so long as your Wizard has already returned from the dead. And while you can't depend upon playing it unless you have a load of Smoke Rings and make a point of playing Sacrifice of Form against whichever ludicrous little creature shows its head (or an automatic attack), I'd bet that about 90% of all my resources from all my various tournament games have remained in my sideboard. So the space it occupies in a sideboard might require some thought, but not too much. There are very few resources that fit better in a sideboard than in a deck. This is one of them. 

If there's a deck type that The White Wizard works best with, it is (thankfully, mercifully) a deck with an active Wizard. One that ends up facing attacks and using direct influence and carrying an item or using spells. You can't play this card, if your Wizard rests the whole game in a haven. And it does you no good if, after the card has been played, he goes back to a haven to chill out. You take your 7/10 Wizard with all his 13 direct influence and march across Middle Earth in regal glory, like a vision of the sun. 

Beorn 

Ratings for The White Wizard: 

Beorn 7
Fram 8
Radagast 7
Saruman 8
Average 7.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #733
Greater Half-orcs

We've received some reactions on our rather harsh ratings in the last few weeks, so here's a GOOD card with GOOD ratings to make you sleep well at night again. 

Greater Half-orcs - MEWH - R - Stage Resource Faction - 2 MP's - 1 SP 

"Playable at one of your protected Wizardhavens (if tapped or untapped) if you have A Strident Spawn and Half-orcs in play and if the influence check is greater than 11." 

Art by Steve Otis. 

Back in the old days, when playing one of five Wizards was the only option MECCG gave you, movement was an integral part of the game. You would start the game with a company capable of ducking or chopping, move through such dangerous areas as Wilderness to end up in Borderholds, where your Wizard would be nearly Assassinated and the remaining unwounded character would influence a faction. Next turn, you would bravely move again, preferably to a Haven to get your Wizard back on his feet. In short, it was a really fun game. 

Then the bad guys came along. First Sauron and his disciples entered the scene, and although it took a few weeks to figure it all out, it soon became clear that these ex-people were of the lazy kind, and changes of site were totally unwanted and unnecessary. Especially two expansions later, Technology, Under-deeps, Orc-factions and Wildlife-allies can make sitting in a Shadow- or Darkhold a rewarding strategy. And while the Elf-lords were on welfare, the minions steadily rose to fame This type of deck has dominated the tournament scene for quite some time now. 

With the latest expansion, a second alignment of bad guys popped into existence: the Fallen-Wizards; the Mr Hide's in all the Maiar finally came out. And surprisingly enough, they too soon adapted a non-moving strategy as one of their favorites, helped along by a number of great cards in the White Hand expansion. I must say I was very surprised to see so many cards for a non-moving strategy in the expansion. Apparently ICE are not unhappy with the situation, and have given these strategies validity. Since moving is the biggest binding factor in the game (it is the only part of the turn with real interaction between players), you would have expected ICE to want to stop the development towards non-moving decks. 

But, that's all retrospective talk. The Sitters are here to stay, and if you're playing the Wizard-Hide's, breeding Half-orcs is one of the best options. The final step of such a strategy is bringing the Greater Half-orcs into play. The first step is playing A Strident Spawn. This means that this strategy can only be used by Pallando and Saruman. In fact I would advise you to go with Saruman, because after the successful play of a few Half-orc factions (including the Greater version), playing Saruman's declaration of invincibility, The White Hand, is well within your reach. But of course, Doommeister Pallando is as much of a Sitter as Saruman (especially with his pathetic prowess attribute), so no-one will think you a fool if you'd use this strategy on him. 

In total, this strategy can bring you 9 faction points without any pain. The chances of losing your Wizard are nearly non-existent, as long as you protect your Wizardhaven well (so it might be wise to let a company fix the keys to your domain early, and then build a Fortress). 

If there's one thing that The White Hand has made clear, it's that ICE isn't too unhappy about the lessening importance of movement on the game. That's more of a surprise than it suggests. But since it's there, use it. Especially if you're going to a tournament with visions of glory inside your head. If you're playing casually, please have mercy on your poor opponent and let him play a few creatures. Move! An if you're bringing newbies into the game, don't even tell them moving isn't so important anymore. They might get bored. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Greater Half-orcs: 

Beorn 8
Radagast 5
Fram 7
Average 6.7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #736
Promptings of Wisdom & Piercing All Shadows

Promptings of Wisdom 

Hero Resource :: Permanent-event :: 2 CP :: u3 

Light Enchantment. Playable during the organization phase on a ranger. Target ranger may tap to cancel all hazard effects for the rest of the turn that: force his company to return to its site of origin or that tap his company's current or new site. If so tapped, target ranger makes a corruption check.
Cannot be duplicated in a given company. 

____________________________________________________ 

Piercing All Shadows 

Minion Resource :: Permanent-event :: 3 CP :: u3 

Playable during the organization phase on a ranger. Target ranger may tap to cancel all hazard effects for the rest of the turn that: force his company to return to its site of origin or that tap his company's current or new site. If so tapped, target ranger makes a corruption check. Cannot be duplicated in a given company. 

_____________________________________________________ 

These cards are a bit of a conundrum: they have extremely powerful effects under the right circumstances, but if those circumstances aren't met, they have severe penalties. These are the types of cards that are likely to find more or less play as individual playgroups develop and individual resource and hazard strategies develop. These are most likely to find play in a group where one or more people frequently plays a roadblock hazard strategy. Because, let's face it, these cards are only good as roadblock-busters. 

These two cards are identical in every respect except two. Promptings of Wisdom is a Light Enchantment, and Piercing All Shadows has a corruption value of 3, as opposed to Promptings of Wisdom's 2 CP. This gives the advantage to the Heroes. Why? First of all, Minions rarely face the type of roadblock strategy that forces a company to return to its site of origin or causes a site to tap. Secondly, the fact that Promptings of Wisdom is a Light Enchantment means that it can be returned from the discard pile by a Wizard's Staff. Finally, 2 CP beats 3 CP anyday (unless you're the hazard player). 

But what good are they in general? Not a whole lot, really. They are only useful against roadblock strategies--not just primarily, but singularly. They don't do anything else. So, if you come up against a roadblock strategy it's good to have one of these in your company; you effectively cancel your opponent's hazard strategy by tapping a ranger. Roadblock strategies are forced to devote a good two-thirds of their hazard scheme to roadblock and have little room left for corruption or boosted creatures, and tapping one of your rangers shouldn't be too much of a problem (especially if you have a second ranger in your company to cancel River). Against other hazard strategies, however, they have dead-weight corruption that doesn't give a single marshalling point, and it's a powerful amount of corruption at that. 2 CP for heroes is worth up to 4 MP with the better of the Greater Items, and 3 CP is worth about 3 MP for minion Greater Items with strong effects of their own (Thong of Fire gives +1/+1, and the bearer needn't tap to face strikes; The Arkenstone may be discarded to discard a target Dwarf and all cards he controls). And, in general, if you hope to draw a non-unique card to make use of it, you put two or three copies in your deck. I simply can't see myself wasting two or three slots in my deck against the possibility of a roadblock hazard strategy. 

To be fair, Hobbits can handle the corruption easily enough. However, Sam Gamgee happens to be the only Hobbit ranger. Thrain II, as a Dwarf, is immune to Lure of Nature and can handle some corruption, but playing this card on him nearly eliminates the chance to give him an item. Nearly every other hero finds him or herself making corruption checks at >4 for wandering through Wilderness if they've been affected by the Promptings of Wisdom and the Lure of Nature. And, of course, roadblock strategies target Wilderness. 

Minion orcs can handle corruption about as well as Dwarves, but 3 CP is a bit much to carry against a strategy that is hamstrung against Minion players because of the restricted list. No Foul Fumes = no security that roadblock will work against Minions. The typical answer to a roadblock strategy against Minions usually revolves around Stench of Mordor, Redoubled Force, Foolish Words and Lady of the Golden Wood--the cards that stop cold the "Orc or Troll Leaders with factions and allies without moving" decks. And Piercing All Shadows has no effect against those hazards. 

These cards are two more good candidates for Ye Olde Sideboard since they are good only in specific situations and are quite good in them. Promptings of Wisdom is clearly the better for its greater chance of playability, the fact that it can be summoned from the discard pile by a Wizard with his staff, and its lower corruption value. Piercing All Shadows, frankly, can rot. Throw it in if you're really worried, but remember that the absolute best defense against a roadblock strategy is having 3 copies of Twilight in your deck, along with Gates of Morning or Skies of Fire and/or some copies of An Unexpected Outpost. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Promptings of Wisdom: 

Beorn 4
Fram 6
Radagast 9
Saruman 8
Average 6.8 

Ratings for Piercing All Shadows: 

Beorn 2
Fram 6
Radagast 9
Saruman 8
Average 6.3 

I have to wonder if my colleagues have played against more roadblock decks than I have... 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #737
The White Council & The Black Council

The Middle Earth Card of the Day team is down to a threesome again. James "Radagast" Kight has joined Ohtar and Gimli's Third Age Swansong Choir. On behalf of the Team I thank him for his contributions to the Card of the Day. May you always find water and shade, as a people from another fantasy series would say. Meanwhile, we, Joshua "Beorn" Grace, Martijn "Fram" Steultjens and Chief-Engineer / NetRep Jason "Saruman" Klank remain at your service and will keep on providing your daily shot of ME:CCG info. Of course this means we'll have to work just a little bit harder than before. So here's a review on TWO cards: 

The WECSWYP Council 

The White Council - MEWH - R - Hero resource permanent event - 1 MP 

"Playable during the organization phase in your marshalling point pile if your Wizard is in a Haven and you have more marshalling points than your opponent. Your opponent must be a Fallen-Wizard or a Wizard. Cannot be duplicated on a given turn" 

Art by Zina Saunders 

The Black Council - MEWH - R - Minion resource permanent event - 1 MP 

"Playabale during your organization phase in your marshalling point pile if your Ringwraith is in a Darkhaven and you have more marshalling points than your opponent and your opponent is a Ringwraith. Cannot be duplicated on a given turn" 

Art by Pascal Yung 

The White Council and The Black Council are cards that work according to the Santa Claus-principle: the rich get more than the poor. Their effect on play is really quite simple. If you have more marshalling points than your opponent, your advantage increases by one more point. 

The good thing about these cards is, that they can theoretically work for you from the start, without dangerous travels or other life threatening events. If the character draft brings you a company worth 7 MP's, while your opponent's company totals only six, and you happen to draw your Ringwraith or Wizard in your first hand, the appropriate Council-card can be immediately played. Rules like "no more than half your points from one source", or "if opponent zilch, then you twice" are only in effect during the Free Audience With Reckoning. If you're trying to figure out if you are allowed to play the Council-card, it's just raw MP's you have to count.
So if you're hoping for an early advantage, the Black or White Council is certainly a card to keep in mind. 

During the game the chances of being able to play the Which Extreme of the Colour Spectrum Would You Prefer Council slightly differ between the alignments. The best chance comes when you're playing a non-Fallen Wizard against a Fallen Wizard. Since Fallen-Wizards need some stage resource permanent events to be in play before they really get a lot of points, you're virtually assured of having an advantage early in the game. In fact, if you're a hero-player and you know beforehand that your opponent will be a Fallen colleague, it might even be worth it to include the White Council in your playdeck.
This makes The White Council a slightly better card than its Black twin. 

If you're a Fallen-Wizard, or a Wizard that plays another Wizard, or a Ringwraith (and of course you cannot play the Black Council when you're Sauron, because a) your opponent cannot be a Ringwraith and b) you will never have your Ringwraith in a Haven) the sideboard would be the place of choice for the WECSWYP Council, because the chances of you being able to play it are 50/50 or less. 

Because the Council gives only one MP, has no effect on play, and if things aren't going as planned you cannot even play it. And in a deck with a limited number of slots (aka "a deck"), you have to ask yourself if that's worth one of those precious, rare, slots. Often including one more big faction, or item, or even other 1 MP cards like Noble Hound, No Strangers At This Time, Tribute Garnered or Snaga-hai will bring you more. 

But in the sideboard the Ebony and Ivory Council can just bide its time. After the cycle it can come out to give the remains of your deck some more MP's without you having to fear the by now well-developed mid- and endgame hazards. 

A typical small Middle Earth expansion brings about 5 basic utility cards, 5 totally useless cards, and 110 candidates for the sideboard. The WECSWYP Council is one of the lot. Eeehh...make that two. By the way, black and white aren't part of the colour spectrum, are they? 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for The White Council/The Black Council: 

Beorn 5/4
Radagast 7/7
Saruman 5/5
Fram 6/5
Average 5.8/5.3 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #738
Poison of His Voice

As you may have noticed, the legendary issue 750 of the Middle Earth Card of the Day is drawing near. We are preparing something special, and we even may have some audience participation in it. Until then, we've got 12 more issues to fill. Here's the first of them. 

Poison of His Voice - MEWH - U - Minion resource short event 

"Magic. Spirit-magic. Playable on a hazard permanent event on a character in a spirit-magic character's using company. Discard target hazard.
Alternatively, playable on a spirit-magic using Fallen-Wizard. -6 to his stage points (to a minimum of three) for the rest of the turn. Unless the spirit-magic-user is a Ringwraith, he makes a corruption check modified by -3." 

Art by Zina Saunders 

Poison of His Voice is a nice little magic card. Like a number of cards, it has two totally different uses. Unlike most of those cards, it's two uses are both actually more or less useFUL. 

Given its first effect, you could say PoHV is a poor man's Voices of Malice. "Poor man's" in the sense of its, compared to VoM, limited effect. Because in all other respects, it's more of a rich man's Voices of Malice: it's uncommon, whereas VoM is common, it requires a spirit-magic user instead of a sage, the corruption check is one point bigger, and VoM doesn't limit its effect to permanent events on characters in the magic-user's company. This means that PoHV is a much, much weaker card, in its first use, than Voices of Malice. But then, nearly every card is weaker than VoM. 

You could still use Poison of His Voice in a deck that focuses on magic but not on sages, and it would enable you to get rid of corruption, Influence crushers like Rebel-talk, and the ever present Foolish Words. Especially when you're using just one company, the restriction of only being able to remove hazards on characters in the same company becomes less of a drawback. Meanwhile, the advantage that you can keep the magic-user untapped (as opposed to the Sage that must tap for VoM) starts coming into it. 

The second use of PoHV is an interesting one. It lowers your Stage Point total with 6 points to a minimum of three. In this it mirrors the effect of its close cousin, White Light Broken, a sorcery card which lowers the SP-total with 4 points. In comparison, Poison of His Voice is the better card. Apart from the obvious 2 SP difference, it is a spirit-magic card, which means both Pallando and Gandalf can use it without further ado. Sorcery is a kind of magic that no Fallen Wizard can use of himself, and you would need Spells Born of Discord to be able to use it. The playability of the Vocal Poison is therefore a lot better than that of the Prism. 

An advantage of White Light Broken is that it doesn't give a negative modifier to the corruption check inherent to all magic cards. However, the -3 mod on the poison means a Fallen Wizard cannot be eliminated on it, as long as he has no other source of corruption. The White light's advantage is just a small one. 

But what exactly is the importance of lowering your SP-total? A typical target for a Fallen-Wizard deck is accumulating 12 Stage Points and all the other demands of the Wizard-specific Big Events (like The White Hand or Await The Onset). Especially the ones that require factions or allies to be in play, can greatly suffer from a Stage Point total that remains at 8-10 points for a few turns. A well-placed Heart Grown Cold can effectively shut the faction gathering down. So if you're playing a deck that focuses on playing factions at free- or border-holds (like a lot of normal Pallando and Gandalf-decks do), you might want to include Poison of His Voice to lower your vulnerability to cards like Heart Grown Cold. 

In summary, of the two uses of Poison of His Voice, the first one cannot really make a stand against the dominating presence of Voices of Malice. Its effect is weaker, whereas the demands for playing it are higher. Only a deck that uses just one, relatively small, company could benefit from including the Poison instead of the Malice. Its second use, the lowering of your SP-total comes in very handy in decks that try to reach the 12 SP-mark, but have a hard time coping with the negative effects of a rising SP-count. This is especially true for decks that focus on the hero-side of the Fallen-business. Which happens to be Gandalf's terrain, a natural spirit-magic user. If you're planning such a deck, think about including Poison of His Voice. 

Fram Frumgarson 

[A few days later...] 

A rectification: In last Friday's review of Poison of His Voice (#738) I said that no Fallen-Wizard can use sorcery of himself. This is wrong. Saruman can. Thanks to Scott Hebert and Andy Lavery for pointing this out. 

Ratings for Poison of His Voice: 

Beorn 7
Saruman 7
Fram 6
Average 6.7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #739
Blasting Fire

Blasting Fire :: Minion Resource :: Special Item :: 1 MP :: 1 CP :: c4 

Technology. Playable at a tapped or untapped Shadow-hold [S], Dark-hold [D], or a site with a Dwarf automatic-attack. Discard to cancel all automatic- attacks at a site against the bearer's company, any influence attempts against factions at the site this turn are modified by +2. 

Just another reason Riven Gate sucks. Blasting Fire does essentially the same job as Riven Gate but to much better effect and with greater benefits in the meantime, such as the 1 MP Blasting Fire is worth as opposed to the -4 to a corruption check that Riven Gate is worth. 

Riven Gate was a rare that allowed a sorcery-user to cancel all automatic attacks at a Border-hold and gave +2 to any influence attempt against a faction made at that site that turn. Not entirely useful. The automatic- attacks at Border-holds were either generally defeatable or detainment against covert companies and, apart from Ringwraiths, all sorcery users could hang out in covert companies. Blasting Fire, on the other hand, is a common that is playable with any character (best played with an Orc or Troll) who taps at any already tapped or untapped Shadow-hold or Dark-hold, the epitome of safe minion sites, which if already tapped have already served their purpose. For some reason, it can also be played at a site with a Dwarf automatic-attack (as if). Such a character then gains 1 MP for a piddly 1 CP and can later discard Blasting Fire to gain the benefits of Riven Gate at any type of site. With a few Blasting Fire and Weigh All Things to a Nicety, your companies may never have to face an automatic-attack again. It does, of course, require someone to tap during the site phase--preferably after the site has already been used to gain a faction, ally or item. But since it's best used in an Orc or Troll deck, it's easy enough to have characters untapped in Shadow-holds and Dark- holds. Orcs and Trolls pile up in big companies like waves upon the sea, or else they split into small companies of 2, one leader and one follower, and go to a Dark-hold where they hang out, gathering factions, Great Bats, and eventually have a chance to tap for Blasting Fire. Factions, allies and items all in one all-together too-safe location. Heroes just scratch their heads. 

So, in Minion companies, it's a versatile card, in both effect and playability and, unfortunately, means those decks that never move from a faction-gathering site never have to move. They can accrue MP from items while just sitting at home, nickle-and-diming their way to a painstakingly boring victory. For Minions, Blasting Fire's not necessarily an exciting card, just a darn good one. 

For Fallen Wizards, it's kind of a waste. Even though it came out with the White Hand, Minions really do make much better use of this card than Fallen Wizards. Shadow-holds and Dark-holds are just as nasty to Fallen Wizards as they are to Heroes, and FW companies don't get to ask Beorn or Glorfindel to join them. They have to fight their way into those dens of evil and despair. And, if they bother to fight into those sites, why do they waste time trying to set aflame latter automatic-attacks? For the +2 to an influence check against a faction? Probably not. With Gifts as Given of Old, Tempering Friendship and Lordly Presence all playable at the same site during the same turn, it hardly matters if a FW can gather another +2 against the attempt. And where do you find Dwarf automatic-attacks if you're a FW? Nowhere. Leave this one to the Minions. 

Ratings for Blasting Fire: 

Beorn 7
Fram 8
Radagast 6
Saruman 5
Average 6.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #740
The Fiery Blade

The Fiery Blade :: Minion Resource :: Permanent-event :: r3 

Playable on your Ringwraith or a Ringwraith follower. Each strike against the Ringwraith receives -1 body (-2 body and -2 prowess against The Witch-king). Discard The Fiery Blade if a strike against the Ringwraith fails or if the Ringwraith has Morgul-blade. Cannot be duplicated. 

___________________________________________________________ 

"The Black Rider flung back his hood, and behold! he had a kingly crown; and yet upon no head visible was it set. The red fires shone between it and the mantled shoulders vast and dark. From a mouth unseen there came a deadly laughter. 

"'Old fool!' he said. 'Old fool! This is my hour. Do you not know Death when you see it? Die now and curse in vain!' And with that he lifted high his sword and flames ran down the blade." 

LotR V 

Okay, let's start by clearing up the misconceptions... The Fiery Blade does not suck. It ain't no Voices of Malice nor no Gifts as Given of Old neither, but it also ain't no stinking Anduin River neither. It has its purposes. Albeit, those purposes may be limited. But those purposes are deadly, deadly, deadly... Literally. 

In short, it is a beefed-up Morgul-blade for an active Witch-king deck, preferably in Fell Rider mode. He runs around and kills things. Elf-Lords Revealed in Wrath, unmodified by anything save The Fiery Blade, face The Witch-king now at a mere 17/7. Okay, that's still nasty, but The Witch-king in Fell Rider mode is also quite nasty--the 12/12 variety of nasty. Throw in a Bold Thrust, and The Witch-king needs only >2 to defeat the strike and 8 or greater to finally kill one of those &^%$@! Elf-Lords. And, if you need to throw in another Ringwraith for some reason, Khamul with The Fiery Blade, in the same situation, only needs successive rolls of 5+ and 7+ to kill an Elf- Lord. Of course, Khamul, like any other Ringwraith apart from The Witch-king is better off with a Morgul-blade since it would give a strike he faces -1 prowess in addition to the -1 body. So, The Fiery Blade is specifically a Witch-King tool with limited use elsewhere. 

However, The Witch-king can do a heck of a lot. Particularly in games against Heroes or Fallen-Wizards with Hero characters, The Witch-king can be a devastating foe. Two traits make him the deadliest of all Ringwraiths in company vs. company combat: 1) he can use Shadow-magic, meaning he can start off the site phase by corrupting an opponent's characters or kill them with a free body check and 2) he can't be killed and has a prowess of 12 in Fell Rider mode and can make things severely unfair with the play of The Fiery Blade after the site phase has come down to company vs. company combat. A great host of commonly played Hero characters have bodies of 8 (or less); many of them are worth 2 MP. The Witch-king, in company vs. company combat, can take advantage of those weak fools daring escapades into neighboring territory by launching out and attacking them, revealing his Fiery Blade at the last moment and defeating his target opponent (almost automatically, with a prowess of 12 plus a roll) and rolling a mere 7, the most common of rolls (mathematically; if only it were true in experience), to kill a character with a body of 8 for the MP and costing an opponent those very same MP. This is assuming that The Fiery Blade, which states that it modifies a strike against the bearer, may modify a strike against a RW who initiates combat. 

Unfortunately, The Fiery Blade is discarded after a strike against the RW fails. So you have to have more than one in your deck if you plan to use it. However, you would probably want more than one anyway since it's non-unique and you need to draw it in order to play it. In a company vs. company deck using a Ringwraith to attack, you need to be able to launch out at your opponent as soon as he or she foolishly sends their companies into your turf. 

All in all, it's not a great utility card. You can't play it to any effect it your RW don't move. You can't play it if you are Sauron. It doesn't do a heck of a lot of good against Minion companies, and it isn't as good as Morgul- blade if you don't reveal yourself as The Witch-king. But in its moment (as illustrated above) it can be a powerful card, played to devastating result. 

As a sidenote: Somebody tell me if this battle ever happens. I want to know. Gandalf rides into Minas Tirith. The Witch-king breaks the gate and confronts Gandalf with his Fiery Blade. Gandalf casts his Staff Asunder and summons Wizard's Fire to his aid against The Witch-king's Bold Thrust. Does either die? Which one? 

I just love smooth, thematic combat modifiers.... 

Ratings for The Fiery Blade: 

Beorn 6
Fram 5
Saruman 4
Average 5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #741
Black Numenoreans

Black Numenoreans - MEAS - U - Minion Dunedain Faction - 2 MP's 

"Unique. Playable at Gobel Mirlond if the influence check is greater than 8.
Standard Modifications: Umbarean Corsairs (+2)" 

Art by Brian Durfee 

The Black Numenoreans. For those of you familiar with the Akallabeth, that name will be familiar. After the First Age had come to a conclusion, the Second Children of Iluvatar slowly became the dominant force of Middle Earth. The group among them that was closest to the Elves founded the great Island Kingdom of Numenor. At first they were the greatest foe of the most powerful among Morgoth's surviving servants, Sauron. But slowly Sauron managed to corrupt and manipulate the Numenoreans, and finally the last of the Numenorean Kings fell so deep he even sent out a fleet of battleships to the West. His wish to forcefully gain immortality from the Valar only led to his and his empire's downfall. Just a handful of Numenoreans, who had always remained Faithful to the Valar, managed to escape Numenor in time and survived the Fall. Chief among these Faithful was Isildur, whose descendant Aragorn finally, at the end of the Third Age, managed to restore some of the grandeur of Numenor by re-uniting the Dunedain kingdoms of Gondor and Arnor. However, before the Downfall the less faithful Numenoreans had already colonised parts of the mainland of Middle Earth. In Harad they dwelt. And at the end of the Third Age, the period that serves as the background of ME:CCG, they still do. 

Given this pedigree, the Black Numenoreans faction should have been something special, even if in modern days only a remnant of the once proud nation of Numenor remains. After all, The Mouth of Sauron is also a Black Numenorean (even though his representations in ME:CCG are of the race Man, not Dunedain. But you can't expect ICE to know there will be Dunedain hazards two years before they actually entered the game). 

Sadly enough, the Black Numenoreans faction is anything but special. True, it is the only minion Dunedain faction, but that's about the only thing that makes them stand out among the other minion factions. Because in all other respects, they are just one of a dozen "human" factions that can be played at sites in regions near Mordor. At every single one of these sites, Nurniag Camp, Variag Camp, Easterling Camp, Raider-hold, Southron Oasis and Gobel Mirlond, 2 factions can be played that each give 2 MP's, and that are relatively easy to influence. The Black Numenoreans are just one of the lot, and they're not even the best one. Because specific DI against Dunedain is scarcely found in minion characters. And even the fellow citizens of Gobel Mirlond, the Umbarean Corsairs, make up a better faction, since their standard modifications include a +2 for a faction played at a different, yet nearby site (namely the Southrons of Southron Oasis). 

The only advantage the Numenoreans have is that they do not have a hero manifestation. This makes them somewhat safer to play against a hero opponent than a number of the other factions of the Dirty Dozen. However, this advantage is also held by the Umbarean Corsairs, which means they keep the edge over their highborn partners in crime. 

In fact it could be argued that The Black Numenoreans are the worst faction of the twelve. Their homesite is a border-hold in a wilderness, which opens the gates for a lot of nasty hazards. And, as said, specific DI against them is hard to find. A lot harder than against Man factions, anyway. There are some agents that have extra DI against Dunedain, but that's it. And since their homesite of Gobel Mirlond didn't yet exist when the agents hit the game in the Dark Minions expansion, there is no agent with Gobel Mirlond as its home site. This means that if you're planning on going for (parts of) the Dirty Dozen, it's very likely the Black Numenoreans will be the twelfth and last one you'll consider for inclusion. Of course, a target of nine isn't exactly unnegotiable, but when every single faction in the neigbourhood is more open to your summons, absolute values aren't important anymore. And relatively, the Dunedain's stats are weak. 

And that really is a shame. It's nearly unbearable, knowing that the utterly cool Black Numenoreans are there, but that they're so weak they will hardly ever, if not never, make it into competitive decks. And even a thematical fundeck based on them is hard to conceive, since there aren't too many minion resources linked to the evil part of the Dunedain population. 

In my humble opinion, these remnants of Numenor's downfall should have been worth one more marshalling point. They deserve a better place in the game. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Black Numenoreans: 

Fram 3 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #742
Inner Rot

While you are all thinking about the most brilliant card ever to not be released in a Middle Earth expansion, the Card of the Day continues. 

Inner Rot - MEWH - R - Hazard permanent event - 2 SP - 1 CP 

"Corruption. Playable on a Wizard or Fallen-Wizard. He receives 1 corruption point. If he is a Fallen-Wizard, he receives 2 stage points and the corruption points received are instead: 4 if his stage point total is more than 18, 3 if his stage point total is more than 11, 2 if his stage point total is more than 5, 1 if his stage point total is more than 0 (use the first that applies). The target makes a corruption check his controlling player plays a stage card. Cannot be duplicated on a given character. During his organization phase, the target may tap to attempt to remove this card. Make a roll. If the result is greater than 6, discard this card". 

Art by Drew Tucker 

The White Hand expansion included a number of hazards that have an initial effect on Wizards, but only start to have some serious impact on Fallen-Wizards, depending on their stage points total. Inner Rot is one of them. 

Like most of these cards, the effect of Inner Rot on normal Wizards is rather lame. The only effect it has is that it gives one corruption point. This is one point less than any normal corruption card. Even worse, the trigger will never be pulled. Inner Rot forces a corruption check whenever a stage resource is played by the controlling player. Of course a hero player will never do this. Which means Inner Rot is close to useless against them, especially when compared to the ever lethal Lure of Creation / Senses combo or the omnipresent Lure of Nature. 

The real use of this card comes against Fallen-Wizards. The number of corruption points it gives, increases with the number of stage points the Fallen-Wizard has accumulated. Inner Rot itself gives 2 stage points, and therefore the Fallen Wizard will normally have at least 5 SP's when this card hits the table (his 3 starting SP's and the two from Inner Rot). Inner Rot then still gives only 1 CP, but one single SP played by the Fallen-Wizard (or the hazard player) will bring Inner Rot into normal corruption card territory. 

The maximum amount of CP's Inner Rot can give is 4. But this requires a stage point total of at least 19. This is not unheard of, but it isn't too common either. Twelve SP's, on the other hand, is an all too common situation, and then Inner Rot gives the Fallen Wizard 3 CP's. In a normal deck, this is the best you can hope for, unless your hazard strategy aims at boosting the Fallen-Wizard's SP total. 

And 3 CP's in itself mean absolutely nothing to a Fallen-Wizard. The worst that can happen is that he must tap on rolling the Snake Eyes or the Menage a Trois. It is impossible to eliminate him on corruption with just 3 CP's. As far as eliminating Fallen-Wizards is concerned, corruption is as useful as it is versus minions. That is to say: a lot of work to do, and a lot of lousy rolls to hope for. 

True, corruption is one of the few ways to fight a caravaning Wizard in his Haven, but Alone and Unadvised, together with the aforementioned Lures, generally does a better job than Inner Rot. And next to corruption, there are some nice SP-linked hazards that negatively modify influence (like Fool's Bane). They are worth some thoughts, and in my assessment they provide a better opportunity to tackle the Sitters than Inner Rot does. 

This makes Inner Rot one of the less useful of the hazards designed to fight the Bad Beards. Especially if you take into account that normally your strategy versus Fallen-Wizards will be limited to the ten extra slots in the sideboard you are entitled to when playing against one. And more generally powerful cards like Blind to the West, Ire of the East, Echoes of the Song and Heart Grown Cold already lay strong claims on these slots. 

But, all in all, if your normal hazard strategy versus heroes already focuses on corruption, Inner Rot might be a useful addition when Humpty Dumpty (post-fall) sits across the table. If corruption is just a small theme in your deck, there are better corruption cards out there. 

Fram Frumgarson [The next day...] 

First of all the Erratum of the Day: yesterday I said Alone and Unadvised is a better card to fight haven-sitting Wizards with than Inner Rot. Unfortunately, Alone and Unadvised doesn't affect Wizards. Thanks to Joe Walker for pointing this out. 

Ratings for Inner Rot: 

Beorn 7
Fram 4
Average 5.5 

(it's just a matter of opinion) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #743
Fealty Under Trial

Fealty Under Trial - MEAS - C - hazard short event 

"Playable on a minion in a Darkhaven or Barad-dur. Make a roll adding the marshalling points and corruption points of all items and events played with target minion. All items and storable events played with target minion are then automatically stored (no corruption checks are made). Then, if the result was greater than 15, discard the minion (and all other cards played with him)" art by Omar Rayyan 

Fealty Under Trial is like William Tell hitting the Adam's apple. It started out as a potentially great idea, then somewhere along the road, due to misinterpretations and tiny details, it all went wrong and ended in misery. 

When people started to get familiar with the mechanics of playing minions, a few new resource strategies became popular. Foremost of those was and is the caravaning (non-moving) strategy. Another example of such a strategy is Rape, Burn, and Pillage. This strategy focuses on going to free- and border-holds, tapping them by playing an item first, and then burning down the place, torturing, killing or capturing its citizens, meanwhile scoring a lot of miscellaneous marshalling points. Central to this strategy are cards like Burning Rick, Cot and Tree, Smoke on the Wind, To Satisfy the Questioner, Seize Prisoners, some gold rings, and the Bag End-specials Kill All But NOT the Halflings, News from the Shire and the Red Book of Westmarch. 

Fealty Under Trial was basically an attempt to fight this Pillage strategy. A number of Pillage-events only give their marshalling points when stored, and often the items are only used to tap sites first but have no real impact later in the game. This means the Pillage strategy requires trips to a Darkhaven, to get rid of the items and to reap the benefits of the events. Fealty Under Trial tries to do something about this at the last possible moment. Unfortunately, it is always late. 

As said, the idea behind Fealty Under Trial isn't so bad. Let your opponent do his thing, and surprise him when the hard work has been done and he's feeling safe. But in operant mode, nothing useful remains. The catch is already in the first few words. "Playable on a minion IN...". The word IN means that the target minion already must be AT the Darkhaven or Barad-dur. A minion moving to these sites doesn't meet the requirements for Fealty Under Trial, and can therefore not be targeted by it. So, you have to wait for the minion to actually get there and stay there for a turn before you can play Fealty Under Trial on him. And, as you all know, between the m/h phase in which the minion moves to the Darkhaven and the m/h phase in which he stays there, there is an organisation phase in which the minion will store all his events and useless items. This is the main reason why Fealty Under Trial is such a pointless card. 

But there is more. If you pass the impossible playability requirements and read on, you'll see that WHEN Fealty Under trial is successfully played it forces a roll with a number of weird implications. 

First of all, the items and events are immediately stored without any corruption checks. The only time this would possibly hurt is when your opponent is forced to store an item he'd like to keep. But that's a rare thing for a character to have when he's doing nothing in a Darkhaven. It is nearly inconceivable that your opponent will actually feel hurt by it. 

Then, there's a target of no less than 16 for Fealty Under Trial to have any effect that's true to its hazardous background. In a normal Pillage deck, you will try to get out your item and events in one turn. Also, a number of those events state that the bearer may not untap until the event has been safely stored. So a typical Pillage company returning to a Darkhaven will have one character with an item and a number of characters with one storable event. The maximum number of MP's such an event can give you is five, for Kill All But NOT the Halflings. This means that the minimum roll for Fealty Under Trial to have an effect on a former event-bearer is no less than eleven, a 1 in 12 chance. The only character that could be affected on a more common roll is the item-bearer, but even with the combined MP and CP stats of the Red Book of Westmarch you'll need a decent roll. 

So then, you've actually managed to play Fealty Under Trial, you've even managed to roll your first 11 in years, now what happens? The target minion gets discarded. Say what? Discarded. Your opponent has all the points he wanted (but somehow forgot to store) and he loses one character. Temporarily. Never before has one of your hazards been so effective. Hail FuT! 

Are there no *other* uses for this card? What about the caravaning deck? Alas! Fealty Under Trial doesn't include factiuons under leaders in its roll, and it can't be played at Darkholds (save Barad-dur) anyway. 

Wounded characters with a big item staying to heal? Yeah, well, how often is that? Big items have a habit of not belonging to wounded characters in Darkhavens. And even then, the required roll would be a stiff one. To stretch it to its utmost limits: even the bearer of The One Ring (at 6 MP's and 7 CP's) wouldn't be automatically discarded by FuT. You'd need a three. 

But there is one combo I can give to you that actually makes use of Fealty Under Trial: if your opponent has a character with a big Palantir in a Darkhaven, try The Roving Eye, followed by Fealty Under Trial. To be absolutely sure, include The Balance Of Things as well. And if you ever manage to play this combo, let me know! I will then tell you that you should have used Weariness of the Heart instead of Fealty Under Trial. 

The cardtext on Fealty Under Trial actually gives the impression that the designers werre afraid to make it too powerful. Well, if everything that's broken about this card would be fixed, it could have some impact (though I wouldn't dare to use the word "overpowered"). But what's the use in breaking a card this thoroughly beforehand? 

Last i've heard of Fealty Under Trial, he was spotted in a sleazy bar in the Amsterdam Red Light District, drinking horrible continental lager and armwrestling with his good buddy Morannon. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Fealty Under Trial: 

Beorn 1
Fram 1
Average 1 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #744
Ent in Search of the Entwives

Ent in Search of the Entwives - MELE - U - Hazard Creature - 1* MP - 1@14/8 - keyable: double W/ Bl / Fd 

"Awakened Plant. One strike (detainment against covert and hero companies). If Doors of Night is not in play, may also be played keyed to Shadow-lands" 

art by Liz Danforth 

When the Lidless Eye expansion hit the market early autumn last year (make that spring last year for all you Aussies and Kiwis out there; nice to have you along, ye great southern pansies! (first one to guess correctly from which book this last quote was taken wins a signed Bay of Belfalas region card. Unlimited edition)) there were a few cards that immediately stood out among the rest of the set. 

One of those was the Elf-lord Revealed in Wrath. Single-handedly (accompanied by The Lethal Fridge, that is), Silly Elf Gets Mad was responsible for the dominating presence of Elf hazard strategies versus minions. Even the popularity of caravaning decks hasn't stopped the Elves from being represented in the vast majority of hazard decks designed to fight minions. 

One of the less nice side effects of the Elf-lord's popularity was the relative obscurity that remained for another very cool creature: the Ent in Search of the Entwives. 

In a lot of respects, the Bachelor Ent is a downtuned version of the Elf-lord. It has one less prowess and body point, and against covert companies it displays curiosity instead of anger. Compared to the Elf-lord it is better in the sense of being more easily playable (in borderlands and free-domains), and being less costly when defeated. 

In fact its enhanced keyability is very nice, since it means that the Ent can always be played on a company taking the well-known route between Dol Guldur and Carn Dum, even if Doors of Night is in play. Since nearly every minion player utilizes the Doors and avoids double wilderness, the addition of the borderland to the playing options gives an advantage that counts to the Ent. 

On the other hand, a number of restrictions show that the Ent is nowhere near as good as the Elf. Especially the detainment status against covert companies takes away a lot of the punch of this creature. But the most important thing, of course, is that the Ent can't be enhanced. Awakened Plants are a race of creatures that have no specific enhancers at their disposal, just like Pukel-creatures and the one-of-a-kind Balrog (who really needs it, by the way. Not). Especially compared to the whopping blast of punch that the other Free Peoples get from Chill Them With Fear, this is a bit of a downer. 

So if you're going to play the Ent in Search of the Entwives, it will be as a creature with one strike at fourteen prowess. This makes the Ent an excellent finisher. Provided your opponent uses overt companies, the Ent is an excellent creature to play as the final hazard, when hopefully your opponent's company will be tapped. With this one big strike, even a tapped big Troll lieutenant needs to roll a 7 to make the strike ineffectual. The Ent's body of 8 makes it a safer gamble, and lieutenants have been known to die on smaller creatures than the Ent. 

In this role as a Sweeper the Ent is can do very good things for your position in the game. Its restrictions, however condemn it to a place in the sideboard. But, I would advise you to always include one or two. Because if you encounter an overt, moving minion deck, and believe me, they still exist, the Ent in Search of the Entwives is a creature your opponent may not expect, and one that can do serious damage to his most important characters. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Ent in Search of the Entwives: 

Beorn 8
Fram 7
Average 7.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #745
Ugluk

"The Orcs yelled and shot all the arrows that remained to them. The hobbits saw several horsemen fall; but their line held on up the hill and over it, and wheeled round and charged again. Most of the raiders that were left alive then broke and fled this way and that, pursued one by one to the death. But one band, holding together in a black wedge, drove forward resolutely in the direction of the forest. Straight up the slope they charged towards the watchers. Now they were drawing near, and it seemed certain that they would escape: they had already hewn down three Riders that barred their way. 

'We have watched too long,' said Merry.'There's Ugluk! I don't want to meet him again.' The hobbits turned and fled deep into the shadows of the wood. 

So it was that they did not see the last stand, when Ugluk was overtaken and brought to bay at the very edge of Fangorn. There he was slain at last by Eomer, the Third Marshal of the Mark, who dismounted and fought him sword to sword." 

-LotR III 

Ugluk 

Minion :: Warrior/Ranger Orc :: 2 MP :: 5/9 :: 0 DI :: Home Site Isengard :: r2 

Unique. Uruk-hai. Leader. Discard on a body check of 9. +3 direct influence against Orcs and Orc factions. 

___________________________________________________________ 

Ugluk is one of the best Orcs in the game. He's way above average. How can I tell? Well, he's comparable to an Orc Captain. For the same 5 mind, Ugluk has +1 body, +1 skill and +1 home site. That's why he's rare. 

He's not as instrumental to any certain strategy as a Lieutenant can be or The Grimburgoth or Golodhros or The Mouth, but he's a solid utility player. He has nice prowess and body for active strategies (though I typically start with Lt. of Morgul, Mauhur, Radbug and Muzgash when I want a high-prowess company ready to attack since Mauhur's 6 prowess lets him hold a Thong of Fire if need be), and he has a moderate mind stat and strong DI against Orcs and Orc factions for those cheesy not-moving-anywhere strategies (I still have to build one of those sometime to find out just how boring they are to play). And the reason he kicks @$$ all over an Orc Captain is his tremendous, wonderful, necessary Ranger skill. Send an Orc Captain somewhere, and he'll never get past all the Rivers in his way. But Ugluk knows the way! If there is any one skill to include in every company, Ranger is it. 

And, at 5 mind, there's another important thing to consider (hint: which expansion did Ugluk come out with?)... He's playable in a Fallen Wizard company. Fallen Wizards have some, but only some, good characters with high- prowess. Ugluk adds depth to that pool. With Bad Company, you can start your corrupted Saruman deck with Ugluk and Lugdush and Grishnakh (and Mauhur or Doeth, too). Fallen Wizards' Orc and Troll companies have the hardest time of any companies, having to deal with all sorts of nasty, wicked automatic- attacks, but with a buff company including Ugluk and the two Orc Scouts, you can slide past most turns with a limit of 3, leaving someone untapped and able to remain untapped against the automatic attack. The nice thing about playing an Orc or Troll company as a Fallen Wizard is that most people play their "Versus Heroes" decks against Fallen Wizards, and playing with an overt company set up to attack your opponent would take most people by surprise. 

And that's what Ugluk is about--surprise. He's an otherwise basic character who starts out with just a little bit extra: +1 body, +1 home site and +1 skill. And then he springs forward and "suddenly, without warning, Ugluk sprang forwards and with two swift strokes swept the heads off two of his opponents. (LotR III)" If given a second chance to fight Eomer, don't expect to see Ugluk fall so easily. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Ugluk: 

Beorn 8
Fram 9
Average 8.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #747
Wild Hounds

Wild Hounds :: Hero Resource :: Animal Faction :: 1 MP :: u3 

Playable at any tapped or untapped Ruins & Lairs [R] in a Wilderness [w] if the influence check is greater than 11. Standard modifications: if Radagast is your Wizard (+3). Discard this faction to cancel an automatic-attack at a Ruins & Lairs [R] or an attack keyed to a Wilderness [w] or Ruins & Lairs [R]. May also be used as a minion resource card that is only playable by a character in a covert company. 

Ah, let 'em stay Wild. No sense taming these puppies. If you could TAP this card to cancel those attacks, that would be one thing, but having to discard it kind of blows. I mean, it sucks. Sure, you can prevent that one really nasty attack that might kill all your characters, but isn't that what Concealment or combat modifiers are for? Sacrifice of Form comes to mind... It's perhaps best for minions that decide to use this card. Wilderness is the domain of those ever-present Elf-Lords, who continually lurk about the wilds whilst searching for prey. I am coming to resent them almost as much as the minions who might sacrifice these four-legged pests. 

Here's a scenario where you actually decide to play these silly things: You go to a Ruins & Lairs in a Wilderness. You play an item and tap the site. So far, so good. You then announce that you are going to attempt to influence some Wild Hounds you spotted in the distance. Your opponent laughs. You say the influence check is greater than 11. He says, "Isn't that just a 1 point faction?" You say, "Why, yes." He says, "With an influence check of greater than 11?" You say, again, "Yes." He says, "Why not just go get the Nurniags? They're at least worth 5 points." You shrug. Some random passer-by (a relative or such) who doesn't even play the game concurs: "I don't really know about the game, but wouldn't you want to use cards that are worth more points than cards that are only worth 1 point?" You play the card anyway and insist on trying to influence them. Since you are playing Radagast you have +3 to your roll. Either you have a character with reasonable DI left untapped, or you have unfailing good luck... You influence the Wild Hounds! You cheer a little. It was a close call, but it seems your characters can communicate with the stray dogs. Your opponent says, "What do you want? A medal?" Okay, so it's only 1 MP... Better off playing a Noble Hound. The one Hound with respectability and class outdoes the whole lot of the mangy buggers. 

Oh, but later the joke is upon your opponent when you DISCARD the faction you worked so hard to influence in order to cancel his Elf-Lord or Dragon. Hehe. Okay, you just lost one faction marshalling point. There's a card for better turn efficiency with items at Ruins & Lairs--it's called Thorough Search. 

Enough is enough, though. I'll rip on the sad, little doggies no longer. They are a faction. Lots of people have little trouble with influence checks of >11 (well, 5 Wizards anyway), and many more have very little trouble with influence checks of >8, if Radagast is your Wizard (and who better to have factions in Wildernesses?). They are worth 1 MP, which kindly prevents your opponent from doubling faction points, and they are playable during the same turn as an item (that's sort of what Ruins & Lairs are generally for). So, in an item-heavy one-deck game, it might do you a lot of good to include these buggers for turn efficiency. As a minion or fallen wizard you can play an item, Wild Hounds and Regiment of Black Crows all in the same turn. Now, that would be quick coverage of all three MP sources. And, unlike most factions, Wild Hounds do have an ability. It's an odd one, but not one that can't be used to your advantage. Horns, Horns, Horns! allows you to return all those discarded Hounds back to your playdeck, so if you can consistently keep two characters untapped--one to play an item and one to influence the Hounds--you can march right through Dragon territory with impunity. Theoretically. Rarely do you draw that well... 

If ever a card comes out that makes all these White Hand animal factions worth 2 MP each instead of 1, I think we'll see these in many play decks. But as it stands, 1 MP just isn't worth the bother, especially with that check at >11. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Wild Hounds: 

Beorn 4
Fram 6
Average 5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #748
Mechanical Bow

Mechanical Bow :: Minion Resource :: Major Item :: 1 MP :: 1 CP :: c4 

Weapon. Technology. -1 to bearer's body. Warrior only: +2 prowess to a maximum of 8; -1 to the body of any strike its bearer faces if he taps to face the strike. 

________________________________________________________ 

White Hand brought the first of the technology cards. These are the ugly sort of things, items mainly, that Orcs (and some Dwarves) make with thei r spare time. Lacking the grace of a Bow of the Galadhrim or a Bow of Dra gon-horn, a Mechanical Bow is essentially the same as a Broad-headed Spea r that raises the ante for each strike--either kill or be killed. The spe cial thing about Mechanical Bow is that both the character wielding the b ow and the hazard creature or character facing the other end of the strik e each receive -1 to body. When the bodies are at 9 and 10, then it doesn 't matter as much; the -1 to body increases the chances of a kill only a bit. But when the bodies are at 6,7 or 8, then Mechanical Bow has the g reatest impact. Reducing a body of 6, such as that of Landroval or Theode n, to a 5 makes it much easier to have lethal impact. The chances of a su ccessful body check rise from 58 % to 72 %. Reducing a body of 8, the sta ndard body for Dragons and Hero characters of 5 or 6 mind, to 7 raises th e odds of a successful body check from 28 % to 42 %, almost double. 

Unfortunately the trade off is that your character suffers the same fate should you fail to face the strike successfully. However, if you play Mec hanical Bow on a character with a body of 9, such as Ugluk, the odds of y our character dying only rise from 17 % to 28 %. While this nearly double s the chances of losing your character, the odds are still decidedly in y our favor. In this situation, however, you have to decide whether or not to play modifiers like Bold Thrust and give Ugluk another -1 to body, bri nging the odds of a successful body check against him up from 28 % to 42 %. Of course, at that point, if Ugluk taps he will already have a prowess of 10 plus a roll, easily enough to defeat most hazards, and Landroval w ould be toast. 

What makes Mechanical Bow special is that it is one of only a handful of minion cards that reduces the body of a strike. Minions have no Old Thrus h or Sacrifice of Form, and so Hero players can rain down Dragons upon th em with impunity (and frankly I hope it remains that way). Mechanical Bow is meant to make players think twice when entering into combat. The odds have changed. It's a new game. Do you play it safe? Or do you risk it? The mere play of Mechanical Bow over a Broad-headed Spear suggests that you are willing to take risks and is probably an effective bluff against your opponent; give the impression that you have a Bold Thrust or Swift S trokes for every creature, and maybe the attacks will subside as they do against Fallen Alatar decks. 

But that's the write up only for a Mechanical Bow as it relates to Broa d-headed Spear... That's like writing about Glamdring as it compares to Swords of Gondolin rather than how it relates to Orcrist and Wormsbane a nd the other better items. Broad-headed Spear is sort of the standard maj or item weapon for the minions. It's not very good. Not many people pla y with it. Mechanical Bow is a fairly equivalent card. It's also not ve ry good. You almost have to be able to use its abilities and go hunting t o make it worth inclusion in your deck. 1 MP for 1 CP is a fair ratio, an d 1 CP is always a nice price to pay, but 1 MP just isn't a heck of a l ot, and most good players would feel like they wasted a turn if all they ended up with at the end of the turn was a measly 1 MP for a major item. 

For minion items, it's probably best to stay with Thong of Fire, High H elm, The Mithril Coat and The Arkenstone (as well as some rings). The res t of the minion items are pretty weak. So is Mechanical Bow. With leader cards such as I'll Report You that add +1 prowess to each character in a leader's company, major items that only give 1 MP and +2 to prowess t o a single warrior become obsolete rather quickly. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Mechanical Bow: 

Beorn 4
Fram 4
Saruman 5
Average 4.3 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #749
My Precious

With the Middle Earth Card of the Day well into the Fourth Age, and the 750th issue just one day away, you might have expected all the outstanding cards from older sets already to have had their claim to fame in this journal. This is far from true. And this gives the team a nice opportunity to work around tomorrow's main dish with two of the most prominent cards ever to be released in ME:CCG. On Friday, when tomorrow's issue is history, Saruman will shine his light on the most surprising absentee from the archives. Today it's 

My Precious - MEDM - R - Scout Hobbit Non-Minion Agent - -1MP
4 mind - 0 DI - 2/9 prowess/body - +4 to corruption
Home sites: Goblin-gate, Moria, Shelob's Lair, Mount Doom 

"Unique. Manifestation of Gollum. Agent. May take an extra agent action (not counting against the hazard limit) each time he normally takes an agent action. If he attacks successfully against a company with a ring, he and a ring (attacker's choice) are discarded. If My Precious attacks and fails but is not defeated, the defender may tap a character in the target company to play Gollum (My Precious is discarded). Any player whose character eliminates My Precious receives -1 kill MP's." 

Art by Tom Kidd 

Back when the Dark Minions expansion had just been released, Second Age editor-in-chief Trevor "Isildur" Stone ran a survey on the expansion. The results (released in #300 of the CotD) were one big commercial for My Precious. This led Isildur to qualify the agent version of Gollum as "potentially the coolest card in the game". Since then, My Precious has seen a surprising low frequency of play, while fellow-Dark Minions cards like Durin's Bane and The Grimburgoth rose to fame. So what's wrong with him? 

My Precious is a rare card, in many respects. Apart form his frequency of showing up in boosters, he acts and is strange. 

For starters, he is one of only two non-minion agents in the game, Lobelia Sackville-Baggins being the other one. This basically means My Precious is just an agent, and not a character as well. This status has also assured My Precious of one totally useless feature: a +4 modifier against corruption checks. And this will probably still be useless when ME:CCG is but a bizarre relic from an Age when people had the time to get involved in activities that have nothing to do with preserving their own species. 

So My Precious is just an agent. Well, in some respects he leaves every other agent gasping for breath. The most outstanding feature of My Precious is the ability to take an extra agent action each turn. This means he can move and untap, go from wounded to untapped, or move two regions in one turn. 

This last option is very impressive, especially when you take his four home sites into account. My Precious can move to any site on the map within three turns. With Great Need or Purpose on him, he can move no less than four regions in one turn. This has earned him the title of Fastest Card in the Game. 

However, My Precious may be fast, he's far from furious. With a base prowess of just 2, and scout as his only skill, he's not fit for combat at sites that are not his home site. True, he can use combat-aimed cards like Cunning Foes and Sudden Fury. But even if he's unrevealed while declaring his attack, a base prowess of 4 (2+2 for being unrevealed and not at his home site) and no ability to choose defending characters means the defender will nearly always have the edge. 

Even when he's not at his home site, you might be tempted to take him into combat anyway, though. Because whatever the result, My Precious can make some weird things happen. If defeated, your opponent loses one marshalling point. Hey, he should have listened to Gandalf: killing Gollum is a bad thing to do. If wounded, My Precious can convert to an ally. And if he actually manages to wound someone, he suddenly becomes a Ring-specific Were-worm. 

And this is where we reach My Precious' natural habitat: the anti-One Ring strategy. The simple act of revealing My Precious anywhere shuts down the safest way to Victory-by-Dunk. Gollum's Fate suddenly becomes impossible to the Frodo-wannabe. 

His home-sites are also excellently fit to fight the ones that have taken his pride. Moria and Goblin-gate give him easy access to the primary Gold Ring-sites Ost-in-Edhil and Gladden Fields (and of course Goblin-gate itself), and they are also the home sites of his ally manifestation Gollum. This virtually ensures him of being close to archetypical One Ring companies-to-be. With the transfer of Movement to Gorgoroth from optional to official tournament rule, his third home site Shelob's Lair means he can be a Crossing-guard of Mordor in his own right. And then, of course, there's Mount Doom where he can make one final, desperate attempt to turn things to his advantage. 

I think waiting at Mount Doom is not such a good choice. You would have to reveal him (otherwise your opponent will play Gollum and My Precious becomes useless), and this gives your opponent a lot of turns to think of something to get rid of My Precious. And of course, should you attack at Mount Doom and fail, your opponent can immediately play Gollum. Which comes down to instantly losing the game. 

The best way to go would be to have him at a site from which he can reach both Goblin-gate and Moria in one turn, preferably one of the aforementioned Gold Ring sites. This enables you to react on your opponent's moves and either try to nick his Gold Rings or prevent him from playing Gollum. When you see your opponent moving to one of Gollum's home sites, reveal My Precious and Gollum cannot be played. By staying close to the Misty Mountains you will give yourself these options. Think hard before attacking your opponent, because if you attack and it goes wrong, you've really helped your opponent along. Only do so when you're absolutely sure a 1 prowess Hobbit will be taking the blows. If My Precious attacks at one of his home sites, and was unrevealed when declaring the attack, he will have a base prowess of 7 (2+5). Then YOU will have the edge. 

If he can do all of this, why is it then that he's hardly ever used? Well, there are better, more elegant, ways to shut down a One Ring deck, and they can all come from your sideboard with one Unexpected Outpost. A combo of No Way Forward and Short Legs Are Slow prevents a Hobbit company from leaving its region. Brutal. Chance of Being Lost and Foul Fumes (or was it Awaken the Earth's Fire? Darn, where are my notes?) send the company somewhere else while Mount Doom, uninhabited, taps and is discarded. And of course, the latest fashion in NoDunk-land, Rolled Down to the Sea and Mouth of Sauron make a virtually unstoppable hoser combo. And then there's good old Will. Will of the Ring, that is. But he's so pass=E9. 

And so My Precious, given its primary use, is a card like many others. It's far from bad in itself. But there are better, safer ways of achieving what you can achieve with him. 

Fortunately, there is a secondary use for him. Because one thing My Precious would qualify for is fighting minion caravaning decks. A typical non-moving minion deck has a small company at Mount Doom to bring out the War-wolf allies. Agents are one of the few hazard varieties that can really hurt this strategy. My Precious is the only agent that has Mount Doom as a home site. Playing him there results in a normal (non-detainment, that is) attack with 7 base prowess. The average Mount Doom caravaning Orc will have no answer to that. To make this strategy more viable, use Near to |Hear a Whisper so you can attack the caravan without them entering the site. Together with other Mordorian agents My Precious can clean up Sauron's domain and finally put an end to the most boring strategy in the game. 

And as a final note, I must say it's weird that My Precious may not move to the Under-deeps. He lived there for a long time, after all. And one of the Under-deep sites even has a picture of him in his boat. Oh well. I guess the text on his card took up enough space already. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for My Precious: 

Saruman 8
Fram 7
Average 7.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #751
Geann-a-Lisch (H/M)

The day after. The Middle Earth Card of the Day goes on with reviews of cards that actually do exist. Let's see if they're better than Home Auction, Helm Hammerhand or The Hour of the Shire-folk. In the introduction of #749 I announced that today Saruman would review the most surprising absentee from the MECCG CotD archives. This turns out to be dead wrong. Tomorrow's issue will deal with that card. Today, something completely different. 

Geann-a-Lisch - MELE - F5/C - Minion Site 
Type: Darkhaven
Region: Old Pukel-land
Site path: from Carn Dum: S - W - W - W - W
movement: cards you draw: 2 opponent draws: 2
"Special: no characters may be brought into play at this site (unless this site is the character's home site). Resources may never be stored at this site. Geann-a-Lisch counts as a Ruins & Lairs for the purposes of playing and interpreting hazards. Its site path for this purpose, if needed, is the one from Carn Dum"
Art by David Kooharian 

Geann-a-Lisch - MEAS - U - Hero Site
Type: Ruins & Lairs
Region: Old Pukel-land
Nearest Haven: Edhellond
Site Path: W - W - W
Playable: Information, Items (minor, major)
Automatic attacks: Men - 4@8
Movement: cards you draw: 2 opponent draws: 2
"Special: any Man hazard creature can be played at this site"
Art by Eric David Anderson. 

It's summer 1997. The long expected Lidless Eye expansion is about to be released. One of the first rumours to be officially confirmed by ICE is that there will be four counterparts to the METW Havens. These so called Darkhavens will comprise Minas Morgul as Rivendell counterpart, and Dol Guldur, Carn Dum and Geann-a-Lisch. "Geannawhat?" is an often heard reaction. "Some new site in Old Pukel-land or Gap or whatever". So, there will be a Darkhaven somewhere just to the northwest of Gondor. Before a real discussion on the appropriateness of a minion stronghold so close to Gondor can be intimated, an InQuest editor spoils the surprise. "It's not really a Haven. It counts as a Ruins&Lairs for interpreting hazards". In the end it turned out to be even worse than these words already implied. 

Because the Darkhaven symbol in the upper left corner of minion-Geann-a-Lisch is of course a typo. Geann-a-Lisch is a Ruins & Lairs that has exchanged the feature of being useful gathering-wise for having a built-in Houses of Healing. Of the four things Darkhavens do, only one is preserved in Geann-a-Lisch. You cannot play characters, you cannot store cards, you are not safe. You can, however, heal. Of the three characteristics of Ruins & Lairs, the good one and one of the bad ones is lost, while the second bad one remains. No auto-attack, but an equal absence of stuff to play. Yet, you can still die in Geann-a-Lisch. With the right cards, virtually any type of buff creature, Undead or Dragon, can be played keyed to the so called Darkhaven Geann-a-Lisch. No wonder it is hardly ever visited. 

Apparently Geann-a-Lisch was meant to depict a secret stronghold of Sauron's covert minions. In that case, it would have deserved to be a shadow-hold. The most annoying thing is that both the minion site-converters Hold Rebuilt and Repaired and Deeper Shadow cannot be used to give Geann-a-Lisch the much desired status of shadow-hold. Geann-a-Lisch states it is a Ruins & Lairs only for the purposes of interpreting hazards, not resources. In a way minion-Geann-a-Lisch can even be considered one of the most dangerous non-Dragon R&L's in the game. It's definitely not a site you would expect to be able to play....nothing at all. 

With MELE's appendix, MEAS, the faithful Free Peoples got their own version of Geann-a-Lisch. And this variant doesn't have the ridiculous healing-for-playing-nothing trade-off. It's just a plain major item R&L. Or is it? 

The automatic-attack is above average for a Ruins&Lairs. It's even more buff than, for instance, the one on Urlurtsu Nurn. It is, however, a Man attack, and that makes it a useful site. Because the combination of Man attack and major item playability, as long as you have Token of Goodwill and a habit of making decent rolls, means you can travel to Geann-a-Lisch with nothing in hand but a Token, and be virtually assured of having a shiny item at the end of your turn. Of course you must make sure you can meet the requirements of Token of Goodwill, otherwise you'll end up facing 4 strikes at 8 prowess. But, before there was Geann-a-Lisch, the only useful sites to show your Goodwill to were Tharbad and Hermit's Hill, and Geann-a-Lisch definitely beats that. 

A bad thing about hero-Geann-a-Lisch is its vulnerability to Man hazard creatures. Combined with the R&L site type, this basically means that no matter what hazard strategy your opponent is playing, he will be able to hit you at Geann-a-Lisch. 

So, beside its use as a site for Token of Goodwill, is it worth going to Geann-a-Lisch? It's a shame Geann-a-Lisch is in Old Pukel-land and not in Old Pukel Gap, because otherwise it would have been the best major item site close to Edhellond. As it is, its proximity to Isengard makes it a site that's primarily fit for Fallen-Wizard (especially caravaning Saruman or Pallando) decks. First Token the auto-attack to get Keys of Orthanc into your hand, and then play that Sapling in the site phase. A turn like this could give you a tremendous advantage, sinced you would be halfway through your build-up in one single site phase. 

Hero-Geann-a-Lisch is a much better site than that strange minion-Diehaven. But for true heroes, it doesn't stand out among all the great major item sites south and west of the Misty Mountains. For Fallen-Wizard decks that are based around Isengard, however, Geann-a-Lisch is one of the best sites in the game. And who would have thought that Geann-a-Lisch could be actually useful in some situations? 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Geann-a-Lisch (M/H): 

Beorn 1/3
Saruman 4/4
Fram 1/6
Average 2/4.3 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #752
Mouth of Sauron

Mouth of Sauron :: Hazard Creature/Short-Event :: 3MP :: 13/8 :: R
Playable: dD 

"Unique. Man. May be played as a hazard creature (with one strike) or as a short-event. If played as a short-event, bring any hazard card from your discard pile back into your hand." 

When I found out that the Mouth of Sauron hadn't been reviewed yet, I could believe my eyes! The one and only *MUST* have hazard in ANY hazard deck. 

The Mouth of Sauron has so many uses, I don't even know where to begin. So, I'll start with the Hazard Creature portion of his abilities. He's a 13/8, Man, creature with 1 strike. Nothing to write home about. The problem with this portion of Mouth is that he's only keyable to Dark-domains and Dark-holds (like any other Nazgul). If you opponents go to those types of places, chances are, they're set for bear against the hazards they can likely face. Either they'll have plenty of canceling cards, or plenty of prowess-enhancers. Either way, the Mouth of Sauron can end up wasted or as 3 MP's in your opponent's MP pile. He's a bit tougher to deal with if you're playing a Man Hazard-strategy and have a Rank Upon rank out. 2 strikes at 14/8 is a bit more difficult to deal with. There's so many players playing with Sacrifice of Form, True Fana, Old Thrush, etc. that playing these bigger creatures can just wreck your day. So, if you have this type of hazard strategy, have plenty of boosters for man creatures - Helms of Iron (pump up body), Fury of the Iron Crown (+4 to Prowess, but gives your opponent the MPs anyway), Thrice Outnumbered (keep cycling Mouth!)... 

Now, as for the Mouth of Sauron's much, MUCH more important Short-event ability. The ability to take a card from your discard pile to your hand is a very special event in Middle Earth. There's very few cards that let you do it, and most of them are hazards affecting hazards. With White Hand, there's been an explosion of resource-returning cards for Fallen-Wizards, but none so universally used as the Mouth. Being able to bring any, yes, ANY hazard from your discard pile to your hand allows you to always have what you need. Having the Mouth in your deck allows you to discard a hazard earlier in the game, when it's not as useful, and return it to your hand later in the game when you can use it. He's also useful if you halve the hazard limit against your opponent with his Wizard/Ringwraith in play to bring hazards to your discard pile. Halve the limit, bring in the hazard sideboard card you're looking for, use the Mouth to bring it right to your hand. The same goes when tapping a Nazgul Permanent-event. Running a discard strategy? Use the Mouth to bring Khamul the Easterling back (or the Nazgul Are Abroad that your opponent just played Marvels Told on!). Corruption? Bring back that Alone and Unadvised to hit the OTHER character in what used to be a 2-character company. Dragons and Drakes? Bring back those manifestations and Nameless Things...The list goes on, and on, and on..... 

Be sure to have hazards that allow you to recycle the Mouth to get the most of his ability. Uvatha the Horseman allows you to bring any hazard creature back to your hand. The Mouth of Sauron fulfills the requirements nicely. Use Unexpected Outposts to put him back in your draw pile so you can get him again later. If you're running a purely Man hazard strategy, using Thrice Outnumbered can let you keep cycling the man hazards that you need against the terrain that your opponent is moving through. 

Now, there's one other little use he has - and that is to keep your Minion opponent from using The Mouth (minion character) from influencing just about EVERY faction under the sun, all by himself. For those of you who don't know about The Mouth as a character, let's just say this: he has 4 DI, and get's +2 DI when influencing a faction. Add a Blazon of the Eye, and he becomes a whopping 8 DI when influencing factions. However, he has this one, LITTLE, drawback. If the Mouth of Sauron is played, you return The Mouth to his controller's hand. If you see your opponent playing with The Mouth, hang on to your Mouth of Sauron to hit him where it hurts. If you have a way of cycling the Mouth of Sauron, he'll never be able to keep The Mouth in play - EVER! So, pay attention to that little metagaming tip - The Mouth is a very, VERY powerful Minion character and that's why he has such a crummy downside. 

It's my sole opinion that the Mouth of Sauron fits in EVERY, and I mean, EVERY Middle Earth Hazard strategy. He's just to dang useful not to have him in there. If you don't have one, get one - trade for it, buy it, do whatever you need to do to get one. You'll find out that he pays for himself the first time you put him to good use! 

Saruman 

Ratings for Mouth of Sauron: 

Saruman 10
Beorn 10
Fram didn't get me a rating, but I'll bet he'll rate him a 9 or 10!
Average 10 

Until next time! 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #753
Middle-earth: The Wizards

Today the Fourth Age Card of the Day Team will begin a series of reviews covering all the sets currently released for Middle Earth CCG. The game has changed a lot since the introduction of the original set, Middle Earth: the Wizards, with the introduction of both Ringwraith and Fallen-Wizard strategies in Middle Earth: Lidless Eye and Middle Earth: The White Hand, respectively. With the two newer strategies still quite early in the formative stages, there's a lot to be said about a set-by-set overview of MECCG, and this probably helps explain the sudden burst of discussion about the sets on the Middle Earth Discussion List. The discussion there has largely centered around the oddly ambiguous Against the Shadow set, which added no new rules, but simply provided new cards and new strategies for Minion and Hero players. This series of reviews will show why Against the Shadow is unique among the sets, but tonight's review focuses on the set that started it all, Middle Earth: the Wizards... 

Well, it started it all. It's got that as a bonus. Everything you need to play a basic game of METW is included in the set with which the game is synonomous. And by this statement, I don't mean that everything you need to play a passable game is included in the set. I mean: Everything you need to be competitive in METW is included in the first set. All the best Hero characters, items, allies, factions and support cards show up here. The best beloved characters from Tolkien's works make their first appearances in this set, the Nine Walkers and the 13 Dwarves and their Hobbit burglar. The list of what this set has goes on and on... But it can be reduced to a matter of themes: Characters, Sites, Resource Strategies, Hazard Strategies and Distribution. 

Characters (10): If you decide to play METW as a Hero player (or even Fallen- Wizard), you need to buy The Wizards. There are two reasons for this. No other set provides a sufficient group of characters, and no other set provides a sufficient set of sites. The only Hero characters released after METW are Thrain II, Brand, Fram Framson, Ioreth, Folco Boffin, Fatty Bolger and Galdor. While it would be possible to create a deck using only these characters (all from The Dragons but the Hobbits, of whom Folco is from Dark Minions and Fatty, a promo), it would greatly limit your options as a player. Thrain II, Fram Framson, Fatty Bolger and Ioreth are all popular characters, but they are no substitutes for Aragorn, Beorn, Glorfindel, Thorin II, Bilbo, Frodo, Samwise, Boromir and the Sons of Elrond. Most importantly, without at least one starter of The Wizards, a player has no Wizard to play. I feel like there should be more said about the importance of The Wizards in respect to Hero characters, but it's really pretty simple: without The Wizards, you really don't have any characters. 

Sites (9): The same thing goes for sites. True enough, each set provides sites, and four of the six sets currently available (METW, METD, MEDM and MEAS) provide Hero sites. Yet, there's no hope for a player without Rivendell. And it is quite possible for a Hero player to get along in a game if he or she doesn't own a copy of Framsburg or the Under-grottos or the Hero version of Nurniag Camp. On the other hand, Middle Earth: Dark Minions provided a very welcome expansion to the site deck which served to fill out the atmosphere of the card game's representation of Middle Earth. It just hadn't been nasty enough, dark enough, cavernous enough. So The Wizards is obviously the best place for a Hero player to look for sites (as well as everything else in the game), but a player won't get the full experience without other expansions. The other sets are more important for sites than they are for characters. It's theoretically possible to play a decent game using only non-The Wizards sites in a deck that centers around the Dragon's Lairs in Grey Mountain Narrows and Withered Heath for items and down to the Southeast for factions and allies (those ever-present Noble Hounds). This is far more than can be said for characters. This raises the queston, was this apparent oversight a fault of The Wizards? No. It left room for expansion, but it was sufficient in itself. Everything in The Wizards had a place to be played, and the new sites have added only one strategy (the Under-deeps) and flushed out a couple of strategies that were already well supported. 

Resource Strategies (9): Here we can start to turn back the clock and look, historically, at what the set had as strengths and weaknesses. Most of the errata and clarifications have resulted from poor balance in The Wizards showing up throughout tournaments. It was too possible for players to use combinations like Thorough Search and Rescue Prisoners (pre-errata) to gather up to 12 MP at one site in one turn and (if they were lucky) bring in a Wizard and influence a faction or gather an ally for a 1-turn victory. Lots of luck was involved in that sort of thing, but i was also the result of cards that needed to be reworked. That has been done, but now we are left with a bit of a sloppy set. Even the Unlimited version doesn't have card texts with all the newer errata. Muster now gives a bonus equal to the warrior's prowess to a maximum of 5. Rescue Prisoners is worth 2 MP and only after it is stored in a Haven. Thorough Search allows the play of a second minor or major item at a tapped site. The list goes on. However, it's because of the power of this first set that it has to be altered as players discover elegant little tricks with the release of newer expansions. Nothing, really, has come out in the newer expansions that has added to a One Ring strategy. In fact, almost all strategies could be played solely using The Wizards cards with two exceptions for cards (Marvels Told and Smoke Rings) and three exceptions for strategies (King Under the Mountain, quest cards and The Under-deeps). Cards like Noble Hound, Mistress Lobelia, Choice of Luthien and Nenselde the Wingild have added greatly to the localization of various strategies, but there's not really anything new under the sun after The Wizards. The new strategies are in Smaug's shadow and in the dark of underground tunnels. 

Hazard Strategies (7): Here, I have a short gripe. A great majority of the "power cards" for METW hazard strategies have their origins in this set: Mouth of Sauron, Uvatha the Horseman, Indur Dawndeath, Assassin, Snowstorm, The Will of Sauron, The Balance of Things, Twilight, Slayer, Siege, etc... But apart from Will of Sauron strategies, there weren't many strategies that could be used with a sense of purity. Nazgul decks were bulky and slow. Dragon decks hadn't yet had the aid they needed from The Dragons. Undead hadn't seen Chill Dousers and didn't know The Moon is Dead, and Man hazards weren't yet Ranked Upon Rank. So, most non-Will of Sauron strategies were either fairly vulnerable without key support cards (with the exception of Corruption decks--thriving before the 12 creature minimum ruling) or were scattered, generalized decks--the sort that are still commonly used (with the 3 Cave Drakes, 3 Assassins, 3 Slayers, 3 Olog-hai Trolls, etc...) but are fairly ugly if you like a deck to have a theme or tone. Yet, Will of Sauron decks were at their peak. This was when you could hold 3 Doors of Night and 3 Twilights to counter your opponent's possible 3 Gates of Morning and 3 Twilights. This was before you opponent could also tap to play Marvels Told, which can't be cancelled if it's played outside of the movement/hazard phase. At this time, then, long-event modifiers were more important: Morgul Night, Clouds, Plague of Wights, Minions Stir and Wake of War. They have since seen a decline since The Will of Sauron got its butt kicked. These days, then, The Wizards provides a brief, perfunctory look at options for various strategies. Yet, to complete a hazard strategy it is necessary to add cards from another set (i.e. for Undead buy Dark Minions to get The Moon is Dead, Chill Douser and Spells of the Barrow-wights or for Dragons buy The Dragons to get more unique Dragons, Dragons Ahunt, a slew of Drakes, and From the Pits of Angband) for the full effect. Corruption strategies, as an exception, are complete with The Balance of Things, Lure of Power, Lure of the Senses, Lure of Nature, Lure of Expedience, Traitor, Corpse-candle and Ren the Unclean all from the same set. 

Distribution (5): One rare is standard stuff. Or it was. It no longer is, which is good, I think. But the region cards sucked. They took up space that could have been another Risky Blow, Dark Quarrels and Slayer. And talk about bum rares... While some packs may include The One Ring, you are more likely to end up with Lost at Sea or Eagle-mounts or Lucky Search. Sure, everything has its purpose. Some cards just suck more than others, and it seems like I've had more than my fair share of bum rares from this set. A single copy of The One Ring, though, makes up for a lot of complaints... 

Over-all (9): This is THE set to start with. Even for Minions (if you have enough cash) all the basics for hazards start here, and for Heroes, this is the set for resources. A lot left out, but at least this set stuck closely to the themes of Tolkien's works; not much was "made-up." Some cards, like Halbarad, got shafted, but in the context of the whole game, it wasn't such a big deal (especially since Aragorn still rocked). Hazard strategies now need help, but this set might have earned a 10 were it not for region cards and errata. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Middle Earth: The Wizards: 

Beorn 9
Saruman 9
Average 9 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #754
Middle-earth: The Dragons

Today's Card of the Day is the second in a series of reviews covering all the sets released for Middle Earth: CCG. The second set for MECCG is Middle Earth: the Dragons (METD). 

When I reviewed METW yesterday, I mentioned that Against the Shadow was unique among MECCG sets. This is because it offered no new rules, no game mechanics were created that hadn't already existed. Against the Shadow only offered new cards. METD, however, was the first sign of what ICE planned with each expansion, an expansion not only in the sense of an offering of more cards, but in the rules as well; the whole of the world of MECCG was altered slightly (very slightly, in retrospect to other expansions). Dragons' Lairs were introduced along with Hoard Items, and MECCG saw the first of its soon-to-be- many Manifestations. 

Characters (7): METD introduced 5 characters: Thrain II, Brand, Galdor, Fram Framson, and Ioreth. Of these 5 characters, 3 are commonly used--Thrain II, Fram and Ioreth. Brand is also a nice, solid character, and Galdor is... well, he is. The characters from METD didn't really fulfil any great need. As far as I know, no one really expected to see the timeline played with to bring in Thorin's pappy and Bard Bowman's little baby boy. And, Ioreth, while being a very strange old woman was also a bit of a surprise. Nonetheless, Thrain is now the best of the Dwarves (it's not really even a fair contest between Thrain and the other Dwarves; he's the last bearer of a Dwarven Ring of Power) and the easiest on whom to play King Under the Mountain, Ioreth is the more common half of the "two characters sitting in a Haven for a total of 1 GI, tapping to play Marvels Told" duo, and Fram Framson is a Dragon-slayer extraordinaire. And, even in pointing out their places in decks, we see how neatly they fit into METD--they each have importance that becomes clear as the set is revealed. 

Sites (8): When the set introduced 5 new Dragons and Hoard rules, it was inevitable that each of the 5 new Dragons would have a home site. Four of these Dragon Lairs are useful in that they offer something different for playability. Gold Hill (Itangast's home), however, is essentially useless as it offers the same item playability as the original Dragon home sites but with a nastier auto-attack of one strike at 15 prowess. That's enough even to give Fram the willies. The other 4 sites include Dale, a nice rebuilt town, where Brand lives and influences his Men of Dale; Buhr Widu, a major item site with a reasonable auto-attack way out in the wilderness, 4-deep, in fact, that always returns to the site deck (a Radagast machine!); Framsburg, which Fram Framson calls home; and Tharbad where you can play minor items even if the site is tapped (oh, boy! write home about that one...). 

Resource Strategies (7): METD offered a small selection of resources, and most of the commons and uncommons have yet to see a slot in a real play deck. However, the good cards from METD, the "power cards" reign among the best. With METD, Dragon Territory (Northern Rhovanion, Withered Heath, Iron Hills and Grey Mountain Narrows) became a dangerous, yet extremely lucrative place to travel. Here, I think METD best caught the spirit of Tolkien's work: in the player's mind, there is a strong temptation to try to steal the Dragons' loot, but there is also a strong caution that accompanies the attempt. The King Under the Mountain / Returned Exiles strategy is the main strategy from this set. It's a terribly lucratve turn if you can pull it off by defeating an At Home Dragon manifestation: 5 MP for King Under the Mountain, a standard 4 MP for a greater item, 5 MP for Returned Exiles (playable at a tapped site!), and 1 MP for Noble Hound (true enough, it's from a different set, but it plays so well into this scenario)... plus any kill MP you might get if your opponent actually allows his or her own Dragon to be defeated. One well-played turn is often enough to win with anywhere from 10 MP for a newly crowned King Under the Mountain tapping to influence Returned Exiles to 22 MP for the same with The Arkenstone, a dead Itangast At Home, and a Noble Hound. But, wait, there's more. METD also had one of the most powerful COMMONS in the game, Marvels Told, which gave Sages new prominence in deck construction and single-handedly broke apart Will of Sauron strategies (and is probably largely responsible for the plethora of hazard permanent-events in latter sets). METD focused so heavily on Dragons and Dragon hoards that if you choose not to go into the North East, then the set is mainly a matter of power cards, many of which are hoard items, but there are a good number that aren't: Wormsbane, Helm of Her Secrecy, Many Turns and Doublings, Trickery, Skin-changer, Nenselde the Wingild and Wizard Uncloaked (a great card against corruption or anti-GI decks). The power cards alone are enough to set the expansion above most CCG expansions, but ICE filled out the Dragon theme so thoroughly that METD stands far above most expansions. It confuses me as to why boxes of METD sell for so little... 

Hazard Strategies (6): Dragons, Dragons, Drakes and more Dragons. The business is done quite well, but it becomes repetitive. And as soon as Dark Minions came out and provided Under-deeps sites, all the Dragons from METD were suddenly useless. There were some Spiders and Wolves and Animals and other stuff thrown in, but they were all mere deception. This set was all about Dragons. 

Distribution (6): The power cards were awesome, and there were a lot of them, but there were also a lot of bogus rare hazards and stupid little commons and uncommons. I can't count how many times I was disappointed to find yet another Adamant Helmet in a booster pack. Overall, though, I was rarely disappointed with my rare resources, and it's always a rush to get a new Dragon. I don't know that I ever pulled one, but I currently have 8. So I got them somehow... 

Beorn 

Ratings for Middle Earth: the Dragons Beorn 7
Fram 8
Average 7.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #755
Middle Earth: Dark Minions

The third in a series of set reviews, Middle Earth: Dark Minions... 

Dark Minions brought Agents, Under-deeps and Prisoners into the world of MECCG along with several quest-oriented high-MP cards and, conversely, a few 1 MP cards playable along with other things during the site phase or organization phase. 

Characters (9): Folco Boffin is the only actual character in the set. Up until the Lidless Eye expansion. But Folco's a good guy who knows when to bow out and step aside for Bilbo, Frodo, Fatty or Sam's entrance. He's the Hobbit you play when you bounce your first and second choices. 

Agents also make their introduction with Dark Minions, but at the point of the expansion, they were merely hazards. In retrospect of both Lidless Eye and The White Hand (which offered Open to the Summons), Dark Minions provided many of the best people Sauron's got working for him: Golodhros, Baduila, The Grimburgoth, and Elerina among others. Sure, to play them as starting Minion characters, you have to use Open to the Summons rather than play a starting minor item. But that's no big deal since these guys have all the advantages over basic Minion characters. They have, on average, higher stats, and they can double as hazards in a fix. The only problem with these characters is that most of them are rares. 

Sites (8): Not only are the Under-deeps powerful sites (two Greater Items generally amounts to 8 MP, standard fare), but they carry the spirit of Tolkien's works. I always thought Moria looked a little too bright and happy, and a simple orc attack of 4 strikes at 7 prowess did little to convince me otherwise. But, what we had forgotten was that the Under-gates lurked below... 

Also, in order to be able to move agents everywhere, Dark Minions put out a couple of sites in regions that otherwise had none. So that was good. 

Resource Strategies (8): The quest cards like Mithril, Fate of the Ithil Stone, Pass the Doors of Dol Guldur and Mallorn are really neat. But they're generally too bulky for a one-deck and maybe even a two-deck game. The strengths of this set are in the cards like Sentinels of Numenor, Saw Further and Deeper, Choice of Luthien, Mistress Lobelia, Horns Horns Horns! and Smoke Rings--cards that allowed you to manipulate your deck more than in previous expansions. Other good cards included Fifteen Birds in Five Firtrees and Forewarned is Forearmed, the Assassin and Slayer busters, and the five Wizard- specific cards. 

Dark Minions probably gets the least recognition for its achievements of any of the sets. This is the set that brought out Noble Hound. This is the set that strengthened about 5 different strategies (Gondor, Hobbit, One Ring, Wizardless and Wizard-specific) as well as introducing a vital new Under-deeps strategy which is the current standard for Hero item decks. 

Hazard Strategies (10): Again, Dark Minions will be remembered as the set that brought agents into the game, but it actually did a very good job of strengthening several strategies. Undead got a major boost with Chill Douser, Stirring Bones and the Moon is Dead all from this set. Orcs and Trolls got a large boost with a couple of unique Trolls, Scimitars of Steel and Two or Three Tribes Present. Men got an incredible boost, their first really (and it's enough), with Rank Upon Rank making Assassins all the more deadly and other mere men suddenly became the terrors among the second-born--Thieves are tremendous 2 strikes at 16, with each successful strike causing the defending company to discard an item. 

Of course, Dark Minions still IS the set that brought agents into play, and it covered the map with them. So far there have been no new agents since Dark Minions, but they remain fairly balanced against all 3 types of decks--Hero, Minion and FW. Dark Minions also brought about prisoner rules, a part of the rules oddly absent from most games. Characters taken prisoner not only lose all their items and split off from their original company, but they also count AGAINST the owning player's MP tally. With all the ways of taking prisoners (by Undead, Spider or Animal, Orc and auto-attack), one might think prisoner decks would be more common. Only time will tell if those rules will be recalled... 

And for power cards, Dark Minions holds its own. Revealed to All Watchers is one of the most useful general purpose cards in the game; the ability to draw a new hand is as much a tool for a resource strategy as it is for a hazard strategy--it lets you scour several cards down into your deck for necessary cards, and its only drawback is that you draw several resources you already held all in a row (but in the row you CHOOSE). Long Dark Reach is another great card for manipulating a deck. Not only do you get a peek at your next 7 cards (as does your opponent), but you can play Dragons and Nazgul against companies moving through single wildernesses. And then there's An Unexpected Outpost, the common recycler without peer. Certainly, MEDM offered a resource counterpart, Smoke Rings, but the ability with Doors of Night in play to recycle two hazards allows you to return one hazard and An Unexpected Outpost for endless recycling. Bring Our Curses Home and Foes Shall Fall are interesting corruption cards, ensuring an attack every time it's playable. I shudder to think of the day my company might be Cursed with an Assassin, especially if I'm playing a Gondor deck... 

Distribution (9): My first 7 to 10 boosters of Dark Minions I bought in a gaming store in the small town where I went to college. I got a rare that made me think "Neat" or something like that each time. And the commons and uncommons are useful enough (no hoard minor items, thankfully) that the whole booster had purpose. 

A very good set. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Middle Earth: Dark Minions: 

Beorn 9
Fram 7
Saruman 8
Average 8 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #756
Middle-earth: the Lidless Eye

The continuing adventures of the set reviews... 

Middle-earth: the Lidless Eye 

Sauron called us, and we came. We just didn't have the resistence of the older, wiser Elf-lords. He had all those neat cards. We could hardly help ourselves. Nine Ringwraiths, almost twice as many as there were Wizards! And all the same races the Heroes have, and Orcs and Trolls to boot! Plus he gave us an additional +5 GI down the road. We just couldn't resist. It was futile. We were assimilated. (Oops! Wrong game...) 

Let no one mistake The Lidless Eye (MELE) for The Wizards. They are both compatible, true, and they have all the same mechanics (again, true), but the strategies are truly different. And the cards stand to back up this statement. 

Characters (7): This is perhaps the most important difference between MELE and METW. Heroes are better. We could run though this one mathematically, and figure it out. We would probably find the characters to be quite comparable, but the unwritten advantage goes to the Heroes. Wizard mobility is a great part of that advantage. The fact that Ringwraiths need a Rider Mode to leave a Darkhaven probably stands behind a great deal of the "Bade to Rule with a RW in a Darkhaven using his special ability" decks. If you could get those 8/10 or 9/9 or 9/12 characters running around like Wizards, the game would be all lopsided. Rider Modes, on the other hand, not only balance it, but greatly shift the way the game is played (except for those sort of players who played nothing but Pallando-sitting-in-the-Grey-Havens decks). And then there are all the restrictions on companies--Ringwraiths ride alone, Trolls and Orcs don't hang out with anyone but themselves and some strange Men, and Leaders tend to beat each other rather than cooperate. The Dunedain, Dwarves, Elves and Men from the Lidless Eye set are fairly weak for their mind stats, but they are off-set somewhat by the Orcs and Trolls that do get good bargains on Prowess & Body versus Mind. The Lieutenants are some of the buffest, most combat-ready characters in the game. The Mouth is the best faction-gatherer bar-none, but he's an enigma since he'll disappear immediately if called back to Barad-Dur by Sauron. But most of the characters remind me of gimps like Ciryaher who for 5 mind (remember Fram Framson, a 6/8 Warrior/Ranger has a mere 5 mind) is a whopping 2/7! Halbarad step aside; there may be a new worst character! And these bogus characters (albeit Ciryaher has his uses--they're just severely limited) don't have anything to do with the books. You would think the folks who wrote the Kuduk Lore would have tried to come up with better characters, but, no, sadly they're all a bunch of half-wits and beggars. There are some, like Carambor, that are actually good and have uniqueness in the game, even distinguishing them from Hero characters. Carambor, last I checked, is still the only Warrior/Scout/Ranger Elf in the game, and he's got a fierce special ability, particularily if paired up with some high-prowess Men (Baduila and The Grimbugoth, maybe) to attack Heroes. Others, like Gulla, have exact precedents from The Wizards--such as Elladan and Elrohir. 

Lastly, the whole group gets a 2 point corruption buffer, where they are tapped rather than discarded if they tie a corruption check or fail by 1. And Orcs and Trolls are all discarded on body checks equal to their body and, sometimes, on checks one less than their body. And we just have to remember this makes them different. 

Sites (6): The Lidless Eye provided Minions with darker copies of almost every site Heroes had. It turns out that while automatic-attacks on Hero sites represent evil present at those sites, evil doesn't necessarily appreciate other evil and good just kicks evil's butt... The automatic-attacks for most Minion sites are tougher than Hero sites for equivalent item and faction playability. And Tidings of Bold Spies, which came out with MELE, took advantage of that and made it a more important factor in the game. The auto- attack hazards became more viable as a part of strategies, but Sauron had one nice trick up his sleeve: it turned out that once a Minion company arrived at a site, its purpose wasn't as easy to guess as a Hero company's; a Minion company going to the Lonely Mountain might play a Greater Item or attempt to rouse Smaug. This made it more difficult to play on-guard cards like Lure of Power or Greed. But what little advantage that gave Minions wasn't enough to make up for the fact that their sites were much harder to enter than Hero sites. 

Resource Strategies (9): There was a very nice diversity of possible strategies that developed with the Lidless Eye expansion. It turned out that Minion strategies could be as active as anything under the sun (influencing Dragon factions which attacked other companies, or attempting to corrupt an opponent's companies during the site phase) or as passive and boring as anything that should never have been under the sun, those companies which sit near the region of ash and smoke and gather several factions under one leader and find non-unique items and allies playable at tapped sites. Gimli pointed out to me that Minions appeared to do more of less, accumulating a multitude of little MP cards, as opposed to Heroes who did less of more, scoring high MP items, factions and allies. He said he saw it as a tendency, though not a law. This is largely because Minion items, factions and allies, on the whole, are worth less than Hero MP sources and give more CPs. In games of opposing allignments where I play as a Ringwraith, I interpret this to mean that I am now burdened with attacking my opponent for points as well as gathering what I can unto myself. Heroes gather points more rapidly. Minions are either forced to work very hard to stall the Heroes while they gather sure points (factions in Gorgoroth, Nurn, Udun and Imlad Morgul) or to incorporate a Hero player's demise into the plan for their success--company versus company combat. Company versus company combat happens to be one of my favorite parts of the game. I had always wondered why combat was done the way it was, why two players able to send their characters to the same site wouldn't encounter each other adversely and beat each other up. It turns out, they do. They just have to recognize each other as enemies. Along with company versus company combat, I like the dark magic that came out with The Lidless Eye. Big rewards and hefty prices. Some power cards like A Malady Without Healing and Akhorahil Unleashed prey upon an opponent's weaknesses, and if you're playing an evil power, you might as well make certain to prey upon your opponent at every chance. 

Despite the fact that most MP battles show Heroes with a strong advantage, Minions are generally able to hold their own. And the support cards are a large reason. Cards like Ruse and Threat and all the combat cards show, in subtle ways, that Minions go about things differently, but they DO go about them. And The Mouth, in his recycling ability (just got to fit him into as many parts of this review as possible), makes it easy to return all those cards key to any particular strategy to keep it strong. And Ready to His Will was such a cool and powerful card that almost every anti-minion deck stopped using Assassins, just in case a Ready to His Will showed up. Probably no one even uses Ready to His Will anymore, just because they never see Assassins and Slayers... 

Hazard Strategies (6): Elves are bad. Orcs and Trolls are no problem. What's happening here? This was mainly a re-issue of a bunch of METW common and uncommon hazards with some new cards representing the forces of good that only attack against evil. The re-issued cards were a nice amalgamation, enough to make basic decks. The cards necessary to complete those decks, however, were issued way back with METW (i.e. Mouth of Sauron, Uvatha the Horseman, Shelob, The Will of Sauron...). Landroval and Elf-lord Revealed in Wrath were nice substitutes for Nazgul and Dragons but didn't quite show up as strongly as Dragons and Nazgul had until Against the Shadow provided some necessary modifiers (Master of the House and Full of Froth and Rage). 

Detainment attacks made lots of old hazard strategies ineffective and also let hazard players get sloppy, throwing out creature after creature, since Minion companies didn't accumulate MPs for defeated creatures without an asterisk [*]. This led to a lot of strange detainment decks that weren't intended to harm your opponent but only to slow him down. I haven't yet played against a successful detainment deck. 

And while Mouth of Sauron is from METW and not MELE, he's a whole sub-group of hazard strategies on his own; the mere play of Mouth of Sauron returns The Mouth to its owner's hand. 

Distribution ( - ): Don't even ask me. I've had really bad luck with this one. I don't know how I've gotten what I've gotten. When I got my three copies of A Malady Without Healing, I nearly jumped for joy. And I had to buy my copy of The Mouth off the net (and The Mouth makes it into 4 of 5 sections of this review!). Each booster contained 1 rare, some uncommons and even more commons. The commons and uncommons weren't bad, fortunately; you could build a deck with them. It's a saving grace of MECCG in general: you can build strong decks without many rares. Sometimes it's necessary. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Middle Earth: the Lidless Eye: 

Beorn 7
Fram 8
Saruman 9
Average 8 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #757
Middle-earth: Against the Shadow

This is the odd set--the one that didn't add any new rules to the game. It merely added new cards to the game and brought Minions up to speed on the old The Dragons and Dark Minions rules. And this is where a lot of the debate over this set rages: the term "merely." Some players, so used to having new rules to deal with at the coming of each new expansion, feel that Against the Shadow wasn't truly an expansion because it didn't "expand" the world, the feel and mechanisms of Middle Earth: CCG. I, however, will maintain that not only did Against the Shadow expand MECCG by solidifying the Hero vs. Minion game and several Minion strategies, but I.C.E. should (in my opinion) have more sets like this, sets that find necessary cards that have hitherto been overlooked and then rectify those oversights--all while leaving the rules alone for a bit, so players' heads can stop spinning. 

Characters (9): There were only 6 characters with MEAS--all of them Minion. So this is essentially a review of those characters: Burat, Mauhur, Mionid, Perchen, Tuma, Wuluag. With the exception of Perchen, all of them are solid characters, and Perchen is quite useful in certain strategies, such as those that include the Dunlendings. Mauhur is a very good warrior, and for 5 mind can follow one of the Troll Lieutenants. Mionid is yet another variation on the Elladan/Elrohir 4 mind for a 5/8 Warrior/Ranger--such a common theme because it's so successful. And the Trolls... They're some of the neatest characters in the game. They can't be starting characters, but they can be played at any non-Under-deeps Ruins & Lairs. And they can all be played in the same turn. And if two of them are in the same company, they get along so well that their minds reduce, making them very cooperative Trolls with excellent stats (5/8 with 2 skills for Burat and Wuluag; 6/8 with Warrior skill for Tuma) for merely 3 mind. 

Sites (9): MEAS completes the site deck for Minions, finally giving them many of the sites that they needed from MELE, though no one should ever want to go to some of those sites (Edhellond, Grey Havens, Lorien, Rivendell, Old Forest, Wellinghall, etc.). It also gave Minions Under-deeps access, making for a strange strategy a lot of players took up on early--playing Hero items, like Aiglos and Dragon-Helm at safe Minion Under-deeps Shadow- or Dark-holds. Quite simply MEAS gave Minions the sites they needed to be competitive with Heroes and flushed out Minion vs. Minion games. It also provided Heroes with a few sites, not many that Heroes typically care to visit, but it helped to turn the old maxim that a player needs to send one of his companies to a Ruins & Lairs or a Shadow-hold (or Dark-hold, for some reason), at some point during a game, in order to get an item. Or to send a company to a Free-hold or Border-hold (or Grey Havens) to get a faction. They can now play items at Border-holds and factions at Shadow-holds, Dark-holds or Ruins & Lairs--so that one player's companies never need leave a particular site type. 

Resource Strategies (8): Heroes got some odds and ends, nothing to go wild over. Very few playable points. The Ithil Stone may have been the coolest MP card from the set, but it's a risk to ANYONE to attempt to play it. Bow of the Galadhrim is a nice MP source, but with limited use for its special abilities. The factions are mostly playable at sites wher e easier-to-play factions already exist (but those factions are rares) and are worth fewer points. Petty-dwarves and Angmarim are respectable cards, but the >11 influence check for Angmarim is a kick in the butt (no Muster?) unless you have a Man such as Theoden use Lordly Presence. The rest of the Hero cards are mostly anti-Minion cards like Power Against the Shadow, Orc-mail, Spies Feared, Biter and Beater! and No Strangers at this Time (which is also nice in a Hero vs. Hero game). Then there's Farmer Maggot, one of the most sought after cards from any set. It seems no one actually has a copy. No one I know personally anyhow. 

Minions now had an Under-deeps strategy, not only with Hero items, but with strong cards like Ancient Black Axe and The Balrog. They also had more Dragons to rouse--the rest, in fact--and a lot of power cards that f it nicely into existing strategies: Thong of Fire, Great Lord of Goblin Gate , Morgul-orcs, Orcs of Dol Guldur, Tribute Garnered, Creature of an Older World, Great Bats (that sitting still stuff), Hail of Darts, the "playa ble if you are Sauron" cards, and, yes... Dark Tryst! Dark Tryst is such an annoying card when it's played against you. I've played games where I was about to wound my opponent's entire company (a mathematical certainty), and he's played Dark Tryst, drawn three cards and found in those three nothing useful but... another Dark Tryst! So he plays that on e and draws three more cards and plays A Nice Place to Hide or Crept Along Cleverly or some such card. Thankfully that card goes Out of Play when it's played, but it single-handedly helps off-set the inherent car d draw advantage that Heroes have with either Radagast or Alatar (plus thei r 3-draw sites in the NE). But this set earns only an 8 for Resource Strategies, despite such awesome Minion power cards, because the only real theme in it is the Minion Under-deeps, and Under-deeps are just tough strategies to work for tournaments (much better suited for casual play), and so many of the Hero resources are just filler. 

Hazard Strategies (10): Two themes developed out of this set--the completion of an anti-Minion Elf and Maia strategy (the "Chill Them wit h Fear" strategy) and a cheesy or dorky "discarding your opponent's s tuff because you rolled really high" strategy (i.e. Unhappy Blows, A Lie in Your Eyes, Fealty Under Trial and Early Harvest) into which also fit all the cards like Slip Treacherously and Will Shaken. The five Maia show up in hazard form--not as powerful creatures as the Nazgul, but with more strikes (and the ability to follow up Dwarven Travelers keyed to Border-holds or Ruins & Lairs) and less powerful Permanent-event abilities. The extra strike (meaning extra body check) and lesser Permanent-event suggests that the Maia are meant to be played as creatures, while Lady of the Golden Wood and Master of the House are meant to be played as events (to stop Minions from looking through their discard piles or play decks and to recycle Elf creatures, respectively). Cirdan got shafted as a short-event, unless by some chance you actually play against a coastal sea deck and are able to use a Master of the House , Lord of the Haven and Returned Beyond All Hope strategy each turn. Then there's Beorn, Lord of the Carrock, a Man who can be modified by Rank Upon Rank as well as other cards, who attacks Minions in a whole range of sites (he can attack about half of the companies leaving Dol Guldur), including Moria (as though that needed to become more dangerous), as a nasty strike of 16/9 or 2@17/9 if Rank Upon Rank is in play, non-detainment (since he's keyed to regions by name), and should he actually be defeated, he's worth a mere 2* MP. Things got a whole lot uglier for the uglies. I should add before I move on that I thought a lot of the coolest cards from this set were cards like Ride Against the Enemy and Trouble on All Borders, commons that have unexpected effects. 

And for most unexpected power card, three words: Alone and Unadvised. 

Distribution (9): Two rares per booster. Two rares per booster. That's twice as many rares. That's great. And one box worth of cards gets you nearly the entire set, almost an entire play set. That's really great ( if you buy boxes). If it hadn't been for World Gnawed by the Nameless, Edhellond and some other useless rares of which I found myself in possession of doubles, this set would have received a 10 for distribution. 

Ratings for Middle Earth: Against the Shadow: 

Beorn 9
Fram 7
Saruman 7
Average 7.7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #758
Middle-earth: The White Hand

This is it! The final piece of the set review... The latest expansion to the world of MECCG (until late June or early July), Middle Earth: the White Hand. A strange set, it does little to expand outward; it has few cards t o offer other games without Fallen-Wizards, but it absorbs all the other se ts well, as a powerful center for creativity, a huge mass of playing possibilities that draws all other cards towards its gravitational field (and only characters with 7 or higher mind are sure to escape!)... 

Characters (6): There aren't so many characters to critique--just the Fallen-Wizards themselves and a few Orcs and Half-orcs. But the set makes a major impact upon characters, or rather, the rules make a major impact upon FW's use of characters. The mind limitation of 5 eliminates the ability to use most of the best characters in the game. Open to the Summons and Thrall of the Voice allow the play of 6 mind characters, but that only opens up a few diplomats and sages that otherwise aren't available. The Fallen-Wizards themselves are inordinately powerful, in terms of their special abilities, their unique stage cards and their resistance to further corruption (they get the same penatly, tapping rather than discarding, on a corruption check that's tied or failed by one). Ugluk is a very solid Orc, as is Lugdush. Doeth is the only Orc sage, and Euog is th e only Orc diplomat. Both are Half-orcs, a new breed that can be covert while in a company containing only Men and Half-orcs but that has the same race benefits and company restrictions as regular Orcs. All in all, for the same price and statistics, Half-orcs are better. But the main thing a bout this set, again, is the limitation on mind. Fallen-Wizards are hamstrung a bit by their own blindness to the whims of others. 

Sites (8): There are only four sites: the Wizard-haven versions of The White Towers, Isengard and Rhosgobel (which only Radagast and his followers can visit) and Deep Mines, the first non-unique site. For only four sites they have a great deal of flexibility, largely because it's possible to play an item, Palantir of Elostirion, at The White Towers, the startin g site. And because you can head into the Under-deeps from right under your Wizard-haven, playing such cards as Vein of Arda and Gems of Arda. Also, the ability to use Fallen-Wizard stage resources to create havens nearly anywhere greatly improves a Fallen-Wizard's ability to localize all his MP's in one specific area. Fallen-Gandalf Gondor decks are quite frustrating to play against. Every site becomes a Wizard-haven. 

Resource Strategies (10): I won't waste my time discussing the Hero and Minion cards that got thrown into the set except to say that Crept Along Cleverly, Open to the Summons and The White Wizard are really great and necessary cards. Done. 

The strategies in this set are all about making Fallen-Wizards incredibly powerful. They manipulate everything with all their little stage resources--the "tap during each of your end-of-turn phases to return such-and-such" cards. And they get up to 2x Smoke Rings and 2x Weigh All Things to a Nicety. And up to 2x Marvels Told and 2x Voices of Malice. Their ability to select between Hero and Minion resources is extremely important. Good players have to know the differences between the two types of modifiers in order to make strong Fallen-Wizard decks. 

At first it seems as though the Fallen-Wizard decks are almost a connect-the-dots of deck-building, with certain cards just crying out to be used or abused (e.g. the Fallen-Radagast, Mistress Lobelia, Tom Bombadil, Leaflock, cancel-and-search deck), but it's just this very connect-the-dots nature that good players twist to make their decks a lit tle harder to predict, or else read very closely to get the exact mix so the deck connects the dots to form a victory. One of the subtle sort of changes a player can make is to opt to use generic stage resources rather than a Wizard-specific stage resource, in order to increase or reduce the amount of SPs involved. And with all the modifiers available to Fallen-Wizards--everything from METW to MEAS--knowing what they are going to attempt to do does not necessarily mean knowing how they are going to go about doing it. As a hazard player, you are left to wonde r: Do I play my Assassin since he may have Ready to His Will in his hand? Or do I play a Dragon when he may have Sacrifice of Form? It very definitely becomes a guessing game on the hazard player's part, gauging the deck to find out what sort of modifiers it has and where it's weaknesses are. And it should also be noted that connect-the-dots sort of decks are nice for new players; the rules may not be nice for new players coming into this game and this expansion, but the deck-building pointers are quite useful. "Gee, in order to play The White Hand, Saruman needs at least 12 stage points, at least 3 factions, A Strident Spawn and Saruman' s Machinery in play. Well, I guess I'll put those in and something to get them." 

A final and quite important note is that Fallen-Wizards all start with on ly 1 MP for each source of MPs and need stage resources to boost those. This keeps Fallen-Wizards on even footing with each other, but it severely handicaps them against Hero and Minion decks in shorter games. One deck games are nearly impossible to win against good opponents, and two-deck games are still a stretch. The general rule is: the longer the game, the more the advantage goes to the Fallen-Wizard. 

Hazard Strategies (6): A couple of neat power cards like Rolled Down to the Sea and Flotsam and Jetsom, but mainly this set of hazards is designe d to play against Fallen-Wizards, assigning hefty penalties to them for the ir power and single-mindedness. Some of the strongest of these cards are Echoes of the Song, Blind to the West, Ire of the East, Cruel Claw Perceived, Mask Torn and Inner Rot. 

Distribution (7): Again, two rares per booster. It looks like I.C.E. has decided to do it this way for good, which is a relief, and most of the ra re Fallen-Wizard resources were very cool. But too many of the rares were hazards that couldn't be played with decent effect against anything oth er than a Fallen-Wizard deck or were stupid Minion magic cards that didn't do a heck of a lot against any deck. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Middle Earth: the White Hand: 

Beorn 7
Fram 9
Saruman 8
Average 8 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #759
Eagles in Middle-earth

The Middle Earth Card of the Day will shortly return to normal. Now that Beorn's in-depth reviews of all the Middle Earth sets have been completed, there's just one little thing concerning #750 that still needs to be taken care of. In the introduction of #750, I gave credit to all main authors of past ages of metw-cotd. At least, that's what I intended. As it turned out, I forgot to mention someone who was a member of the Third Age Triumvirate for a while. I would like to take this opportunity to correct myself.
So today, as a tribute to Chris "Gwaihir" Farrell, here's an issue on 

Eagles in Middle-earth 

The Great Eagles - METW - U - Hero Eagle faction - 3 MP's
"Unique. Playable at Eagles' Eyrie if the influence check is greater than 9. Standard Modifications: none".
Art by Jo Hartwig 

Eagle-mounts - METW - R - Hero Resource Short Event
"Playable only at the end of the organization phase on a company with a diplomat that starts the turn at Eagles' Eyrie. Company may move to any site that is not a shadow-hold or a dark-hold. Opponent may only play hazard creatures that are keyed to the company's site"
Art by Ron Rousselle II 

The Windlord Found Me - MEDM - U - Hero Resource Permanent Event - 3 MP's
"Playable at an untapped Isengard, shadow-hold or dark-hold during the site-phase. Tap the site. The company faces an Orc attack (4@9). Afterwards a character may tap and place this card under him. that character may not untap until after this card is stored in a Haven during the organization phase. When this card is stored, and if your Wizard is not already in play, you may search your play deck or discard pile for a Wizard and play him at that Haven (does not vcount towards the one character per turn limit). Cannot be duplicated by a given player."
Art by Vincens Luian 

Gwaihir - METW - R - Hero Ally - 2 MP's - 4 mind - 4/8 prowess/body
"Unique.Playable at Eagles' Eyrie. If his company size is two or less, you may discard Gwaihir during the movement/hazard phase to allow his company to move to any site that is not in a shadow-land or dark-domain; only hazard creatures keyed to the site may be played on a company that moves in this fashion"
Art by Gail McIntosh 

Landroval - MELE - R - Hazard Creature - 2* MP's - 2@12/6
keyable: double W / B / S
"Unique. Animal. Two strikes (playable only against an overt minion company). Attacker chooses defending characters."
Art by Pamela Shanteau 

Eagles' Eyrie - METW - C - Hero Site
Site type: freehold
Region: Anduin Vales
Nearest Haven: Lorien
Site Path: W - B
Movement: cards you draw: 1 opponent draws: 1
Art by Rob Alexander 

Eagles' Eyrie - MEAS - U - Minion Site
Site type: freehold
Region: Anduin Vales
Nearest Darkhaven: Dol Guldur
Site Path: D - B
Movement: cards you draw: 1 opponent draws: 2
Automatic-attack: Animals 2@10, attacker chooses defending characters
Playable: information, items (minor, major)
Art by Stephen Graham Walsh 

In Tolkien's works, the Deus Ex Machina is nearly always an eagle. When all hope is lost, and the main characters stare death in the face, out of nowhere the Eagles come soaring to ensure the happily ever after bit. Gandalf held prisoner at Orthanc, Gandalf having climbed the Legendary Stair after fighting the Balrog, Frodo and Sam at the end of all things, fifteen birds in five firtrees, The Battle of the Five Armies, you name the occasion of utter despair and chances are The Great Eagles from the Misty Mountains will have been the ones to solve the problem. 

In the Books, that's just what the Eagles are: a force in the background that only comes out when things aren't going as planned. 

In the Middle Earth CCG, their role has changed. As a force, they are represented in a solid hero faction. This is the game's way of representing an allied force in the background. It's a shame there are as yet no cards that make them come out in hours of great need. But just being the faction they are makes them good. Before Muster was errated, they were part of Barliman's Old Road Threesome, these days they are mainly picked up by Fallen-Radagast's Assorted Life Forms strategy. 

Their active role in times of great danger or despair is as yet represented by two cards: Eagle-mounts and The Windlord Found Me. Eagle-mounts was one of the least appreciated rares from the initial set. It's main drawback was the playability requirements. It only worked from Eagles' Eyrie. This changed when Dark Minions brought Lindion the Oronin along. This ally allows you to use Eagle-mounts from any site, not just the Eagles' home. Since then it's seen a bit more play. However, with the introduction of MEWH, Winged Change-master Radagast has become the prime choice of "go anywhere" players, and Eagle-mounts has sunk back into obscurity. 

Next to Lindion, MEDM brought a second Eagle-linked card: The Windlord Found Me. This card lets the Eagles rescue your Wizard from dark places. Together with Eagle-mounts, it's the card that has best succeeded in translating the role of the eagles in the books to that in the game. They're basically the airborne division of Rescue 911, pretending to be an airline company in safer times. 

Two individual eagles have also made it into the game: the Windlord Gwaihir himself, and his brother, the mighty Landroval. Gwaihir is the simulation-wise least fitting eagle-card. It's a weird concept, having one of the Great Eagles constantly flapping around your head. yet that's what he does. In gaming terms, if you were to take the "half empty" approach, you'd say that 4/8 p/b stats are very low for the lord of the Eagles, and that his special ability isn't worth losing two MP's for. On the other hand, you could say that he gives the same stats as MP-less warriors like Beregond and Hama, but with 2 MP's in a difficult category added. 

His brother Landroval arrived with MELE to show where the Eagles' allegiance lies. Landroval is one of the best creatures against minions, being an animal that can be keyed to shadowlands regardless of the environmental status of the game. Also, by picking defenders himself and attacking at 12 prowess he should give you a good shot at hurting minions. His drawback is that he isn't able to recognize bad folk without them making themselves absolutely clear. This is a bit weird when compared to the auto-attack at minion-Eyrie. The Eagles that stayed at home are apparently better equipped to distinguish between good and bad. Maybe they should have sent out one of those instead of Landroval the Blind. 

With these cards, it is possible to go for an Eagle subtheme in your deck. It is, sadly, not enough to be an all out Eagle player. Maybe when Balrogs, Dwarves and Elves have had their fill, a little expansion can be dedicated to the ones that are responsible for the greatest escapes in the history of Third Age Middle-Earth. Because without the Eagles Ex Machina, the whole tale of Halflings from the Shire and a little Gold Ring would have ended shortly after the Riddle Game had been completed. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for the Eagle cards (Beorn/Saruman/Fram/Average): 

The Great Eagles 7/6/7/6.67
Eagle-mounts 8/2/4/4.67
The Windlord Found Me 9/7/7/7.67
Gwaihir 6/7/7/6.67
Landroval 8/7/9/8
Eagles' Eyrie (h) 9/6/7/7.33
Eagles' Eyrie (m) 5/7/5/5.67 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #760
Darkness Under Tree

Darkness Under Tree :: Hazard Short-event

Playable on an untapped Orc, Troll, or Man character if Doors of Night is in play. Tap the character. 

If you could put more than three copies of a card in a deck, this is one card that would be instantly abused. For the price of one against the hazard limit, you tap one character. So long as there is an Orc, Troll or Man character present to be tapped, which, if you play against Minions, are the main characters in danger of running about and tapping to gather MPs. And if the Orcs aren't scouts, then a trade-off of one hazard per character can let you tap all the Orcs, Trolls and Men in play. But, of course, you can only include three copies of any non-unique card, including this one in any given deck. That means that you need to stock (along with the Doors of Nights and Twilights) two or three copies of An Unexpected Outpost (and Mouth of Sauron, as an a priori to any hazard strategy). You might also want to use Waiting Shadow which taps a character in a company containing Orcs, Trolls or Men (defender's choice) and Rivers and, perhaps, a Stench of Mordor. Then you'd have about the most irritating deck idea to come into play since Snowstorm and Long Winter were part of The Will of Sauron. I played against it. I won, but it was irritating. Essentially, it took me two turns' worth of play to gather one turn's worth of Marshalling Points. The rest of this review will cover, rather than the relative merits and demerits of the card, those of the deck I played against. 

I, unfortunately, started with a two-Lieutenant company (Morgul and Dol Guldur), one of whom was quickly killed (Dol Guldur) and replaced by The Grimburgoth. If you are paying attention, this means I was entirely susceptible to both Darkness Under Tree and Waiting Shadow. And since I had only two characters in the company, the deck-building limitations were less of a concern. Only two of the character-tapping cards needed to be played each turn. This kept my turn-efficiency way down. If I hadn't had a strong hazard deck of my own (and Smaug Roused to my side against a Dragon Territory deck), I would have been toast very early on. I had relied on the two large characters for their prowess and low hazard limit. Neither of those concerns mattered. Prowess isn't an issue with Darkness Under Tree and its brethren. And it gives away no MP. So it's a safe bet apart from its playability requirements which are met by nearly every Minion deck ever made. My low hazard limits meant nothing either since my opponent was always able to play one card for each character. The only thing that saved me was smart play. The main drawback to Darkness Under Tree and Waiting Shadow (even Adunaphel as a short-event) is that they are discarded and, thus, need to be recycled. When my companies were tapped out on their way to a site, the next turn was spent sitting still waiting for a chance to play an item, faction or ally. This seemed to work well, since the draw (none) was in my favor (with my opponent unable to cycle through his deck for his next Darkness Under Tree). No one, though, can say that turns are best spent sitting still. So I'd have to say that the strategy worked well, and had his resource scheme met with more success (and a better corruption check during the Audience with Sauron), my opponent would have beaten me handily. 

Compared to Waiting Shadow, Darkness Under Tree has two advantages: it is not an Environment card (can't be cancelled by Twilight) and it lets the hazard player target the character to tap (Ranger, Ranger, Ranger! Then play a River). Waiting Shadow, on the other hand, does not require Doors of Night to be in play, and when Doors of Night is in play, it doesn't require an Orc, Troll or Man to be in the defending company. Both cards together, tapping all your characters as you watch helplessly, are almost as frustrating as sending a buff company out to get Orcrist from out of Smaug's hoard only to be met by snow that drives you back and a winter so long it taps the site. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Darkness Under Tree: 

Beorn 6
Saruman 7
Average 6.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #761
Uruk-lieutenant

Newbies pay attention! Are you tired of getting smashed to pieces every time you play a dude with a suitcase and a collection of left-overs bigger than your playset? Start trading for the 

Uruk-lieutenant - MELE - R - Hazard Creature - 1 MP - 1@9/- 
keyable: W - S - r&l - s 

"Orc. One strike. If played on a comnpany that has already faced an Orc attack this turn, Uruk-lieutenant receives +3 prowess. Orc-lieutenant receives an additional +3 prowess if played on a company that has already faced Uruk-lieutenant this turn" 

There are few things in MECCG that are as loved as they are hated. Orc hazard strategies definitely are. A lot of players think it's a waste of time to run an all-out Orc hazard strategy, because of the lack of punch in the vast majority of Orc-creatures. Roughly the other half of the player-base considers it one of their favorite strategies. 

Both opinions are supported by a bit of the almighty Truth. It is true that the average Orc-creature is something even a wounded Hobbit doesn't have to fear. Patrol, Raiders, War-band, even companies that normally would hide or duck can survive such an attack if they're temporarily stuck without cancelers. About the only Orcs with some impact of themselves are the 2@10 deep wilderness Hobgoblins. 

On the other hand, not much can beat the fun of running a properly enhanced Orc-strategy. A nice feature of an Orc-strategy is also that it can be built with a bare minimum of rare cards. All the basic Orcs are common, with the exception of Orc-lieutenant (a METW-uncommon). All the enhancers are easily obtained too: Doors of Night everyone has multiple copies of, Minions Stir is a MELE common or METW uncommon, Two or Three Tribes Present is common, and the only drawback of Scimitars of Steel is that you need a rare Nazgul perm to get it into play. So if you're on limited card-supply, chances are the best you can do in the hazards department is going for the Orcs. Also, if you're a (relative) newbie, using Orcs is the perfect way to teach yourself within-turn tactics. There are few hazard strategies of which success depends on the order of play as much as with an Orc-strategy. 

The last few additions to the Orc-creature pool have continued to put an emphasis on mandatory enhancement and the importance of good within-turn tactics, while at the same time breaking with the tradition of Orcs being a strategy for players on limited supply. 

Apart from METW's Great Goblin (who hardly ever shows up in active play these days), the Uruk-lieutenant was the first rare Orc creature. And this is a shame (not the first part, but the rare part). Because otherwise the Uruk-lieutenant would have been an excellent staple creature for the Orc decks, since it stands at the heart of what Orcs are about. It has all the characteristics of an Orc: in itself, it doesn't do a lot. One strike with 9 prowess equals giving your opponent MP's for free. But, when working together with other Orcs, it gets boosted itself, while giving a bonus back to the Orc-finisher. 

Consider the most basic form of Orc playing. Suppose your opponent moves with a hazard limit of three. First you get out an Orc-raiders or Patrol. That's, in all likelihood, one MP to your opponent. Follow up with an Uruk-lieutenant, who now is 1@12. You'll probably get the buffest character in your opponent's company tapped, and you might not even lose an MP (though you easily could). Third and final comes the Orc-finisher: the Orc-lieutenant, who now is 1@14. That's starting to get serious. Of course, a Cave-worm or Ice-drake does a better job using just one against the hazard limit, but they haven't got the flexibility of the Orcs. 

Because what playing Orcs is really all about is waiting for that one turn where you can hit your opponent really hard. In the build-up, get the Scimitars of Steel out. Three in play means your Orcs are all at +3 prowess. Get Doors of Night out. And then wait. Consider again, the company with the hazard limit of three. That one turn when they're going to a ruins and lairs or shadow-hold, use one to play Minions Stir. Use two to play Two or Three Tribes Present. Say "Orc". For two against the hazard limit, you can now let an avalanche of Orcs roll over your opponent. And you'll even have one against the hazard limit left to play Many Sorrows Befall or Revealed to All Watchers. How good it can get? Start with an Orc-patrol, now 5@11. Follow with an Orc-warband, 7@9. Now that your opponent has tapped out or used up all his canceling options, start kicking: Uruk-lieutenant is 3@17 (that's one more strike than and the same prowess as Smaug), Orc-lieutenant is 3@19. Shelob eat your heart out. 

And do not think that this is all highly improbable. Three Scimitars might be a bit much, but the hard work is done by one enhancer, Minions Stir, and the Orc creatures themselves. Uruk-lieutenant is the one who does the most to get you a victory. If you're collection is a lot smaller than you'd like it to be, and your wallet gives a better echo than the Grand Canyon, Uruk-lieutenant may be one of the key rares to trade for. Chances are your collection will have all the cards you need for an Orc strategy except the Uruk officer. Trading for him will enable you to put together a hazard deck that no Mr. Suitcase would be ashamed of. 

And if you've already reached the exalted state of MECCG millionnaire, think back to those good old days, when your favorite faction was three turns away from the place where you could pick up your only greater item, and when you didn't build hazard decks, but just grabbed all the black cards you could find. Think, simply put, back to the days when you'd just given up Magic or Jyhad for Middle Earth. Go on a sentimental journey and play MECCG's version of a white weenie (or Nosferatu) deck. There must be three Uruk-lieutenants waiting somehwere in your collection. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Uruk-lieutenant: 

Saruman 6
Fram 8
Average 7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #762
Lost in Free-domains

The Card of the Day will shortly be starting yet another series within the series. This time we will take a look at the Challenge Decks that have just been released. However, there are still normal issues on the agenda. Today: 

Lost in Free-domains - METW/MELE - C - Hazard Short-event 

"Playable on a moving company. The company must do nothing during its site phase if it has a free-domain in its site-path" Art by Ted Nasmith (MELE)/Kevin Ward (METW) 

Card that have the phrase "Lost in" or "Fair Travels in" at the start of their name, are by definition condemned to the darkest corners of collections. And rightly so. It's not that those cards are absolutely useless, it's just that there are a lot of cards that do the same thing better, or do more with the same restrictions in playability. However, there is one among them that is actually quite useful, both against minions and heroes: Lost in Free-domains. 

Lost in Free-domains is potentially even a devastatingly strong card. Being a hazard short-event, it is virtually uncancellable. Really the only way to prevent LiFd from being successful is unexpectedly lowering the hazard limit (with Many Turns and Doublings for instance). Otherwise, there's no tapping Ranger or story telling Sage that can do anything about it. 

This power needs to be balanced. And therefore it is. This line of thought is fortunately true in MECCG. The simple act of balance for this card is that there are just five Free-domains on the map. Three of them in Gondor, and Lindon and The Shire. A vast majority of hero decks never ever travel through Free-domains. However, it's the ones that do on a regular basis that are hard to stop by any other card. Basically the Ambusher and Abductor are your only option. This is where LiFd starts to become useful. Gondor decks haven't much to fear apart from Man hazards. Enter LiFd the Speedkiller. Because all it takes to shut down a Gondor deck for a cycle is three LiFd's and three Assassins. Since you won't normally know what kind of deck your opponent is playing, it's sideboard stuff, but it's sideboard stuff that should be there. 

Having said this, with the upgrading of the standard tournament format from one-deck to two-deck, turnkillers like River and LiFd have lost some of their appeal. But still, nothing is as annoying as being shut down by events while the Dark Quarrels and Concealments are filling up your hand. 

LiFd was also included in the Lidless Eye expansion. Now, what's the use? Free-domains already are the territory of Elves, Maia and Dunedain, who needs such a Rangerless River? Do not divert, kill! Well, actually, the most popular minion strategy (but one) is a Free-domain frequenting one, which is also prepared to face a lot of attacks. The average Pillage-deck has to face three or four attacks per turn because of cards played by their own controlling player (being the attacks listed on cards like Smoke on the Wind), and a few Elves more or less will at maximum lead to one miscellaneous MP-card less being played in a turn. But: suppose you let your Elves be followed by LiFd. Your opponent probably won't expect it, and he will be stuck in Gondor with nothing to do and just another turn of Free Peoples in prospect. 

So, all in all, Lost in Free-domains is a fairly unappreciated card that is very well equipped to hurt one of the most popular strategies for both heroes and minions: the Gondor deck (and the minion Bag End Raiding deck subtheme). Keep it in mind next time you need a strong sideboard. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Lost in Free-domains: 

Beorn 5
Saruman 2
Fram 6
Sly Southerner 8
Average 5.33 

Reader Comments

Sly Southerner: I don't get those low grades at all. Lost in Free-domains is in almost every sideboard I build! Along with Knights of the Prince, it's the perfect anti-Gondor deck card. I wonder if Saruman even read the card before he gave it a 2...? 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #763
No More Nonsense

Today a card that was inspired by the most common reaction CotD authors receive. 

No More Nonsense - MELE -R - Minion Resource Permanent-event 

"Playable on a leader during the organization phase. Make a roll (draw a #) for the leader. Choose another character in the company and do the same. If the leader's result plus his prowess is greater than the other character's result plus his prowess, discard any hazard permanent-events on the other character and the leader receives +2 direct influence. Otherwise, the leader receives -2 direct influence. Cannot be duplicated on a given leader." 

When minion resources were introduced in the Lidless Eye expansion, the majority of cards were either direct translations of existing hero resources, or new variations on well-known resource concepts. One of the few exceptions were the Command cards. 

Command cards are cards that can only be played by characters that are leaders. These normally comprise just the high-minded Orcs and Trolls, but when the Ringwraith has spoken his Word, any minion character can find himself in a leading position. A typical command card generally affects the leaders themselves negatively, and gives the other characters in his company a positive bonus (be it extra body, prowess or a corruption modifier). These cards have never become very popular. This is mainly due to the negative effect of those cards on the leader himself. They all give the leader less direct influence. Because of the absence of DI in non-leader minions, this disadvantage is generally considered too much. 

Ironically, the best of the leader only cards is not a Command card. No More Nonsense isn't a command, it's a threat. It's up to the recipient to decide if he'll obey or defy. Given the unpredictable, intuitive nature of Orcs, an educated guess is the best a player can do as to what the outcome will be. 

No More Nonsense works through a nearly unique mechanism: within-company combat (Traitor being the only other card that comes close to having this type of mechanics). Having said this, it's not really combat, because you don't pay with your life. 

This card profits from the rule that everything resolves in the order as written on the card. This means that you've already been able to determine your leader's total prowess (his own + 2d6) before you have to choose the "defending" character. When you're only interested in the extra 2 DI for your leader, this is not really an issue. Just pick that Sniffler or that Man Scout. But otherwise, it gives you a nice amount of flexibility when you're interested in No More Nonsense's second effect too. 
Because, suppose you have a 4 or 5 prowess Orc in your company that has a Plague or So You've Come Back. By rolling for your leader first, you can decide whether it's wise to go for removing that hazard perm or to just settle for the extra DI. 

In these instances No More Nonsense proves that it can be a good substitution for Voices of Malice, which is always hard to incorporate in an overt deck. 

Of course, No More Nonsense always incorporates the risk of just losing the 2 DI without getting anything back. About the best you can do normally is having an 8-prowess leader and a 2-prowess wimp. That's a difference of 6. With this difference in prowess, there's a 21.6% chance that the victim will equal or exceed the leader's result. So it's by no means a sure win for the leader. Well, anyone who's ever been involved in agent attacks, company versus company combat or influence attempts by opponents knows what the impact of dice rolls on both sides can be. 

So, No More Nonsense is a card with two potentially great effects: more DI to your leader, and getting rid of hazard perms. The way that the card is worded gives you much needed flexibility in trying to get the desired result. But nearly always, there will be a risk when using this card, because the dice work for both sides. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for No More Nonsense: 

Beorn 7
Saruman 4
Fram 7
Average 6 

(yes, the Card of the Day has found its sponsors too. We congratulate the Seattle Airplane Manufacturers for being (boeing?) the first ever ME CotD supporting company) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #776
Squire of the Hunt

The Dutch connection of the Middle earth Card of the Day is back in action, after holidays and a hardware breakdown. This week, four stage resources from the White Hand expansion. Here's the first of them. 

Squire of the Hunt - MEWH - U - Stage Resource Permanent Event - +1 DI - +1/+1 P/B - 2 SP
"Unique. Alatar specific. Warrior only. Playable on one of your warrior characters at one of your Wizardhavens (or in your starting company). +1 to his direct influence. This character requires 2 points of influence to control and may only be controlled by general influence or Alatar." 

Alatar is the most popular of the Fallen-Wizards. His simple message appeals to a lot of players: To hunt the foul creatures of Arda is the most enjoyable thing one can do. His hunting profile was shaped by a number of specific stage resources. Some of them aren't that useful (Join the Hunt), but there are also some very, very good cards among them. Squire of the Hunt is arguably the best. It gives nothing but advantage. There is simply no drawback to this card, other than that you must play Alatar. More DI, more prowess, more body, for just two mind, regardless of the squire's original stats. What can this do? Boromir becomes a 2 DI, 7/8 p/b killing machine, a two-mind Thranduil or Thrain. Celeborn becomes 7/10, and even Orc-hunting brothers Elladan and Elrohir become 6/9. Those are stats normally only seen in 3 MP high-minded characters, or the better of the overt minions. Yet they can be yours, from the start of the game. 

With Bad Company, you can even turn one of the Orcs into Alatar's Squire. Thematically a bit weird, but who cares when you're running around with a 7/10 Shagrat? 

You can also play Squire of the Hunt on Alatar himself. Thematically it's even more weird, but it does turn him into an 8/10 p/b Ringwraith look-alike, with some nice DI to boot. And forget about the two mind thing. You don't need GI to control yourself. 

The concept of the Most Trusted Servant was repeated for the other Wizards as well. Apart from Radagast's Black Bird, they all came in more or less the same shape as the Squire. Having said that, the Squire is by far the best of them. Pallando's Apprentice and Saruman's Forge-master have pretty lame, very specific, special abilities. Gandalf's Friend does nice things with influence stats, but isn't that powerful either. It's the prowess and body of the Squire that counts. 

And that's basically what makes the Alatar Ahunt strategy such a fun one. Pump up your characters' prowess, and break the laws of predator and prey. Itangast, here we come! (Picture Celeborn with Squire of The Hunt and Wormsbane going for Itangast while an Old Thrush points out the soft spot on his belly. That's six points to you.) 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Squire of the Hunt: 

Beorn 10
Saruman 7
Fram 9
Sly Southerner 9
Average 8.75 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #777
Shifter of Hues

Although, given its number, this should be the most divine issue of the Card of the Day ever. But, since we don't want to offend the atheists on this list, we just carry on like it's nothing special. So, Today just the second of a stage resource foursome. Oh no, not that treeman again..... 

Shifter of Hues - MEWH - R - Stage Resource Permanent Event - 27 GI - 3 DI - 6/10 p/b - -2 to corruption checks - 1 SP
"Radagast specific. Shapeshifter. Place this card on Radagast if he is in play. Return this card to your hand: when you play another Shapeshifter cards or if you choose, during your organization phase. In addition to adopting the given attributes, Radagast's skills become Warrior/Diplomat. Radagast may not move. You may keep one more card than normal in your hand. Radagast can tap to give +2 to the corruption checks of the characters in one company through your next organization phase (this company must be moving with at least one Wilderness in their site path). Radagast may bear, but may not use, items."
Art by Rob Alexander 

The most striking feature of Fallen-Radagast is his ability to transform into various non-humanoid life-forms. So far he has three shapes at his di9sposal, beside his normal man-like one: a teleporting bird, a fearsomely fighting tiger, and an immobilized tree. When transforming, he loses some of his skills and abilities, and gains some other special abilities in return. 

His Treeform is called Shifter of Hues. In comparison with the normal Radagast, his Treeform has lost 2 DI and gained 5 GI. This comined GI and DI total of 30 is the highest possible number (without further enhancement) of all Fallen-Wizards. Especially the 27 GI enables him to move a bizarre number of characters around, while he's camping in his DIY forest. He also gets +1 body, which is nice but will hardly ever make a difference, since it is a lot safer to have your Wizard camp in a place where attacks can't touch him. 

As a Shifter of Hues, he loses his Scout and Ranger skill. Since he's not allowed to move, losing the Ranger skill is no big deal. But not being a Scout takes the most natural card for his state away from him: he can no longer play Hiding. Given his remaining 3 DI, it might be wise to have a small Scout stay with him to play such cards. Wacho might be a good choice, since he's a Sage as well. 

The fact that Radagast may not move may well be the biggest loss that Shifter of Hues brings. After all, of all the Wizards, Radagast is by far the best mover. His extra card draw for Wilderness travel has made the so called "Treehugger" decks some of the fastest and most successful decks in the game. Taking this away is taking away the biggest advantage that playing Radagast gives you. 

So can it possibly be worth it?
He does receive a few interesting abilities for being a Tree. In fact he turns into something that closely resembles a joint venture of The Lidless Eye and Ren the Ringwraith. The 27 GI and increased hand size (not to mention being the immobilized background force) is typically Sauron, and the ability to aid his servants in their battle against the temptations of Middle Earth is found in Ren as well. 

The corruption helper is an interesting ability of Radagast the Tree. His aid lasts until the next organization phase, and thus includes all those annoying checks at the end of the untap phase (like the ones for the minion Gold Rings and Lure of the Senses). If you're running a strategy that is vulnerable to corruption, impersonating a tree with your Wizard is an option that deserves some serious consideration.
As a paradox, Radagast himself becomes more vulnerable to corruption when enjoying the breeze tickling his leaves. He basically loses the "minion" bonus Fallen-Wizards receive to their corruption checks. Since this modifier is applied in his other Shifted Shapes as well, you should always be prepared for corruption when playing Fallen-Radagast. 

Having seen the advantages and disadvantages of being a Tree, I'd say that it can be useful in some strategies, but not in a "normal" Radagast strategy. If you're going to be the Shifter of Hues, you'll have to keep that in mind when putting together a deck. A lot will depend on where your Wizard will be a Tree. 

The most obvious choice is of course his own home site of Rhosgobel. While at Rhosgobel, really everything he has to fear is corruption. An Elf-song with Echoes of All Joy will probably be enough to kill that threat. Luckily, all attacks against companies at Wizardhaven-Rhosgobel are canceled, because Dol Guldur is very near and when Radagast is in play, minion-Rhosgobel does not have any auto-attacks...
If Huey Radagast is at Rhosgobel, you can make him meet the demands of his 5 MP-resource Girdle of Radagast fairly easy. Play An Untimely Brood, and with a bit of luck you will have your six allies within six turns. You could also use the Glove of Radagast, but then Radagast himself will be limited to having four allies (because you cannot duplicate allies on him in that case). Yet another example of a general stage resource beating the wizard-specific one (as in Join the Hunt). 

A second site that can make a pretty strong case for hosting the Radagast campaign is Wellinghall, the Capitol of Allies. It is also thematically very funny to have Radagast influence the various Ents by posing as a tree. With Friend of Secret Things he can easily play all four allies, for 8 MP's. However, Radagast is not able to turn Wellinghall into a Wizardhaven. That means there will be Assassins to cope with. And as soon as your opponent sees your Wizard becoming part of Fangorn, he will start recycling his Assassins as fast as he can. With cards like the outpost, Mouth, uvatha and thrice outnumbered around, you will have to be prepared to face between 6 and 10 of them in one cycle. Using cards like Forewarned is Forearmed and Fifteen Birds in Five Firtrees (which means Gates as well) appears to be a very wise move. Or you could of course have the aforementioned Wacho around as the one who knows where to hide. If you're going for a Gates-based strategy, use a scout/ranger instead, so you can lower the hazard limit with Many Turns and Doublings. If you make sure you're well-protected, you should be able to get all the Ents out. Hopefully Leaflock will come first, so he can serve as yet another line of defense. 

So, what's the final verdict on Shifter of Hues? Above all, it takes away the main feature of a normal Radagast strategy. The best mover among the Istari becomes immobilized. So, if you want to play classic Radagast, do not use this card. But, if you want to do something else for a change, it is a nice card. Just keep in mind that it really needs a deck that's built around it. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Shifter of Hues: 

Beorn 6
Saruman 6
Fram 7
Average 6.33 

(This is not a joke. While I'm typing this, the radio plays "Stand" by REM: "Stand in the place where you live" is the chorus, and the verses are all about trees. So, it's a divine issue after all :).) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #778
Legacy of Smiths

As the Netherlands overheat in a summer that's two months early, a lone author sits in a darkened room, hammering away to provide yet another Card of the Day....his summer holidays are two days away. The forecast is rain. The weather is fine. One man and his hobby. What a fool believes. 

Legacy of Smiths - MEWH - Stage Resource Permanent-event - 4 SP 
"Playable if you have more than 6 stage points. Your non-ring items are each worth full marshalling points. Cannot be duplicated by a given player." 

Playing a Fallen-Wizard is often playing catch-up. Nearly always, your opponent will score more MP's during the first few turns than you. The reason for this is of course that Fallen-Wizards only receive one MP per source, regardless of the value printed on the card itself. 

During the game, Fallen-Wizards have a number of cards at their disposal which make you receive full MP's for your hard work. At first glance, the most elementary of those cards is Legacy of Smiths. For a card from the sixth set, it has a very short cardtext: "This is required for playing it. This is what you get". And what you get is full MP's for the most common kind of MP-sources: items. Non-Ring items that is, the Rings have their own enhancer (Blind to All Else). 

Given the requirement, Legacy of Smiths was designed as a big card. You need at least 7 SP's to be allowed to play it, and it gives another 4 SP's itself. So the moment you play it, you will have at least 11 SP's. As it goes with SP's, there's a good side and a bad side to that. The good thing is you're within reach of the big wizard-specific resource (like the White Hand or Await the Onset). The bad thing is a number of hazards are really starting to work against you. The question arises: which side has the upper hand? 

Normally, the big resources are played later in the game, because, apart from Alatar's Great Hunt, you have to meet a number of other requirements next to having 12 SP's. It is often better to keep your SP total low until you have met the other requirements. At the same time, since you're in all likelihood playing catch-up, it is important to get a good number of MP's in. Basically, if you can find a way of rising above the 1 MP per card rule for less SP's than the four that Legacy of Smiths brings, you're better off. 

And this differs per Wizard. For Saruman, Legacy of Smiths borders on being absolutely useless. Of himself, Saruman receives full points for Rings and Palantiri (and a few other special items). Since a normal Saruman deck is not a fighting one, you will not be carrying a lot of weapons or armour around. With a few Rings, a Palantir , and in all likelihood the Keys of Orthanc, your item MP's are safe from the start. There's no need for the Legacy. 

The complete opposite to this is Alatar. And paradoxically, he's also the only Wizard that has an alternative to Legacy of Smiths readily available. But, it's in Alatar's best interest to be at 12 SP's as fast as he can (so he can Hunt), and a combination of Great Patron and Legacy of Smiths does this better than his own Join the Hunt. For Alatar, Legacy of Smiths is one of the best general stage resources around. 

The other three Wizards fall somewhere inbetween Alatar and Saruman as far as the use of the Legacy goes. Both Pallando, Gandalf and Radagast do not have any other means of acquiring full item points. the question is: do they need full item points? All three of those Wizards are more geared towards allies and factions than towards items. Pallando is probably the most "item-prone" of the three. His home site is also the home of the Palantir of Elostirion, and his Apprentice can use a Palantir he bears. So for Pallando, a Legacy early in the game could be nice. 

The other two, Gandalf and Radagast, will basically only use items for balance. It's nice to get full points for that odd item in the end, but it's not a matter of life and death, as it is for Alatar, and 4 SP's certainly is too much to have a Legacy around all the time. 

Of course, this is all assuming that you're playing the standard, straightforward strategy per Wizard. Because, actually Radagast the Tiger is a pretty good fighter, and if his servants are equipped with a few swords, he could beat Alatar on his home ground. And that would improve the utility of Legacy of Smiths for him as well. 

But, if you're just sticking to more normal strategies, what can be said about Legacy of Smiths is: always include it if you're Alatar. Think about it if you're Pallando. Get it out of the sideboard near the end of the game if you're Gandalf or Radagast. Forget it if you're Saruman. All in all it has its use in a vast majority of decks. But it's not the basic utility card it may seem at first glance. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Legacy of Smiths: 

Beorn 7
Saruman 8
Fram 7
Average 7.33 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #779
Spells Born of Discord

After yesterday's Legacy of Smiths, today yet another simple and straightforward card. 

Spells Born of Discord - MEWH - U - Stage Resource Permanent-event - 2 SP
"Your Fallen-Wizard may use sorcery, spirit-magic and shadow-magic. Cannot be duplicated by a given player"
Art by Jon Foster 

Some of the cards in MECCG have titles that are a joy to read and speak aloud (although nothing can beat Jyhad's Ritual of the Bitter Rose). And fortunately not all of those cards are as useless as In Darkness Bind Them. 

Spells Born of Discord goes way back to the beginning of time when the Ainur joined Eru in the Song. Melkor soon started weaving his own themes into the song, resulting in discord. Ages and ages later, the foul versions of Wizard's magic, sorcery, spirit-magic and shadow-magic, are the remainders. Those among the Istari that have remained faithful may know a lot about those forms of magic, they will definitely not use them. The Fallen ones, however.. 

In the cardgame, Spells Born of Discord enables your Fallen-Wizard to use all three kinds of "minion" Magic. Given the fact that they can also use the hero spells, this turns those Wizards into the most powerful magicians in the game. How useful that is, can only be established by answering the question: how important is magic to a Fallen-Wizard? 

Most of the magic cards are pre-White Hand, and are therefore more or less geared towards use by minions. For instance, one of the best magic cards, Riven Gate, is close to useless if you're a Fallen-Wizard. And if you look at it closely, most of the magic cards also exist in other forms, so that you don't really need Spells Born of Discord. Poisonous Despair is a weaker version of Wizard's Laughter, Govern the Storms is Promptings of Wisdom, Words of Menace and Deceit is Wizard's Voice, Driven as by a Madness is The Dwarves Are Upon You in a more general form, aka Kindling of the Spirit, etc. etc. 

So the true benefits of being able to use magic lie in the magic cards that aren't available in another form. In my opinion, first and foremost among them is Deeper Shadow. Played on the Deep Mines, it enables you to play the Ancient Black Axe, Dragon-helm and Aiglos at a relatively safe site. A close second comes A Malady Without Healing, especially because playing the Malady might be something your opponent doesn't expect from a Fallen-Wizard. And then there are two magic cards that are more or less designed for use by Fallen-Wizards: White Light Broken and Poison of His Voice. These two cards temporarily lower your SP-total, which can be very nice if you're in that grey area between safely low and "I don't care, i've already got the White Hand in play". 

These are the cards that generally make being able to use magic worthwile. However, that's not really enough to make it essential. 

You could argue that it may be true nearly every other magic card is duplicated in non-magic form, but that using magic is way cooler and requires less diversity in the deck. However, the reason that I feel more inclined to go the non-magic way is the stiff corruption checks that magic cards impose upon you. Especially when the magic user is your Wizard, you're endangering yourself while your opponent just has to sit and watch. And basically one corruption card on your Wizard is enough to shut down your magical adventures (unless you're suicidal). 

What it really boils down to is, that magic is for Ringwraiths. Fallen-Wizards can very much profit from it too, but they're running a great risk. That's why the stage resource Spells Born of Discord is an ambiguous one. Indirectly, it makes you as powerful as it makes you susceptible to the biggest threat in the game, corruption. If only Spells Born of Discord was a minion resource, it would have been one of the best cards of the White Hand expansion. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Spells Born of Discord: 

Beorn 3
Saruman 5
Fram 5
Average 4.67 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #780
Bad Company

Bad Company :: Fallen-wizard Resource :: Permanent-event :: SP 2 

You may play Orc and Troll characters and include them in your starting company. Cannot be duplicated by a given player. 

"We are the servants of Saruman the Wise, the White Hand: the hand that gives us man's-flesh to eat." 

-LotR III 

Art by Steve Otis 

Bad Company may be one of the most literal titles in the game. Orc and Troll characters have severely limited uses in a Fallen-wizard game. Orcs and Trolls working for Fallen-wizards seem to be everyone's worst enemies; they visit the toughest possible sites all the time--hero versions of shadow-holds, dark-holds and darkhavens and minion versions of border-holds, free-holds and hero havens. Plus, they face every possible attack with no chance of detainment status. Then, they can't use hero resources or benefit from hero items, and, finally, (to add insult to injury) you need a specific card, which just so happens to be named Bad Company, in order to merely play them. Well, why even bother? Most people don't, but Orcs and Trolls do have potential in Fallen-wizard decks. You can play Orc scouts and have a nice prowess company with a hazard limit of 2, or you can play odd squatter decks, like with a Troll leader chilling out in the Wizard-haven that is the Ettenmoors where three nice factions are playable. Or, before it becomes a Wizard-haven, your Troll might discover The Warg King and some Two-headed Trolls. Of course, the best squatter deck to come from The White Hand may well be Saruman's own, sitting at Isengard, performing twisted experiments with Orcs and Half-orcs, creating his own armies of Half-orcs and Greater Half-orcs, all the time digging Deep Mines. 

Orcs and Troll characters also have that neat resistance to corruption that comes from being whipped into submission over and over again, and, with all your Fallen-wizard's lackeys at 5 mind or less, these sort find it hard to revolt. Unfortunately, they need the resistance to corruption just to play an equivalent number of useful item MPs as heroes would, since minion items are worth less; otherwise, they can play hero items. But when the hero items don't benefit them at all, why would they want to do that for you? 

On the whole, Orcs and Trolls have a slightly higher prowess and body than heroes (and non-Orc/Troll minions) with the same mind. For 4 mind, the other races have an assortment of two-skilled characters at 5/8 whereas Orcs and Trolls have two-skilled characters at 5/9. That's the clearest distinction of use to Fallen-wizards, but even at 3,5 and 6 mind, Orcs and Trolls have a slight prowess and body advantage, countered only by their tendency to run away should a blow cut too close for their likings. And, if you're like me, this means: company vs. company combat. An overt Fallen-wizard company can attack any other company in the game--hero, minion or Fallen-wizard. Not many people would expect to fend off attacks from a Fallen-wizard's companies for an entire game, but they have the chance to attack a hero company on the first turn, running right out from Arthedain or Rhudaur. Alatar could find some nice ways to boost characters (Squire of the Hunt) and take some strikes of his own. Radagast, Master of Shapes, hunting with a troop of 4 Orc scouts and a handful of Ents could be wicked. Throw in Tom Bombadil just to scare off Glorfindel. It would have to be about the least thematically coherent deck ever--Tom Bombadil in a lather, chasing Elves to their death with a hunting pack of Orcs, Ents and a Tiger-wizard. The problem with the deck is getting a couple of Orcs safely into either Wellinghall or the Old For est. Radagast had better do that on his own. 

Of course, the safest way to play Orcs and Trolls in a Fallen-wizard deck is to make a squatter deck that's hard to pull off with minions--one far away from Mordor. Fallen-wizard squatter decks can be made without Orcs or Trolls, since Saruman can influence ever so many factions right from his little tower in the Gap of Isen, but to do it right, you just need a leader. You just do. It has a funny flavor otherwise. So, you take Ulkaur the Tongueless or a Troll-chief, give him a Blazon of the Eye, and sit around in the Ettenmoors, Wizard-haven. Or, for kicks, go to Moria, play Tower Raided, and then turn it into a Wizard-haven. At your Wizard-havens, Dwarves and Orcs co-exist in peace. Take Balin with a Dwarven Ring of Durin's Tribe to untap the site and Shagrat to influence the Orcs of Moria. Gather Stinker or Gollum. Sit and be happy in the weirdest Wizard-haven ever. Or for greater complexity, play Tower Raided, Rebuild the Town (to turn it into a border-hold), untap the site with a Fireworks, play the Orcs of Moria and No Strangers at This Time, Mischief in a Mean Way to make it a Wizard-haven, and then protect the dang thing with Guarded Haven. Moria will never be the same again. 

(Author's Note: That's quite a tangent, I suppose, since it's not really a squatter deck, and you don't need Orcs to influence the Orcs of Moria...) 

But, when it all boils down, Orcs and Trolls are fairly limited. Having to go to the worst possible sites really hurts. I guess if you want to play Orcs and Trolls with your Fallen-wizard you can take some meager consolation in knowing you're not likely to face Elf-lords everywhere since people typically play their "versus heroes" decks against Fallen-wizard players. 

Oh, and, yeah, about the card itself, Bad Company is 2 Stage Points, no marshalling points, yada, yada, yada. Who cares? It's about playing Orcs and Trolls... 

Beorn 

Ratings for Bad Company: 

Beorn 2
Saruman 7 (Of course, HE'd give it a 7!)
Average 4.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #781
Ettenmoors (H/M)

Today, Galdor, our guest author, has kindly advised us about the Ettenmoors. 

In European folklore, the Ettin was a two-headed giant. Oddly, no MECCG player will ever encounter such a creature at the 

Ettenmoors :: METW :: Ruins & Lairs :: ca1
Opponent draws 1, you draw 1
Region: Rhudaur
Nearest Haven: Rivendell
Path: w
Playable: Items (minor)
Automatic-attacks: Troll-- 1 strike with 9 prowess
Art by Rob Alexander. 

Ettenmoors :: MELE :: Ruins & Lairs :: f5
Opponent draws 1, you draw 1
Region: Rhudaur
Nearest Darkhaven: Carn Dum
Path: s w
Playable: Items (minor)
Automatic-attacks (2): (1st) Troll-- 1 strike with 9 prowess (2nd) Wolves-- 2 strikes with 8 prowess
Art by Gail McIntosh. 

When METW first came out, the Ettenmoors was the joke site par excellence. All it offered was a measly minor item at the cost of a fairly high strike, so high that on those rare occasions when a minor item was called for, other sites were found. I don't believe I ever went to this site, nor saw anyone else visit this site, until MEDM came out, and then only to play Barrow-Blades. As far as I was concerned, the Ettenmoors was the King of Useless Sites: Tharbad and Woodmen Town didn't even come close. The MELE version didn't do much to change my opinion. Sure, it was a squatting site, with squatter factions worth 2 MP, but its usefulness in that regard was severely mitigated by its distance from Mordor and the severity of its automatic-attacks-- these were far too high to risk leaving one character alone there, which was the whole point of a squatter site. Its only use, so far as I was concerned, was playing Wolf and Troll allies... both of which could be done more safely elsewhere. 

My opinion changed with the release of MEWH. The White Hand gave the Ettenmoors a new lease on life: Fallen-Wizards can do a number of interesting things there which they can do nowhere else. For starters, the Ettenmoors is one of the few sites that a Fallen-Wizard company may start the game at, the other two being the White Towers and Weathertop. The Ettenmoors stands alone as the one site of these three in Rhudaur, meaning that if your companies' travels are leading them east, it is the place to start. This alone is enough to make the site a valuable one. What's more, due to the popularity of the White Towers in Fallen-Pallando decks, making the Ettenmoors into a Hidden Haven is your best bet for keeping a safe space open west of the Misty Mountains. 

Things only get better when you consider that, as a Wizardhaven, the Ettenmoors not only loses its automatic-attacks but also permits the play of minion resources. This means that Fallen-Wizards can get into the squatter faction game, and without having to rely upon the headaches of A Strident Spawn and a protected Wizardhaven. Just start the game at the Hidden Haven of the Ettenmoors with Ulkaur the Tongueless as one of your opening characters. Ulkaur, a five mind leader with restricted direct influence against Troll factions, can easily bring in the local Trolls and Wolves when equipped with a Blazon of the Eye and some Gifts as Given of Old. This game can be especially fun when done in conjunction with Fallen Pallando sitting at the White Towers bringing in Half-Orcs: he can become the Prophet of Doom without ever moving a company after a faction, leaving his followers free to single-mindedly pursue items and allies. 

My rating on the Ettenmoors: For Heroes, 2; for Minions, 4; for Fallen-Wizards, 6. 

Galdor 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #782
Heedless Revelry

If you're drunk with success you may participate in... 



Heedless Revelry :: Hazard :: Short-event :: R 

Playable on a non-Ringwraith company that is not moving. Make a roll (or draw a #) for each untapped non-Wizard character in the company; modify this roll by -2 for hero characters. If the result is greater than the character's mind, the character becomes tapped. 

Alternatively, may be revealed as an on-guard card on a company after the successful play of an item, ally, or faction. Tap all untapped non-Ringwraith, non-Wizard characters in the company. 

Art by Chris Trevas 

You may wonder if the author of this card was drunk when he created it, but if he had been drinking, I'll maintain he was no more than mildly intoxicated. This card may not look like a whole lot, but it turns out to have a few nice effects. 

Normally, only an idle, stationary company will party too hardy. This limits the efficiency of Heedless Revelry considerably. It means you can't count on its basic effect at all. Most decks rely upon companies that move. However, there are many times that you tap out an entire moving company and delay them; the next turn, though, they stick around the same site, hoping to finally play their MP resource, and they get zapped by Heedless Revelry for another turn! Or it works rather well against squatter decks (which typically happen to have feeble-minded characters) that don't move around at all. Yet, you still have to roll >7 to tap most of the Orcs or Trolls who would influence squatter factions. And, the card, in this sense, is completely useless against the Lieutenants, unless you consider the most fortuitous of all gamers--the One Who Rolls Nothing but Boxcars. 

It is as an on-guard card that Heedless Revelry has its biggest and safest impact. In fact, it has two solid uses as an on-guard card. The first is against an under-deeps strategy. Since Heedless Revelry is revealed AFTER the successful play of an item, ally or faction it's no good for preventing your opponent from playing MP cards at a site, but in the under-deeps, where companies can search for two items (at the price of one) it's a shame when they celebrate so completely that they forget to search the rest of the area. When everyone's tapped, there's no way to play a second item or to bring in a faction or ally (such as the Snaga-hai or Great Bats). And, unlike the terranean manifestation of Heedless Revelry, the "on-guard against under- deeps" manifestation requires no roll--it is automatic. It is automatic, too, when revealed on-guard above ground, but it's use then (though it can prevent the play of multiple MP cards--War-wolf, Regiment of Black Crows, Snaga-hai, Blasting Fire, etc...) is likely most effective as the defense which leads to good offense (as the player at the receiving end of this combination will likely be offended)--in company versus company combat. A strategy that is not used nearly enough, company versus company combat has a lot of things going for it; the fact that defenders assign strikes to their untapped characters first is not one of those great things. Khamul Unleashed allows Khamul's company to assign strikes in company versus company combat (along with some easily duplicated alternate effect), and if you can keep your characters untapped, Heedless Revelry does the same thing, by tapping your opponent's characters. Not only are they unable to assign strikes, but they are all prowess -1 for being tapped. Advantage to the attacker. This works well not only for Ringwraiths like Khamul (who with his -2 to body of Elves is a lethal foe), but for large characters in small companies (such as the ever-popular Glorfindel & Beorn duo) in order to pick off the little guys and even the odds or to gun right for the big guys when you have the ammo on hand. And it also limits your opponent's options when you play a card such as A Malady Without Healing or Ren Unleashed, forcing them to make corruption checks during your site phase. Without characters able to tap in support, your opponent's companies are more vulnerable than ever to corruption. 

It may not be the world's greatest card, but there's no reason to turn it into your bike's spoke-clicker just yet. Instead, you may want to play it now and again and get a feel for the utility of its idiosynchratic effects. Meanwhile, it supports my growing suspicion that you can have a conversation based on METW card names. 

(From the Audience) "Shut Yer Mouth." 

(My Retort) "That's Been Heard Before Tonight." 

Beorn 

Ratings for Heedless Revelry: 

Beorn 4
Saruman 6
Sly Southerner 7
Average 5.67 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #783
Huntsman's Garb

Today, for your reading pleasure and personal edification, we have a card which was reviewed as a part of the Fallen-Alatar review and, due to popular demand, now finds its way into the spotlight for a solo act. All in all, it's a very nice guest review from a wonderful guest: 

Introduction: Wizard skill association -- which of the 5 skills comes IMMEDIATELY to mind when you hear the name, Alatar? OK, too obvious. Which of the 5 skills comes to mind LAST when you hear the name, Alatar? If you didn't say diplomat, maybe you haven't seen Alatar wearing his... 

Huntsman's Garb - MEWH - U3 - Stage Resource Permanent Event - 1 CP "Unique. Alatar specific. Place this card on Alatar if he is in play. If on Alatar, you may tap Huntsman's Garb during your end-of-turn phase to take Risky Blow, True Fana, or The Hunt from your discard pile to your hand. " 

Art by Pascal Yung 

Alatar has no diplomat skill. None. He does not talk things over, work things out diplomatically, or sleep on it for a night. His solutions tend towards the violent side and although, like all other Wizards, he is endowed with 4 skills, he relies more heavily on one than the others. The Warrior skill is his dominant trait and maybe by looking at the fallen wizard's most reveared belongings, we can gain some insight into the Wizard's personality. Imagine that you are a minion spy and just heard about Alatar. You might decide to sneak into his place to try and find out what makes the guy tick. Well, you would find an assortment of weapons (a Bow in particular), and among other things, some Garb which appears to be worn for hunting. Well, you don't have to be an expert in personality profiling to figure out Alatar wakes up in the morning and starts thinking about which creatures to hunt down and kill. 

With that said, let me say Huntsman's Garb works well both thematically and mechanically. It allows you to recycle cards directly to you hand. At the END of your turn (your hand size has been resolved to normal) you can tap the GARB (not Alatar) to get one of 3 nifty cards from your discard pile (not sideboard or playdeck) to your hand; thereby increasing your hand size by 1 until after your opponents MH phase. You can get the Wizard specific card from Dark Minions (a rare): for Alatar it is The Hunt. You can tap the garb to grab a spell: True Fana (another rare) or fish out a Risky Blow (common). 

For True Fana, keep in mind you have 1 CP which the Garb imparts on you. However, I don't think there is any other spell that could be more suited to Alatar. With True Fana, Alatar just says the magic words, "Bang, you're dead". The result is a very nice source of MP, in some cases even effortless. 

That's why the next card you can fish out is The Hunt. Once you are making quick work of your opponent's creatures, they start hiding. Your opponent may stop playing them altogether so the effort comes in finding the creatures, NOT in killing them! So take note early on what creatures are played against you and you'll have some fun for later. I have to say something about the intimidation this kind of presence can have on giving you control of the tempo or momentum of the game. Now where did that Mouth of Sauron run off to? 

Both True Fana and The Hunt will only be made of use by Alatar so there is a very nice third option which your other characters can make use of: the general utility fighting card, Risky Blow. If you aren't lucky you take the risk of a -1 to your body check, but if you're smart you use your options: tap and take an extra +3 or just stay untapped with no prowess penalty. Out of the warrior specific cards, this has the most utility. You aren't guaranteed any prowess bonus with Lucky Strike and you don't have the option of tapping and getting the +3 bonus for Block. And what about those times that you were already tapped? Block is less useful than Risky blow in this situation. 

I believe that Huntsman's Garb is archetypical in this sense. You have access to 3 cards which highlight the essence of the particular wizard it is for: 

1. the Wizard specific card from Dark Minions 

2. a spell very suited to the wizard's agenda 

3. a utility card specific to the skill which is the wizard's dominant trait. 

The Garb is extremely playable, whether or not Alatar is in play, and it gets you access to Risky blow, a very playable resource. The Hunt and True Fana can hang out in the sideboard until Alatar comes out. In this way, for just the price of one very playable resource in your play deck you have access to 3 cards which will help you gather MPs on your way to the Great Hunt. It makes for effecient use of cards in your play deck so you should always include it for that reason alone, but in your heart you should know you can't be fallen Alatar without it. 

Grimbeorn the Old 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #784
Regiment of Black Crows

A guest review straight from the Iron Hills to you: 

Regiment of Black Crows :: MEAS minion ally :: 1 MP :: 1 mind 

Playable at a tapped or untapped non-Under-deeps Ruins & Lairs. May not be attacked. Discard this ally if its controlling character is wounded. Tap this ally to cancel a hazard creature attack not keyed to a site and to put the creature's card back into its player's hand. Cannot be duplicated in a given company. 

Hard to believe this card hasn't been reviewed yet, but sometimes these things slip by. It's a minion staple for a dozen different good reasons, but these Crows have a text box big enough that some of their advantages and limitations get overlooked. Let's peek. 

The musical words, as they always are, are "or untapped". If you have to make a special trip for a 1 MP card, you're probably wasting your time, even if it IS an ally. Of course, for minions, all the 1 MP allies are playable at tapped sites anyway, and even some of the 2 MP ones (OK, just Warg-king). So what sets the Crows apart? 

First of all, they're playable in lots and lots of places. Ruins & Lairs are not only where minions can pick up items, but a number of factions (wolves, dragons, Ice-Orcs, Grey Mountain Goblins) are also playable there. Any wide- ranging minion deck is going to be hitting these places, and it's easy as pie to make a deck that sticks to R&Ls enough that the Crows will be playable virtually whenever you draw them. The Under-deeps are right out, but for those the Great Bats are more versatile anyway. The common "non-Dragon's Lair" limitation on many cards is absent here. Smaug and the little birdies that pick at his scabs can be your friends in the same breath. 

Secondly, they can't be attacked. This helps the most in high-prowess overt decks that can eat virtually any hazard creature for lunch. In those decks, picking up an ally often introduces a weak link, a way for your opponent to open up the hazard sluices, knowing that the weaker ally will have to take a strike and prevent you from collecting too many trophies or MPs. Not so with Crows. 

Thirdly, they have a cool special ability. A stopgap measure, to be sure, but in the right circumstances, it can be an incredibly effective one. The Crows can't cancel an attack keyed to a site, but many of the nastiest attacks against minions are ones that hit on the road (Chilled Elf-Lords, Mondo Mirkwood Spider Detainment Party, etc.). At the very least, bouncing a creature back to your opponent's hand eats up one of the hazard limit. If your hazard limit is low to begin with, that can totally ruin a series of planned hazards. 

All this comes with a couple of price tags attached, of course. First of all, the Crows can't be duplicated on a given company. And if you're roaming in Ruins&Lairs, as opposed to staying in the safety of Mordor or Angmar, chances are your characters are sticking together in one company, which means that you can only take advantage of one Crows. If you have multiple companies, of course, you might be able to get more mileage out of the things, but in any event, it's a limitation. Putting just one Crows into a deck, with other allies to round things out, isn't at all unusual. Second, and most importantly, the Crows go away if their controller is so much as -wounded-. Here's where it gets tricky. Especially if the Crows are your only ally, their controller becomes a prime target, and his body will be irrelevant when it comes to whether or not the Crows will stick around. Even if you're working with an invincible-prowess overt company, other effects (like Plague) might be able to wound the controller. In some decks, it's the big guys who take care of the auto attack while the little guys pick up the stuff, but in the case of the Crows, you want them under a big guy if at all possible. The bigger the better. 

Given the limitations, are the Crows still worth the trouble? Heck yeah, and then some. 

Gimli 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #785
Alliance of Free Peoples

"Halt!" cried Gandalf, who appeared suddenly, and stood alone, with arms uplifted, between the advancing dwarves and the ranks awaiting them. "Halt!" he called in a voice like thunder, and his staff blazed forth with a flash like the lightning. "Dread has come upon you all! Alas! it has come more swiftly than I guessed. The Goblins are upon you! Bolg of the North is coming, O Dain! whose father you slew in Moria. Behold! the bats are above his army like a sea of locusts. They ride upon wolves and Wargs are in their train!" 

Amazement and confusion fell upon them all. Even as Gandalf had been speaking the darkness grew. The dwarves halted and gazed at the sky. The elves cried out with many voices. 

"Come!" called Gandalf. "There is yet time for council. Let Dain son of Nain come swiftly to us!" 

So began a battle that none had expected; and it was called the Battle of Five Armies, and it was very terrible. Upon one side were the Goblins and the wild Wolves, and upon the other were Elves and Men and Dwarves. 

-Hob 



Alliance of Free Peoples 

Hero Resource :: Permanent-event :: R 

If at least one hero Dwarf faction, one hero Elf faction, and one hero Man faction is in play, all hero Dwarf factions, hero Elf factions, and hero Man factions give an additional marshalling point. Discard when any hero Dwarf faction, hero Elf faction, or hero Man faction is discarded from play. Cannot be duplicated. 



Interestingly enough, though Alliance of Free Peoples resembles most closely, in sound, the Last Alliance of Elves and Men between Gil-galad and Elendil, it is this Battle of Five Armies that it best represents in the game. This is largely because the Elves of Lindon never took a very active role in the War of the Ring. Indeed, the story of Alliance of Free Peoples centers around the Elves of Lindon and their kin, the Wood-elves. A deck including Alliance of Free Peoples has to be designed with attention to its limiting factor: hero Elf factions. There are only two in the game. The Elves of Lindon rest in the far West, at the Grey Havens, while the Wood-elves press far into the Northeast, upon unfriendly borders. Fortunately, Dwarf factions (of which there are only four) can be found right next to Elf factions: next to Lindon in Numeriador and Cardolan or next to Woodland Realm in the Iron Hills or at any site where an At Home Dragon manifestation has been defeated. And Man factions are rarely an issue, since they are ubiquitous to the realms of Middle Earth as the game represents the end of the Third Age, the end of the Ages of Elves and Dwarves, while the dawning of the Fourth Age, the Age of Man, is on the horizon. So, there are two ways to play Alliance of Free Peoples, with the Elves of Lindon or with the Wood-elves; to attempt to play both is foolhardy as the two factions are spread across the half of Middle Earth. 

The two decks, then, encouraged by Alliance of Free Peoples are around Rivendell and the Grey Havens and in Dragon Territory. Playing with the Elves of Lindon, around the Grey Havens, offers greater safety and immediacy but at the cost of lower MP cards. The Elves of Lindon and the Blue Mountain Dwarves are each 1 MP less than their Dragon Territory equivalents. The Petty-dwarves are only 2 MP, and the Man factions are worth 1 or 2 MPs each. And to get the 2 MP Man factions in the area, you must veer out of the safest paths and into Forochel or Dunland. Yet, an Alliance of Free Peoples with the Elves of Lindon can also benefit from Old Road. With Old Road, Lordly Presence and a Diplomat (Halbarad not useless after all?) or a Muster with a Warrior of prowess 5 or greater, you need only roll a 5 to influence the Blue Mountain Dwarves and the Hillmen, and though you need a 6 to influence the Petty-dwarves (which is where I start doubting my dice), the odds are still in your favor. Old Road offers great versatility and allows you to adapt to hazard strategies which are either pulping your companies with well-tuned creatures, irritating the heck out of you with roadblock or feeding you with corruption you can't shake (Alone and Unadvised, anyone?). Meanwhile, while the Elves of Lindon are more cautious, the Wood-elves bound into the fray, putting their considerable MP against the dangers of their area. But a Dragon Territory deck must always be prepared to handle tough creatures, and the factions must be gathered straight-up; they are all too far away to Muster across an Old Road (except the Beornings and the Riders of Rohan, which start to divert your energies considerably, since they are headed down toward Gondor). Yet, the reward can be great, with Returned Exiles weighing in at 6 MP under an activated Alliance. And so you must choose. 

And you must choose a company with which you hope to influence the various factions. The Man factions (especially in the Northeast) are none too difficult to influence, but the Elves and Dwarves require either high-rolling, vast direct influence or character bonuses against factions. Quite simply, it's much easier to influence Dwarf factions with Dwarves and Elf factions with Elves, but this leaves you vulnerable to your opponent's one good roll which may lead to Unhappy Blows within your company (how I despise those hoser cards...). So, it may be best to use all Men (who suffer fewer penalties against factions) or to use either Elves or Dwarves and let your Wizard gather the opposing race's faction. As for specific characters, Cirdan's a natural if you play with the Elves of Lindon while Thranduil and Beorn and Dain II are on excellent terms with the Northeastern factions. 

Activating Alliance of Free Peoples is generally no problem in a two-deck game so long as you think ahead and hold the appropriate factions. Even should your opponent gather one of your factions, Alliance of Free Peoples can still work for you; it doesn't require you to have influenced the factions or to control them. It merely requires them to be in play. Unfortunately, it also boosts your opponent's factions, which is the main drawback it suffers in comparison to Sentinels of Numenor. But this has proven to be, for me, less of a problem than I would have expected and is, of course, not a problem at all against Minions or Fallen-wizards (whose MP total can't be modified by Hero or Minion resource permanent-events such as Alliance, Sentinels and Tribute Garnered). Meanwhile, it doesn't penalize you the way Sentinels of Numenor does; there's no penalty to the influence check, and you can still use Muster. However, like Sentinels of Numenor, Alliance is a fragile event which is discarded whenever an affected faction leaves play (this includes your opponent's Hero Man or Elf or Dwarf factions) and is frequently targeted by opponents who dislike watching your MP total suddenly skyrocket. Thus, it is all-important that as soon as Alliance hits the table you free up at least 4 or 5 general influence to leave you with even odds against Muster Disperses. News of Doom, too, can be a pain, especially with that automatic discard on rolls of 2 or 3, so it's best to call the Council as soon as you can if you manage to activate your Alliance. Also, save a Wizard's Voice in your sideboard; if your opponent manages to play a faction before you or influences one of yours, you can influence it back without losing Alliance--as long as the faction never leaves play. 

And to those who complain about Minion and Fallen-wizard squatter decks, I present the nasty Haven-hugger hero counterpart... Consider the following first turn, Cirdan enters Grey Havens (with Elrond and Elladan and Halbarad and Ioreth at Rivendell) and plays the Elves of Lindon; while Elrond's Lordly Presence is legendary to the Petty-dwarves who sit at the other end of an Old Road, Elladan Musters the Hillmen across another Old Road, and (for kicks) Halbarad influences the Rangers of the North with his all so incredibly Lordly Presence. Then, they all form an Alliance of Free Peoples. First turn totals: MP -- 18, movement -- 0. Well, it's not very likely, but it is possible. 

Just as Gil-galad and Elendil formed an Alliance which struck deep into Mordor, so does any Alliance of Free Peoples have vast and powerful repercussions. 



But even with the Eagles they were still outnumbered. In that last hour Beorn himself had appeared--no one knew how or from where. He came alone, and in bear's shape; and he seemed to have grown almost to giant-size in his wrath. 

The roar of his voice was like drums and guns; and he tossed wolves and goblins from his path like straws and feathers. He fell upon their rear, and broke like a clap of thunder through the ring. The dwarves were making a stand still about their lords upon a low rounded hill. Then Beorn stooped and lifted Thorin, who had fallen pierced with spears, and bore him out of fray. 

Swiftly he returned and his wrath was redoubled, so that nothing could withstand him, and no weapon seemed to bite upon him. He scattered the bodyguard, and pulled down Bolg himself and crushed him. Then dismay fell on the goblins and they fled in all directions. 

-Hob 

Beorn 

Ratings for Alliance of Free Peoples: 

Beorn 8
Saruman 6
Average 7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #786
Skies of Fire

The Middle Earth Card of the Day has regained its cruising speed. We would have loved to give you a preview of the upcoming Balrog expansion approximately now, but the release of the set has been delayed. According to ICE representative Bob Mohney, there has been a delay in printing the cards, and it will probably be mid-July before the set (finally) hits the market. If any of the gossip on the net is actually true, it will be a very hot set (How hot? Well, a Balrog isn't a Fire Demon for nothing). We hope to be able to give you real news about the set ASAP. So, instead of burning exhausts and breathtaking speed with Gothmog at the wheel, we have tipped the cruise control, and the upcoming weeks will be filled with the normal stuff: cards that have been around for a while. Today the weirdest environment card in the game. 

Skies of Fire - MELE - C - Minion Resource Permanent Event "Environment. When Skies of Fire is played, all hazard environment cards in play are immediately discarded, and all hazard environment effects are canceled. This card acts as Gates of Morning for interpreting hazards. Cannot be duplicated." Art by Pascal Yung 

One of the many cool things of MECCG is that there are a bunch of cards that depict the weather. It can be cloudy, or the skies are clear, it's foggy, and between night and morning there's a time of twilight. But, Middle Earth wouldn't be Middle Earth if the weather was an independent entity. Rain and Sunshine are at will. Sauron's will, if it's bad. 

All this was pretty clear when there was just one alignment in the game. The evil side of the environment was depicted in a number of hazards, the good parts were resources. Then, with the arrival of MELE, it became possible to actually be evil yourself. 

This created some environmental problems. Basically, what a minion needs is for things to be as dark as possible. And environment cards like Morgul Night do this in the best possible way. Thing is, they're hazards, not resources. So, do minions actually need environment resources? 

No, they don't, apart from the occasional Twilight, when an opponent decides to have some Dragons attack in the Withered Lands. 

Yet there does exist one minion resource environment card: Skies of Fire. Basically, SoF is the minion equivalent of Gates of Morning. It does exactly the same thing: hazard environments that are in play are discarded, and newly played hazard environments have less impact than before. 

But, the big difference is that having Gates of Morning in play means having access to some great other cards, like Clear Skies and Fifteen Birds in Five Firtrees. Gates plays an active, central role in some very good resource strategies. Skies of Fire, on the other hand, gets you nowhere. There is no Skies-based strategy. Skies of Fire basically just saves you from...uuuhhh...being better off? 

About the only time Skies can come in handy for a minion deck is when you're playing a wilderness-based strategy that doesn't use Doors of Night. A rare thing, but it can be done. But even then, Skies is just a secondary canceler, and will only make the draw if there are slots left after the Piercing All Shadows, Not Slay Needlessly's, Crept Along Cleverly's and Twilights have been inserted. 

In part, this can be attributed to the worldwide meta-game. Skies of Fire helps against roadblock, but it's the minions that block the heroes, not the other way around. 

Fallen-Wizards also have access to the Skies of Fire. But it will only come in when you think that three Twilights and two Gates won't be enough to stop your opponent's Doors-hazard strategy. And guess what? Balance Between Powers is a better card for such a deck. Now, BBP isn't nearly as bad a card as a lot of players think it is (if I recall correctly, the reigning World Champion won his title using a BBP-based strategy), but still. 

This, I think, is what being a really bad card means: there isn't a single goal in the game which can be achieved best by using that particular card. Skies of Fire is a really bad card. I guess it was meant to keep alive that well-known METW-struggle betweeen night and day. But the thing is, minions already have the night on their side. They're not interested in Sauron's interpretation of a sunny day. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Skies of Fire: 

Beorn 3
Saruman 5
Fram 2
Average 3.33 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #787
Durin's Folk

Durin's Folk - MEAS - C - Hazard Creature - 2* MP - 5@8/- 
keyable: W Bl
"Dwarves. Five strikes. Detainment and -2 prowess against hero companies. May also be played keyed to The Shire" 

One of the hottest cards of the MELE set was Chill Them With Fear. It gave +2 strikes and +2 prowess to all Elf, Dwarf, Dunadan and Hobbit attacks. Not only was Chill hot from the start (maybe Chili Them With Fear would have been a better name for it), but it also gave a hint of hot things to come. 
After all, Elf and Dunadan creatures were simultaneously introduced in MELE, but Hobbit and Dwarf attacks could only be found as automatic attacks or by using agents. 

Two expansions later, there is still no 12 strikes at 4 prowess Hobbit creature, but MEAS did bring two Dwarf creatures. One of them a clear winner, because of the awesome special ability, the other an expensive one with well-known stats. 

Durin's Folk is the expensive one. If defeated, it gives your minion opponent 2 MP's. Normally, creatures with more than one MP have a body stat, and at least a prowess in the double figures. All other creatures with the same stats (like Dunlending Raiders) are only worth one MP. 

There are reasons for the 2 instead of 1 MP. First of all, the only creatures in the entire game that are more easily playable are the weeniest of orcs. And they are nowhere near the awesome stats of no less than 5 (five) strikes with the incredible prowess of 8 (eight!). But seriously, having a 5@8 single wilderness creature with borderlands thrown in as a bonus for just 1 MP would be a bargain. The second reason is that Durin's Folk is one of the few small Free Peoples creatures that attacks covert companies normally, not as detainment. 

So 1 MP would have been too low, but 2 MP's still is a bit much. It hasn't done the Sons of Kings any good, and it looks like it isn't doing Durin's men..eeeehh...dwarves any good either. 

Because, as always, the question is: does it make it into the deck. Since Durin's Folk is not linked to other strategies (like the Dwarven Travelers to the Maiar), it only goes in well in a Free Peoples hazard strategy. My experience is that after including the mandatory three Elf-lords, some Elves Upon Errantry and some of the better Dunadan, there's always a slot or two left. 

Whether you want to spend those on Durin's folk is really up to you. It is one of those "twilight-creatures": certainly no high-flying game-winners, but no obscure collection-fillers either. Their place is in that last bit of deck construction, when "shall I keep that second Cave-drake or go for Durin's Folk?" is the most common type of question. 

And the most common answer will be: "depends if it's 5@8 or 7@10!". Chill Them makes the difference. As it always does. But in general, i guess more often than not, Durin's folk won't make it. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Durin's Folk: 

Beorn 4
Saruman 5
Fram 6
Average 5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #788
Aragorn Son of Arathorn

Today's card is one of the, surprisingly, most oft overlooked cards in the game: 

Aragorn Son of Arathorn 

Hero Resource :: Permanent-event :: r2 

Unique. Playable on Aragorn II if he is in the same company as the bearer of The One Ring. Anytime The One Ring or its bearer would normally be removed from play, you may choose to eliminate Aragorn II and all non-follower cards he controls. 

"I am Aragorn son of Arathorn; and if by life or death I can save you, I will." 

Art by Olivier Frot 

Tired of watching as all your rings are Rolled Down to the Sea? Sick of Frodo coming under The Will of the Ring? Is The Precious constantly calling for Boromir with its siren's song? Or how about when you suddenly learn your Hobbits have too much Tookish Blood in them? Or, your company is simply Alone and Unadvised? Well, then, search your collection, dust off all those old commons and uncommons, and heed the advice of Aragorn, rightful heir of the One Ring. 

For some reason, I've seen more players completely unaware of this card than any other, dumping it in with their commons and uncommons, noticing it only just before I manage to trade for a copy. And so I'm still without a copy, but that's not to say that I can't appreciate what this does for a One Ring deck; it gives it a fighting chance. With all the anti-One Ring strategies in the sideboard, Aragorn Son of Arathorn is almost an essential card for any One Ring deck that doesn't have a 4-Hobbit company. Of course, you want to keep your hazard limit at 2, and wandering about with a company consisting of 2 Hobbits and a guardian is a viable alternative. A company of Aragorn II, Bilbo and Fatty Bolger provides the essential Ranger, Sage and Scout skills for a good search-and-cancel One Ring charge, and whereas 4 Hobbits offer more characters to tap, Aragorn provides some muscle against small automatic attacks at Gladden Fields, Ost-in-Edhil, Dimrill Dale and the like. Plus, he's excellent bait if you draw your Wizard; send him running from place to place to draw cards, and you might even be able to catch a few kill MPs. But, now his use is invaluable, and his place in a One Ring deck is secured. And if anyone should have that place anchored beside Bilbo, Frodo and Sam, it should be Aragorn, who up until this card came out, was directed primarily toward his efforts in Gondor. Now, for those of us who read the books, that's all nice and peachy and stuff, but wasn't Aragorn the one who protected the Hobbits all the way from Bree to the Anduin River across from the Dead Marshes? Yet, this much of Aragorn remains untold in the game apart from this one card. But what a card it is! 

Essentially, it gives you a second chance. Should any hazard work its way through your defenses that would normally cause the elimination, discard, or return (to your hand) of the One Ring or its bearer, you may eliminate Aragorn (and all non-follower cards he controls) and say "Play on!" This isn't a very good strategy if you intend to win by MPs, since Aragorn II is worth 3 MP, his elimination has a stiff penalty of -3 MP, and he gets about as many cards under his control as anyone short of a Wizard. But this card isn't about that; it's a straight-out dunk-the-Ring sort of a card. This comes in especially handy against that cheesiest of all cheesy hoser cards: Rolled Down to the Sea. So you only have two rings in your hand as you approach Mount Doom? Well, Rolled Down to the Sea, Mouth of Sauron, Uvatha the Horseman, Mouth of Sauron, discarding Daelomin at Home or tapping Power Built by Waiting, and Rolled Down to the Sea will get rid of those 2 in the hand and still hose The One. All that against a company with a normal limit of 2. And while that may seem absurd, consider that Rolled Down to the Sea, Mouth of Sauron and Rolled Down to the Sea is a 3-hazard combo consisting of only 2 cards which WILL be saved against you as you run to Doom. But, take heart, brave souls! if you remember Aragorn's pact, he will save you by life or DEATH! Tossing Frodo out of the very same currents that would have take the Ring, Aragorn can help end Sauron's evil even as he meets his watery end. 

And, remember, Aragorn doesn't even have to be in the same company as the bearer of the Ring at the time he is eliminated. Like the story of (insert famous couple here), Aragorn will chase across all of Middle Earth to come to the Ringbearer's aid. Meanwhile, he can be safe from the greed that dictates that The Ring Will Have But One Master. 

The only problems with this card are the typical problems with Aragorn II specific cards: he is a very popular character and a more popular target for hazards. In a One Ring deck this means that you spend a slot on a card you hope to play on your third round draft pick (behind your Ringbearer and fellow Hobbit), and you have to be able to brave creatures and corruption alike with a character who has no help. All your cancellation must be saved for your Bearer's company, and rarely do you have space to bother putting in anti- corruption cards. And, again, the card's uniqueness means that you can have only one copy, increasing the odds that it will be buried somewhere beneath the Scroll of Isildur, One Ring and Gollum's Fate--never to see the light of day. 

But the positives vastly overwhelm the negatives in this case. This is a Power Card for One Ring decks and should merit consideration for any One Ring strategy. I'm simply flabbergasted that it hasn't appeared in more decks (I've only seen it played in one), and I can only think that it must be the art (Aragorn looks a little square-jawed and boxy, more like a figher than I would have envisioned, raising Narsil into a shard of light) that would have put people off of the scent of a good card. So, check again, and if you find a double, send it my way. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Aragorn Son of Arathorn: 

Beorn 10
Fram 8
Saruman 9
Average 9 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #789
Doeth (Durthak)

In today's review we examine the subtle differences between the typical orc ("Uggh! Maggot-for-brains, get to work or I'll beat you with my stick!") and the more educated orc ("Uggh! Maggot-for-brains, get to work or I'll carve your hide with my big, sharp sword!"). Today's wonderful and enlightening review is about an orc of the second sort, one of the most sagacious of all orcs (well, THE most sagacious since he is the only orc sage). That's right, folks! Today's review is all about Doeth (or is it Durthak?), orc sage and altogether strange guy... 

Doeth (Durthak) 

Minion :: Warrior/Sage Orc :: 1 MP :: 4/9 :: 4 Mind :: 0 DI :: Home Site: Any Dark-hold [D] :: r2 

Unique. Half-orc. Discard on a body check result of 9. 

Art by Scott M. Fischer 

Durthak (or is it Doeth?) is a nice little fellow for a minion deck. Smarter than the average orc, he can speak with Voices of Malice. That's his main advantage. He's the only orc sage in the game. So if you're playing orcs and want someone to use Voices of Malice (and don't have a Ringwraith sage or some sage under your Ringwraith's DI), he's the orc for you. But, though his main use will typically be to play Voices of Malice, Doeth (Durthak?) has some other interesting capabilities. 

For starters, he's a half-orc, so he can be covert with men (as the White Hand rules state, he just looks like a really--I do mean REALLY--ugly man) but still benefit from his immunity to the Lure of Nature. So, maybe he's good in a covert deck running around in the wilds. A couple of the nicer minion factions, the Dunlendings and Hillmen, are in heavily forested areas. There are some nice man sages, though, so it isn't quite as important to use Doeth in such a deck. The Grimburgoth and Elerina are the best man sages Sauron has working for him, but Pon Opar is another decent smart guy. Yet, Pon Opar is the cheapest of the three at 6 mind while The Grimburgoth and Elerina are both a costly 8 mind and aren't being used effectively if they're always tapped to play Voices of Malice. Other man sages are cheaper, but they have ridiculously low prowess and body--so low, in fact, that they're easy bait if they move at all. Durthak (Doeth?) fills in as a nice medium here; at 4 mind, he's not too expensive (and a mere 3 mind if you play A Strident Spawn in a Fallen-wizard deck), but he still has 4 prowess and 9 body (plus Warrior skill), making him a reasonably good fighter. 

Of course, as there are already a few very good man sages, Doeth (Durthak) will find himself most commonly placed in a deck with Orcs and Trolls. If I may so venture to guess, I'd even have to say that he is probably best suited to a squatter deck with The Lidless Eye. Without a RW in play, he can pop up at any Dark-hold and join another orc, sitting around, tapping for Voices of Malice or the occassional Great Bats or Blasting Fire. He can follow another orc like Shagrat or just about any Orc leader with a Whip. Easily beaten into submission, he's a nice MP who can tap for Voices of Malice (catching the theme yet?) and not cost an additional M/H phase like Nain or Ciryaher (other common sitting Sages) at Minas Morgul. The only alternative to Durthak (Doeth) in a pure Orc and Troll deck is the Lieutenant of Dol Guldur who, for 9 mind, is quite pricey for a spiteful ventriloquist, threatening linguist or plain mean talker. And, of course, it's not out of question to put both in the same deck and give yourself an option. 

Nonetheless, beside his obvious sage skill, I keep finding myself reflecting upon Doeth's (Durthak's?) half-orcness (half-orcishness, half-orcitude). It seems to me that if there were more half-orcs, they would be the greatest race in the game after Hobbits. Hobbits, of course, count as half a character when considering company sizes, have huge bodies, are immune to almost every sort of corruption, have corruption bonuses and all sorts of neat cards. But after them--after them, half-orcs are immune to Lure of Nature, can fit in either covert or overt decks, see their scouts counted as half-characters when considering company sizes, have some neat cards and can have all their minds reduced by 1 by the play of one simple little card, A Strident Spawn. Of course, to play A Strident Spawn you have to be one of the Fallen-wizards more inclined to complete and total degradation, either Saruman or Pallando. You also have to play Bad Company, probably as a starting stage resource, limiting your other options, but a half-orc deck can have a lot going for it. And their allegiance, through Isengard, with the Uruk-hai only strengthens them in a Fallen-wizard deck. The half-orcs can run amok with men or by themselves, gathering allies at Free and Border-holds without facing automatic attacks whilst their cousins, the Uruk-hai, delve into the Deep Mines, turn them into a Hold Rebuilt and Repaired and play Aiglos, Dragon-helm and Great Bats. The Uruk-hai's tough prowess and body should keep them fairly safe in the under-deeps (Ugluk and Lugdush are no slackers) while Saruman laughs at the deception his half-orcs play on the Free Peoples, especially when they recruit Ents to their cause--Leaflock, in particular, or Treebeard could follow Durthak (Doeth) to form a two-sage company. Then they could return to Isengard and join up with Saruman and Wormtongue and tell all sorts of wicked little stories so long as their voices weren't already hoarse. 

Okay, okay... So Doeth's (Durthak's) no great shakes, but he's a solid alternative to the very unthematic Nain or Ciryaher (whoever the heck he thinks he is). This is where I came from at the time of Dark Minions: I thought it was ridiculous that ICE made up so many characters, especially evil Elves, Dunedain and Dwarves; and I still find it ridiculous. So I look at Durthak (Doeth) and the Lieutenant of Dol Guldur as dark, solid characters who can fit into a strong, evil, thematically coherent deck. 

Beorn 

Reader Comments

Findegil: I agree with you on the evil Elves (which is a shame, given that the three of them make up something like half the characters with truly unique abilities). Evil Dwarves, while clashing somewhat with the Dwarves presented in LotR, aren't really that far-fetched, considering that according to the Silmarillion, in the battle of the Last Alliance of Gil-Galad and Elendil against Sauron "All living things were divided..., and some of every kind, even of beasts and birds, were found in either host, save the Elves only". As for evil Dunedain, they have always been present in Tolkien's works, in the form of the Black Númenoreans who "established their dwellings in Middle-earth during the years of Sauron's domination, and...worshipped him, being enamoured of evil knowledge" (of whom the Mouth of Sauron, as pointed out in a later review, was one, and who are present in the game as a minion Dunedain faction), and the descendants of the King's Party during the Kin-strife in Gondor. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #790
Erkenbrand

Rumor has it that the new Balrog expansion will finally be released on July 2nd. Don't count on it too much, though. Until we can inform you about such things as Sam's Elven Rope and the Balrog's Serpent form, the Card of the Day Team has slots to fill. Luckily, from the bottom of the Hero character-pool, someone cries for attention 

Erkenbrand - METW - F - Hero Character - Warrior Man - 1 MP - 4 mind - 2 DI - 5/6 p/b - home site: Edoras
"Unique. +2 direct influence against the Riders of Rohan faction."
Art by Angus McBride 

Erkenbrand was one of the most trusted allies of the King of the Rohirrim, Theoden. As defender of Helm's Deep, he is long thought lost when the forces of Saruman attack the Deep. But, just when hope turns to despair, his horn is heard and he enters the battlefield with the remainder of his army. In a way, this scene from the Lord of the Rings portrays him as one of the few "truly masculine" heroes of the tale; a fierce, charismatic man, prepared to defend his people by offering his own life. A cynic might say Sly Stone needed the cash. 

This is all fairly well reflected in Erkenbrand's stats. As a four-minder, he's one of Middle-Earth's middle men. His great assets are of course his 2 DI, which is very high for a 4-mind Man character, and his 5 prowess. All this is more than balanced, however by his very weak body. Wounded normally equals dead for Erkenbrand. Also, the absence of a second skill is not the best of pr-moves. These two drawbacks, just 6 body and 1 skill, have made Erkenbrand one of the more obscure hero characters. He has his uses, though. 

First of all, he is a good candidate for the "develop a character"-theme. The advantage of his stats is that he's is likely to stick around long enough to pump him up, while at the same time he can actually profit from some of the best pumpers to the max. And once he does carry Glamdring and a Hauberk, at 8/8 he's the perfect anchorman for a small group of daredevils. Go visit the holds of the Shadow, go track down that Lieutenant. 
Every player has his own favorite things in this game. Pumping up a relatively small character and performing heroic deeds with him certainly is one of mine. Erkenbrand is near perfect for it. 

Erkenbrand's second use comes in Rohan-centered theme decks. He's by far the best back-up for Theoden (at least way better than Theoden's double from the books, Eomer). With his 4 DI, influencing the Riders is a near certainty. And his homesite means you can use him to satisfy one of the conditions for the ultimate Rohan-card, Helm of Her Secrecy. But if you're going to use him in such a deck, he still needs his body to be enhanced. For doing this, the Great-shield of Rohan is the obvious choice. 

Unfortunately, these two specific strategies are about the only ones that can make use of Erkenbrands peculiar stats. If you just need a small-yet-fierce Warrior, take Boromir. If you need a 4-minder with DI, take Arinmir. You could say that in the game, Erkenbrand does the same things as in the books. Just when you think you'll never see him again, he pops up and does something heroic. "I'll be back". 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Erkenbrand: 

Fram 7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #791
The Lidless Eye

The Lidless Eye - MELE - R - Minion Resource Permanent Event
"Playable if your opponent is a Wizard and you have not revealed a Ringwraith. You are Sauron, not a Ringwraith. You may not reveal a Ringwraith or play Ringwraith followers. +7 to your general influence. You may keep one more card than normal in your hand. Once during each of your organization phases, you may: bring a resource or character from your sideboard into your play deck and shuffle or choose and discard a card from your hand to look at up to 5 random cards at once from your opponent's hand. Cannot be duplicated."
Art by Audrey Corman. 

The meshes of the Middle Earth Card of the Day are surprisingly large. Some of the biggest cards in the game keep slipping through. In a way, that's hardly surprising. 

Take, for instance, The Lidless Eye. It's the most sought after, and therefore most expensive, card in the entire game. Ever since the very first rumor of its existence was spread (way back when someone deducted that 9 Ringwraiths is one short of filling 5 fixed packs), it's been the topic of hot debate. Of course it wasn't the tenth fixed Ringwraith-like card, but despite the false assumption, the rumor became the truth. And whatever a simple CotD author may have to say on such a card, it will hardly be "new", or "original". Which is not what we're here for. But, in these times of eager Balrog anticipation (new snippets of "let's call it the" truth: Bolg will have 8 prowess, Azog 7, the Balrog itself is just 8/11, but wait until he gets his Fiery Whip, Umagaur and Buthrakaur will be Balrog-specific 9-mind Lieutenant-lookalikes), what's better to turn up the heat than an issue on the hottest card in the game? 

Since its actual release as the title card of the MELE expansion, The Lidless Eye has been a big hit. Its instant appeal was based on the three magic words in its textbox: You Are Sauron. I guess even if those words would have been followed by: ...and you instantly lose the game, everyone would still have played it. Once. Just for the feel of it. I Am Sauron! Go play with Halflings, old Maia fool! 

From a more serious playability point of view, when assessing the value of The Lidless Eye, the question of course is: is it better than a Ringwraith? 

Playing a Ringwraith means you get one very buff character for free, immune to corruption (especially a priceless asset when you need a Malicious Sage), and able to collect 3 MP's at Barad-dur just like that. 
Playing The Lidless Eye means your hand size increases, you get half a Mouth, one and a half Bade to Rule, and the eyesight of a masterspy (just watch out for Will Shaken). 

You could say the biggest advantage that The Lidless Eye can bring you is in pop-up decks. No need to fool around with We Have Come To Kill, you can bring every character into play at his homesite. *POP* Perchen does the Dunlendings. *POP* Tuma finds a Palantir. Sauron decks are the only non-moving decks that are really fun to play. If fun is the keyword, organize a bunch of scouts and let them steal the Ithil-stone from under Sauron's nose (not too difficult since he only has an eye, not a nose). Then they go present it to him, et voila, Sauron, trois points (apologies to all subscribers from the New World who have no idea what a Eurovision songcontest is). 

The big drawback that The Lidless Eye had, was that it was just that, and nothing else: no skill cards to use, no Unleashed card. 
Especially in the Sage and Cancel departments, this did make playing a Ringwraith instead of Sauron a viable option. This changed with the release of Against the Shadow. That set contained a few Sauron-specific cards. Although you'll still need a Sage running around if you're Sauron, canceling attacks and influencing factions is no big deal anymore. 

After the release of MEAS, The Lidless Eye beats any Ringwraith, not only in coolness, but also in playability. With one exception. Nothing can beat a Fell Riding Ringwraith spreading the Malady. 

But, the release of the Sauron-only cards created a problem at the same time it solved one. A lot of players do not have a copy of The Lidless Eye, but they do have a cupboard full of Great Eye et al., cards which are absolutely useless to them.
ICE have already announced that this problem will be dealt with in the upcoming Balrog expansion. Rumor has it that this will be in the shape of a card actually entitled "Sauron". If so, that card will probably be hotter than any card ever before in the game. But don't worry. Since Balrog is just a 100-card expansion, coming in boosterpacks that contain 2 rares, it will definitely be a lot easier to get a hold on than The Lidless Eye. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for The Lidless Eye: 

Saruman 9
Fram 8
Average 8.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #792
Trolls from the Mountains

For all you NetMETW players out there, if you'd like to annoy Ichabod some more, ask him if certain creatures could be played at any time during the game against any company, regardless of where it is or is going to. Which ones? Well, the ones keyable to the World Wide Web of course! 

Trolls from the Mountains - MEAS - C - Hazard Creature - 2 MP - 3@12/5 - keyable: WWW
"Trolls. Three strikes."
Art by Omar Rayyan 

Trolls have come a long way since the initial Wizards set. Back then Troll creatures mainly served as the big buff finishers of an Orc strategy. The Orcs themselves popped up everywhere, but were as easily slaughtered as they were played. Trolls were there to really kick in when the slaying party was tired of beheading Orcs. A Troll-only strategy was not an option, basically because it was impossible to put 12 Troll creatures in your deck, but also because their reach was far too limited. Trolls were for the shadowy and dark parts of Middle-Earth. 

This changed a bit with the two minion expansions. MELE introduced the Wild Trolls, a double wilderness creature. And in MEAS the Trolls from the Mountains came down. These two creatures have extended the Trolls' reach to the deep wilderness. 

Unfortunately, this has not resulted in a viable Troll-only startegy. Sure, there are now 12 Trolls available, and you'll probably be able to hurt your opponent once or twice, but the trolls simply don't work together well enough. The "classic" Trolls need at least shadowlands. So you'll need cards like Morgul Night for them. And that's a card that really puts the Trolls from the Mountains out of commission. The Mountaineers basically need Withered Lands. Basically, Morgul Night and Withered Lands are the two hazard environments with the largest conflict of interest. 

So the question remains: are the Trolls from the Mountains strong enough on their own. Well, three strikes at 12 prowess, with a body stat thrown in as well, is pretty impressive. A three wilderness requirement is tough, but not impossible to meet. Especially against starting hero or Fallen-Wizard companies, there is a fair chance of being able to play them. 

The competition for the Trolls of course comes from the Drakes. The wilderness specialists have a number of creatures at hand with stats comparable to those of the Trolls (like the Fire-drakes). And their big advantage is that their whole strategy is geared towards creating wilderness and delivering cruel blows there. The Trolls have the advantage of a body stat, the Drakes have one more prowess-point or an attacker-chooses ability. 

I'd say that if you're looking for one or a few deep (deeper) wilderness creatures to complement your hazard deck, the Trolls from the Mountains won't be your first pick. Some of the Drakes are better. 
Maybe the best way to use the Trolls is when you're actually running a Drake-deck. After a while, your opponent will probably know what to expect, and get out his Crept Along Cleverly's or Many Turns And Doublings or other lizard-tamers. The look on his face when you then respond with a Trolls from the Mountains should be priceless. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Trolls from the Mountains: 

Saruman 6
Fram 6
Average 6 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #793
The Stones (H/M)

The Stones - METW / MELE - R - Hero / Minion Site
region: Andrast
nearest Haven: Edhellond (H) / Geann-a-Lisch (M)
site path to nearest Haven: W - W (both H and M)
cards drawn: you draw 1, opponent draws 1
auto-attack: Pukel-creatures 2@9
playable: items (minor, major, greater) 

The Stones. A simple name for a brilliant site. Also a site that shows what a difference a small detail can make. For heroes, The Stones is one of the best sites, if not THE best site, in the game. The reasons why are obvious: it's a greater item site with an auto-attack that is negotiable. And most of all, it is a site which can be reached in one turn from three different Havens, and therefore from a plethora of other, non-Haven, sites. In fact the only kind of decks that come nowhere near The Stones are a Lorien-based northeastern deck, or a good old Angmar/Gundabad Indy deck. But if you're concentrating on the regions between Rivendell and the Grey Havens, or on Gondor, chances are that visiting The Stones is part of your plans. If there are such things as basic utility sites, The Stones is definitely in that category. 

Along comes the dark side of The Stones. The minion version is in exactly the same spot, with the same auto-attack, the same item-playability, even the same site path (which, by the way, is the only weak spot of The Stones. Being a double-wilderness R&L makes a visiting company vulnerable to basically everything that's nasty in the game. The 1998 edition of Arda's Rough Guide doesn't list The Stones as Itangast's Favorite Camp-site for nothing). 

Yet, despite the similarities, The Stones is a much less popular destination for minions than it is for heroes. The basic reason for that is of course that the only Darkhaven within striking distance is Geann-a-Lisch. Uhhrr..make that: there isn't a single Darkhaven anywhere near the place. Where the hero-Stones are right in the middle of the map, the minion-Stones are far away in the periphery. And apart from that, visiting a site which could make you face Itangast and an Elf-lord in one and the same turn isn't exactly an appealing prospect. And so, for minions, MECCG's version of Stonehenge has mostly remained unnoticed. 

Sites, especially rare sites, have always been somewhat underrated cards. But if you're just starting, or if you only want to trade for rares that are actually useful, make sure you get the hero version of The Stones. It will give you a site in hand if you're primary strategy isn't working too well, and it will give you the opportunity to speed up your deck. Menawhile, unless your Fallen-Wizard is interested in picking up the minion-Arkenstone or palantiri, forget about the minion version. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for The Stones 

Fram: hero 9, minion 5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #794
Wormtongue

The world of MECCG is still anxiously awaiting news and of course the actual release of the Balrog expansion. Just to remind you of what can happen when anticipation turns into reality, today a review of one of the most eagerly awaited cards in the game. Once it actually was released, all eagerness vanished in a puff of smoke. 

Wormtongue - MEDM - R - Minion Agent Character - 2 MP - Scout/Sage/Diplomat Man - 5 mind - 2 DI - 1/8 p/b
Home site: Edoras, Dunharrow, Isengard
"Unique. Agent. +4 direct influence against Riders of Rohan and any character or minion that has Edoras as a home site"
Art by John Monteleone 

One of the funny side effects of the birth of MECCG was that players began to make up their own cards. Soon the DIY-scene became dominated by the Big Three: The People That Were Still Missing. They were of course Sauron, Farmer Maggot, and Wormtongue. 

Wormtongue was the first of the three to actually be released. When it became known what Dark Minions would focus on, it was clear he would be in the set. Everyone got really excited. And then the spoilers were released. 

Wormtongue is one of the least useful agents. Especially his prowess and body stats are very weak. They equal Fatty Bolger's. 'Nuff said. He does have three skills: scout, sage and diplomat. Scout is mainly useless. Most scout-based agent-specific cards have to do with combat, and that's a piece of action that's better avoided with Wormtongue. As an agent, sage skill doesn't get you anywhere either. His only useful skill therefore is Diplomat. The best agent-specific cards need a diplomat agent (like Twisted Tales), and his basic DI and extra DI make him hard to beat when he's influencing away one of the Rohirrim. 

But, as nice as this may be, that's all there is. Outside of Rohan, he doesn't amount to much. And you're going to have to build a pretty large deck before a card that's only useful if your opponent happens to visit the Golden Hall of King Theoden makes it into the team. In other words, one of the most eagerly awaited cards in the game soon became one of the most disappointing cards in the game. 

Then, we could finally take a look at the card. And in a way the art is very fitting, because it's disappointing too. It's a fine piece of art in itself, but it just isn't Wormtongue. He basically looks like Butthead in his early twenties. A loser-nerd with a touch of cyberpunk. The art would have been more appropriate on a NetRunner or Jyhad card. It certainly shouldn't have been on a card in the #1 fantasy CCG that by self-proclamation depicts a "wisened figure of a man, with a pale wise face". 

These days, it's also possible to use Wormtongue as an acting servant of Sauron himself, or as a servant of one of the Fallen-Wizards. But his fate resembles that of Ciryaher, the magic-user. Great skills, could come in handy, but you just know that one successful strike is enough to finish him off. And being expendable is fine for one- and two-mind Dwarves, but not for 5-minders with vital skills. 

So, Wormtongue. When to use him? In a Fallen-Saruman theme deck, because the deck wouldn't be complete without him (and what the heck, let him bring in some Half-orcs), he could have his...uuhhhhrr....use kind of thingie. And if you're running a diplomat-agent strategy, put him in the sideboard just in case your opponent is trying the Cavalry-deck, so you can keep stealing away Shadowfax and Hama the Horseman, and one or two Noble Steeds.
In every other case, forget about him. Wormtongue. He's in the game. Oh joy. There is still a bit of hope, though: Wormtongue may be here, Grima as yet isn't. Maybe, just maybe.... 

So, let this be a lesson. What the Balrog will be like? Worthless bugger, probably. Azog. Just 7 prowess. Have you ever seen the Lieutenant of Dol Guldur survive from start to finish? So, what's the point of Azog, then. And that Elvish Rope will probably be abducted by aliens before it ever gets used in a game. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Wormtongue: 

Beorn 3 ("...and a disappointing 3 at that")
Fram 4
Average 3.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #795
Govern the Storms

Govern the Storms - MEWH - R - Minion Resource Short-event
"Magic. Sorcery. Cancel all hazard effects for the rest of the turn that: force a sorcery-using character's company to return to its site of origin or would tap its current or new site. Unless he is a Ringwraith, the sorcery using character makes a corruption check modified by -4"
Art by David Monette 

The infamous Roadblock hazard strategy has always been one of the major hazard strategies in the game. However, it took a second alignment to reveal the true power of the strategy. 

When minions came around, it soon became apparent that MP-gathering was just a bit slower than with heroes. And thus slow-down strategies became very popular in hero-busting minion-land. The best of those: roadblock. 

In fact the roadblock-strategy became so popular, that no less than three nearly identical blockbusters were released in the White Hand expansion. The funny thing is that two of those are actually minion resources, and only one a hero resource. 

The three cards mentioned are the hero resource Promptings of Wisdom and its exact minion counterpart, Piercing All Shadows. The third one is Govern the Storms. In normal circumstances, the first two are way better than Govern the Storms. They're permanent, require just a ranger, and have a negotiable 2 CP as their only drawback. Govern the Storms requires sorcery, is a one-off (so you need one every turn if you're really going against corruption), and you pay the price with a hefty corruption check at -4. 

So if you're a Fallen-Wizard or Minion, let an expendable ranger come along and make him (and in doing so his entire company) immune to the twists of Mother Nature. 

But, there's one option in which the magical weather trick beats the other two handily. That is of course when you're lone ridin' Ringwraith wants to eat some heroes, or get a big lizard on his scoreboard. You've firmly held your opponent down with a blast of snow, and now you're the one that freely moves through the same blizzard. Great fun! 

But, since the release of The White Hand the roadblock-strategy has lost some of its impact, and it's been a while since I've had one against me. Still, always put at least one of the three in your sideboard. It's the only defense you need to finish off the strategy. Normally it won't be Govern the Storms, but if you are the one doing the blocking, because you're not going anywhere for a while anyway, it might just be the best pick. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Govern the Storms: 

Beorn 2
Fram 6
Average 4 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #796
We Have Come To Kill

We Have Come To Kill - MELE - R - Minion Resource Short-event
"A character may be brought into play under general or direct influence at any Shadow-hold, Ruins & Lairs or Border-hold. This does not count towards the one character per turn limit"
Art by Omar Rayyan 

Among the new minion resources in the Lidless Eye expansion were a number of "new & improved" versions of old hero resources. One of those cards is We Have Come To Kill. Its hero counterpart is called A Chance Meeting, with the difference being that A Chance Meeting only allows for characters to be brought into play under direct influence. 

We Have Come To Kill therefore is a much better card than A Chance Meeting. But the simple addition of " general or" makes the card a lot more complicated as well. More precisely, it makes the card vulnerable to abuse. How about bringing in a character at his home site at the start of the site-phase instead of the organization phase, without other characters being present at the site? WHCTK seems to make this possible, but it has been ruled that this is illegal. How about bringing in a character that you do not have the influence to control for? Nevermind, influence isn't checked until the next organisation phase? Nope. This card does check the available influence, so you have to be able to control the character you bring into play. 

There are still some nice possibilities for this card though. For instance, Shamas is at his home-site of Dunnish Clan-hold. He faces the auto-attack, gets tapped, no chance of influencing the Dunlendings this turn. Out comes Perchen, because of WHCTK, and he gets the Dunlendings behind him. This same joke also works at more dangerous sites in more dangerous situations. It can even become slightly silly. A single Orc-Sniffler can face the most dreadful auto-attacks, and as long as he survives the body check, he can then bring into play any Lieutenant, who in turn can then score a nice item. 

This basically is what makes the minion version better than the hero version, A Chance Meeting. With A Chance Meeting, you needed either a Wizard's DI, or you could only use it on relatively small characters. Which meant that it didn't get around that annoying restriction in the playability of new characters once your Wizard is in play. The minion version has no trouble getting around. And given the relative immobility of Ringwraiths, that's a good thing. As long as your GI is there, you can bring into play everyone nearly everywhere. 

In my perception, by far the best implication is that this card protects your big characters that need some buffing up before they are ready to rock. Let the expendable Snifflers or Veterans do the traveling and the facing, and only bring out the Big One when that Axe or Thong is actually in your hand. Let the Elf-lords chase the small, and let the leaders come out when everything's safe. It's a chicken-approach, but that's the way it works in minion-land. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for We Have Come To Kill: 

Beorn 5
Fram 8
Sly Southerner 8
Average 7 

Reader Comments

Findegil: It also lets you play agents easily, rather than at out-of-the-way (or discarded) homesites. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #797
The Under-galleries (H/M)

Hero version: 

The Under-galleries :: Dark-hold [D] :: Under-deeps :: MP 3 Miscellaneous
Draws: player 1 opponent 4
Adjacent Sites: Any site in Udun (0), The Under-courts (4), The Sulfur-deeps (8)
Playable: Items (minor, major, greater)
Automatic-attacks (2):
(1st) Trolls--4 strikes with 9 prowess
(2nd) Opponent may play as an automatic-attack one non-unique hazard creature from his hand normally keyed to Shadow-holds [S].
Special: Stolen Knowledge. When Under-galleries would be placed in your discard pile, place it in your marshalling points pile instead for 3 marshalling points--this card is considered stored. 



Minion version: 

The Under-galleries :: Dark-hold [D] :: Under-deeps
Draws: player 2 opponent 2
Adjacent Sites: Udun (0), Under-courts (4), Sulfur-deeps (7)
Playable: Information, Items (minor)
Automatic-attacks: Trolls--4 strikes with 10 prowess 



With absolutely nothing playable at the minion version of the Under-galleries that isn't better played elsewhere (for instance, without a Troll automatic attack of 4 strikes with 10 prowess--which, for those who do their math, amounts to 7 strikes with 12 prowess when Redoubled Force enters play. And it's not detainment. It's enough to make the Lieutenants shudder.), it has to be one of the most useless sites in the game. The only possible use for the minion Under-galleries is to send down a squatter company that hasn't yet found a faction at Cirith Gorgor after they find out there are some Great Secrets Buried There. Yes, and if they find them, they have unlocked one of the greater secrets in the game, discovering a use to a fairly useless card. Be sure, though, to pack an Orc Quarrels for the automatic-attack. 

The hero version of The Under-galleries, however, is not the least useful of sites, but it is one of the oddest since it gives a player 3 miscellan eous MP just for tapping it (yes, you have to play something there, not just visit it). And you can go there from any site in Udun! Wow! Okay, so there's only one real site in Udun, Cirith Gorgor, which isn't necessarily the prettiest site. Two automatic-attacks (Orcs 5@8, Trolls 2@10) stand between your company and a greater item. Of course, (here is one of the oddest combos in the game comes into play) you can head down to the Under-galleries from Morannon (!) so long as you have company size less than three that contains a scout--a typical company composition for the increasingly prevalent Hobbit Under-deeps decks. Since you're not likely to tap Cirith Gorgor to play an item, unless you have a really buff company or several cancellation cards, you might as well head over to Morannon on your way down. Then you stop at the Under-galleries, play 2 greater items (or Aiglos and the Dragon-helm) and collect 3 MP when you leave. It makes for a very nice turn, but quite slow and out of the way unless you have plenty of Under-deeps cards in your deck. A straight Under-deeps deck without a company above ground is a bad idea in all cases; the draws are pathetic. However, an Under-deeps deck coupled with either Radagast or Alatar above ground (both have draw bonuses) can work quite well. Great Secrets Buried There should be used as a resource to help find items. Secret Ways is a necessary card to ensure that your companies move each turn, and some Dwarven Light-stones or Noldo-lanterns help, too. 

At the point your deck shifts from including The Under-galleries as a side agenda, gathering a bunch of MP in one big turn that takes 3 or more turns to build, to including The Under-galleries as another stop along your underground highway, The Under-galleries shift from being a neat site to being a good one (mind you, this is the hero version only; the minion version is never good). Then, when you're already bopping about from Iron-deeps to Under-gates to Sulfur-deeps to Under-galleries, 3 MP for just doing what you're already doing is a huge bonus. Unfortunately, it's still out of the way (being sort of the last stop on the road) and requires that you tap the site (while lots of nasty stuff can be played on your spelunking company). 

Beorn 

Ratings for The Under-galleries (hero / minion): 

Beorn 7/0
Fram 7/not rated
Average 7/0 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #798
Mithril

Mithril, it's the most precious metal in Middle Earth, often imbued with magic as it is shaped into weapons, armor and jewelry. It sings a siren song to all Dwarves. They risk war and death to mine it. It's the reason Moria's such a swinging vista. 



Mithril :: Hero Resource :: Special Item :: 3 (7) MP :: 3 CP 

Unique. Playable with a Sage or a Dwarf only during the site phase at The Under-gates if you have a stored Vein of Arda. Sage or Dwarf may not untap until Mithril is stored at a Haven [H]. Mithril is worth 7 marshalling points when stored. During any organization phase in which you store Mithril, you may immediately tap a character in the same company and play with him a non-unique, non-special weapon, armor, shield, or helmet from your hand or discard pile. When Mithril is stored, each Dwarf in play must immediately make a corruption check modified by -3. 



Mithril is, perhaps, the one mini-quest from the Dark Minions set that can be completed in a competitive one-deck game. In a two-deck game, it's actually quite easy, and there are several ways to go about playing it. Obviously, as it requires either a Sage or a Dwarf, you need to have a Sage or Dwarf who can play the card. Sages tend to be weak, except among the Elves (93Those greedy Elves, how they would love to get their hands upon the Mithril beneath Moria!94 --The Dwarves), while Dwarves, apart from the higher-mind Dwarves, suffer from corruption penalties ("Why won't they share?" --The Elves). And the corruption check for all Dwarves in play modified by -3 when Mithril is stored is nothing to sneer at. Indeed, it's something to fear (or plan). So, you have it two ways: 1) play with Sages, preferable Elves like Glorfindel or Elrond, or 2) play with Dwarves, preferably the high-minded Dwarves that don't have drooling problems at the mere mention of everyone's favorite mineral. 

To start, you need to collect and store a Vein of Arda. Conveniently enough, this is a permanent-event worth 2 MP that also requires a Sage or Dwarf. So, taking your company into the Under-deeps, you can tap 2 characters for greater items and a Sage or Dwarf for Vein of Arda. In a pure Under-deeps strategy you may as well play To the Uttermost Foundations on your company during its organization phase, head over to another Under-deeps site and collect another item or two before you surface. Fortunately Vein of Arda gives no corruption points, so you can safely transfer a weapon or armor to your tapped Sage or Dwarf, to free up other characters to receive the new items. Keep in mind at this point: The Under-gates is sort of the hub of the Under-deeps. It is connected to 4 other Under-deep sites and is in-between a bunch of the most useful ones, unlike The Under-leas and The Sulfur-deeps which are also connected to 4 other Under-deep sites. And The Under-gates are, of course, where you later need to end up in order to play Mithril. So, don't tap it early. Go first to a site like The Iron-deeps and tunnel over to The Under-leas. Then, go to Lorien, store everything, and head to Moria and down to The Under-gates to play Mithril. It should be easy enough to get Mithril into your hand; it's a special item which means that it can't be stored under Great Secrets Buried There, but you can search for it with Far Sight. Once you play it, sing a little song or do a little dance or something. And, above all, keep it in your company! Don't let all your characters get wounded or corrupted or Called Home. This is one item that MUST make it back to the Haven. 

Finally, Mithril brings in its last trick. It will be stored. 4 MP and 3 CP say it will. It's too many CP to carry around, and worth 4 more MP once you store it. Thus, you have to consider what will happen during the organization phase. It's a lovely card to store if you have those Hauberks of Bright Mail or Valiant Swords (no clause against hoard items) in your deck or discard pile (it might even be worth tapping your Wizard to discard an item or two from your sideboard). Next, comes the corruption check at -3 for all Dwarves in play. They don't really want to fight Smaug; they want to stare at the lovely metal. It's a fight to keep them on task at this moment. If you're playing with Dwarves, be certain to keep their corruption points down before you store Mithril, and it wouldn't hurt to have a Fellowship or three on their company. If you're playing Elves, it might not be a bad idea to play a corruption strategy in case your opponent has a Dwarf or two worth any MPs. The greedy buggers could be finished off by your success. 

While it obviously demands an Under-deep heavy strategy (if not a pure one) and suggests one of two possible company compositions, Mithril is an extremely complex card that centers a strategy and unifies the possible variations. Though it requires a lot, in terms of deck building and game play, at 7 MP, Mithril is definitely worth the effort. 

Ratings for Mithril: 

Beorn 8
Fram 7
Average 7.5 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #799
Wizard's Myrmidon

Myrmidon: (n) one who is unquestioning and unscrupulous in executing the orders of a superior. 



Wizard's Myrmidon 

Fallen-wizard Resource :: Permanent-event :: +1 DI :: 1 SP 

Playable on one of your non-Fallen-wizard characters. +1 to his direct influence. The character requires 3 points of influence to control and may only be controlled by general influence or a Fallen-wizard. Cannot be duplicated by a given player. 



Wizard's Myrmidon is no great big deal, but it's a nice card. Each Fallen-wizard has a buddy card with a similar effect (though Radagast has his Big Black Bird) that is easily better for that Fallen-wizard, yet Wizard's Myrmidon is not to be overlooked. Beyond its simple and straight-foward impact upon the play of the game, it has deeper uses in the meta-game of a Fallen-wizard deck. 

First, Wizard's Myrmidon transforms a normal (though not overly bright or cautious) character into a super-lackey with a bonus of +1 DI and (hopefully, if you use the card correctly) reduced influence to control. For all you people who normally tie your influence checks, this is the card that gives you that final push over the edge. Plus, for all you people who can't roll high to keep your characters from running home when they're called or from letting all your factions disperse, this card (properly used) frees up another 2 general influence. And, though, it's not as powerful as the Fallen-wizard-specific follower cards, Wizard's Myrmidon is non-unique (so any player can use it) and can be played in conjunction with a FW-specific follower card on separate characters (free up 5 or 6 GI) or on the same character (Frodo, Gandalf's Friend, suddenly has as much DI as Elrond, for only 1 influence point against GI). Furthermore, Wizard's Myrmidon (our super-lackey) has an edge upon Thralls of the Voice (just plain obedient dupes) because the mind stat is not actually reduced--for purposes of defense against Running Wizards or Neeker-breekers. 

Wizard's Myrmidon's best attribute, however, may be its disposability. While it is, indeed, a nice card, it's nothing terribly great, and if you can keep enough GI free, this is your first defense against Echoes of the Song or Will You Not Come Down? This is the purpose that is most specifically suited to Wizard's Myrmidon. Other stage resources may have greater importance later in the game or may be parts of combinations, but Wizard's Myrmidon is one single stage point for a simple, loner of a card. It can come and go. It has a use while in play, but once it leaves, no one will shed a tear for it. Having disposable stage resources is advisable in the Fallen-wizard meta-game as so many anti-FW cards target high stage points, hoping to get at those important stage cards like Legacy of Smiths which boost your MP total. So, if you plan to raise your stage points above 3 (thus leaving yourself vulnerable to Echoes of the Song; and, remember, Legacy of Smiths is 4 stage points itself), it's good to have enough stage cards to toss away as your opponent draws Echoes. A hand full of Echoes of the Song and recyclers can tear down everything a Fallen-wizard player has built. Meanwhile, it grants flexibility for the starting 3 stage card s (as it's not unique it can be combined with a more powerful FW-specific card) and doesn't add too much to the SP total, reducing the dangers of Cruel Claw Perceived, Inner Rot and Mask Torn. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Wizard's Myrmidon: 

Beorn 8
Fram 4
Average 6 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Um, you can't recycle Echoes of the Song. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #801
Powers against the Shadow

The Middle Earth Card of the Day has been close to dormant for the last few weeks. In fact we have been and still are anxiously awaiting the new Balrog expansion, and this has somewhat diminished our desire to reflect on cards that we all know. Still, it is our duty to keep this thing going, and So It Shall Be. To more or less keep the focus on the Coming of the Fire Demon, this week will feature some cards that may be playing a different role than before in a few weeks time. Today: 

Powers against the Shadow - MEAS - C - Hero Resource Short-event
"Playable during the opponent's site phase on a company being attacked by a minion company. All heroes receive +3 prowess until the end of turn. Cannot be duplicated on a given company"
Art by Rebecca Guay 

The aim of the MEAS expansion was to make hero vs. minion play worthwile. One of the mechanisms introduced to achieve this, was Company versus Company Combat (CvCC). 

Under normal circumstances, minions have the advantage when opponents go head-on. most of the time, CvCC is initiated by a buff overt company, and the bigger Orcs tend to have better prowess stats than the average hero character. 

A card that tries to deal with this is Powers Against the Shadow. The card is based on an assumption that is more or less correct: 

CvCC is normally initiated by a minion company, and will therefore happen during the minon-player's site phase. Thus, PAtS is only playable during the opponent's site phase. This is a bit of a shame, and is the primary reason why this is a sideboard-card and not a card for your playdeck. 

Because whether or not you will need this card totally depends on your opponent. It is his choice to attack or not to attack, and as yet the game presents hardly any opportunities to dare him to attack you. 

So the main thing with PAtS is timing-tactics. Unless you're running an all-out cancel strategy, you should be prepared to enhance your characters' prowess for the purpose of possible CvCC. The only thing is: when? Given the fact that this card normally has to come out of the sideboard, you've got to get your timing right. Fortunately, you know exactly where your opponent is, and barring multiple m/h-phases, you'll know how close he can get within a turn. So get it right, and maybe you'll be able to surprise a Lieutenant. Three prowess points do shift the odds dramatically. 

With the coming of The Balrog and his alleged preference for direct assault, life for unsuspecting heroes will get tougher, and CvCC-linked cards like PAtS will become more important. Remember this card when all your friends are following the latest hype and are trying to kick your sorry hero-ass. 

As a final aside, PAtS is a card in a small subclass. There aren't too many cards in this game that are more of tactical than strategical importance. A few more wouldn't hurt the game. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Powers Against the Shadow: 

Saruman 6
Fram 6
Average 6 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #802
Lesser Spiders

A type of creature that might benefit from the coming of the Balrog, is Spiders. 

Lesser Spiders - METD/MELE - C - Hazard Creature - 1 MP - 4@7/-
Playable: W - S - r&l
"Spiders. Four strikes"
Art by Heather Hudson (TD)/Quinton Hoover (LE) 

The Lesser Spiders are the smallest Spider creature in the game. That's not too difficult, since the whole Spider-range consists of just four creatures. And two of those are big uniques. For such a small class of creatures, Spiders have a surprising number of enhancers. With Shelob, Spider of the Morlat, Wake of War and Full of Froth and Rage in play, even the Lesser Spiders become 7@11/-. And such stats are inviting if you're planning on a little cocooning. Cocooning your opponent's characters, that is. Flies and Spiders is a capturing-card which could definitely be successful. as long as the Spiders are enhanced. 

Even in the context of another hazard deck than Wolves and Spiders, the Lesser Spiders could play a part. Although 4@7 isn't impressive in itself, the single Wilderness requirement makes them excellent openers for other, more deadly attacks. Because often the first creature isn't the one that must score, it's the one that must take out the canceler, or tap a few characters. And the four strikes of these Spiders make them excellently fit to do so. For such a versatile creature, those stats aren't even too bad. 

Lesser Spiders is an example of an often overlooked type of card. Thirty Generals don't win a war by themselves, they need puppets to sacrifice themselves, and break the enemy's resistance. Lesser Spiders make for perfect puppets. They'll even weave their own strings. 

As rumour has it, one of the options for the Balrog will be to unearth some more of Ungoliant's foul breed. So we could see some more Spider enhancement in the game yet. If so, the times of Dark Minions Undead might relive in the Spiders. The Lesser Spiders will definitely be there. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Lesser Spiders: 

Beorn 7
Saruman 7
Fram 7 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #803
Quickbeam

The upcoming Balrog expansion is still miles away. It hasn't even arrived at Carta Mundi. The reason for all this is that ICE are not sure in what format they will release the set. The choice is between the well-known booster-format and a more Challenge Deck-like format. If the second option is chosen, it will mean that METB will be distributed in two different packs, both containing a pre-constructed deck (with some MELE cards thrown in to make it playable), and a fixed pack of new Balrog cards. If you want to know more about all this, there's a vivid discussion going on at the METW mailing list. If you don't feel like subscribing, go to www.reference.com, and search for Balrog. you'll be able to follow the thread there as well. Meanwhile, the Card of the Day has to go on. Today, Tolkien's version of Loial the Ogier. Or was it the other way around? 

Quickbeam - METW - U - Hero Ally - 2 MP - 3 mind - 6/9 p/b
"Unique. Playable at Wellinghall. May not be attacked by automatic-attacks or hazards keyed to his site."
Art by Gail McIntosh 

Allies are an interesting type of card. They're one of the four MP-sources that can provide double points when your opponent is without them, and they can be very useful in an active way during the game. 

Quickbeam is arguably the best of the hero allies. No movement restriction, 2 MP's, the same battle stats as certified fighters like Celeborn, Aragorn , all the Wizards and the better Orcs, and playable at a safe place, Wellinghall. Only Tom Bombadil has better battle stats, and is worth more MP's. 

He certainly is the best of the four Ent allies. Although his hastiness has cost him in terms of prowess and body, it has made him a much liked travel partner. 

It's his desire to roam that has really made him so popular. He's the only Ent that can be brought into play with Here, There or Yonder at any ruin you like, and for the same reason he's one of the few allies that doesn't impose restrictions on the type of deck you're running. This may be is his best quality: hardly ever is your deck based on gathering specific allies, and because you don't ewant your opponent to double his ally-points, you'll need one. And normally, it will be Quickbeam. 

His home-site is never more than two turns away, providing the flexibility for when he finally pops up in your hand. Only Noble Hound is better. 

In fact Quickbeam is a metaphore for the human race; he's second best at everything, making him by far the best overall (you think this is weird? Wait 'til I'm completely drunk instead of slightly tipsy). 

There's just one thing that is really annoying as far as Quickbeam is concerned. He has also become the most popular ally for Fallen-Wizards. And that's just something you wouldn't expect from that likeable, hasty giant from the Lord of the Rings. But it is true. Scarce are the Fallen-Gandalf or -Radagast decks that do without Quickbeam. 

But that's the only negative thing you could say about Quickbeam. like Durin's Axe, Orcrist and Glorfindel, he's become one of those cards where the word "unique" is the most important word on the card. With Quickbeam, it's a "first come, first serve" affair. The advice is simple: get him while you can. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Quickbeam: 

Beorn 9
Saruman 8
Fram 9
Average 8.67 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #804
The Border-watch

I guess it's unavoidable that some nationalism will creep into this review, having just seen my national team beat Argentina in the Soccer World Cup quarter-final. Since nationalism is about borders, let's make this issue an appropriate one. 

The Border-watch - MEAS - C - Hazard creature - 1* MP - 5@7/-
keyable: F - B - f - b 
"Men. Five strikes (two strikes and detainment against hero companies").
Art by John Monteleone 

In MECCG, there is only one race of hazard creatures that fights for both sides. That is of course the human race, the Second Children of Iluvatar, or simply Men. Some of them are downright evil, like the ever-dreaded Assassin, some of them go wherever the Power is, like the Sellswords Between Charters, and some of them are still faithful to the cause of the Free Peoples, like the Border-watch. 

This does, however, present some difficulties in the simulation department. Given the not too impressive stats of the Border-watch, you'll be looking for some enhancement. There are some Men enhancers, but they're all geared towards the evil Men. Rank Upon Rank (+1 strike, +1 prowess), could be justified as a way to increase the Border-watch's presence. After all, the good guys sometimes get their strength from numbers too. But using Scimitars of Steel (only playable if you discard a Nazgul permanent event) really is a bridge too far. Admittedly, many players won't care, but for everyone who's in this game out of love for Tolkien's legacy, it just won't do. 

Besides, if you take a more pragmatic view, Men enhancement is not something you will incorporate in your anti-minion deck normally. 

And this makes the Border-watch a rather unimpressive creature. Being playable in the homelands of the free peoples, they also have a number of other creatures to contend with for a place in the deck. Both the Dunedain and Elves have some strong claims with the Sons of Kings (although expensive when defeated) and the Elves Upon Errantry. And they have the big advantage of being backed by the Lethal Fridge, Chill Them With Fear. 

The one good thing about the Border-watch is that they do not question covert companies, but just hack away at them. However, since the same applies to their closest rivals, the aforementioned Elves and Princes, it's not enough to give them that much-desired slot. 

And therefore, the Border-watch is a creature you'll very rarely see pop up in a deck. 
Maybe the only deck that could make good use of them, is the one that wants cards like Left Behind or Pierced By Many Wounds to do the damage. It's a fun deck to build, but it's hard to make effective, and I wouldn't advise you to take it to a tournament. But, if you're one of those players that wants to have used every single card at least once and you've arrived at the B for Border-watch, try that one. If it works, you'll have a great fisherman's tale to tell. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for The Border-watch: 

Beorn 3
Saruman 6
Fram 4
Average 4.33 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #805
The Balrog (Preview)

Finally, there is some news from the Balrog expansion. Our own CIA (CotD Intelligence Agent) Jason "Saruman" Klank has managed to get a copy of a spoiler-listing for the upcoming set. However, this spoiler list is clearly old (he himself thinks it's dated early March), and might not be too accurate. But of course we couldn't let an opportunity like this go by just like that. 

So today a first look at actual cards from the expansion, as they might be. I'll focus on the characters from the set. First and foremost among them is of course our little arsonist himself: The Balrog. Here are his stats, as given in this spoilerlist: 

The Balrog
Warrior/Ranger Balrog
DI: 6, P/B: 8/11
Home Sites: The Under-gates
Unique. Manifestation of Balrog of Moria
Discard all other manifestations of Balrog of Moria when this card comes into play. +3 to the roll for his company to move between adjacent Under-deeps sites. +4 direct influence against the Orcs of Moria faction. The Balrog's prowess is modified by +2 when tapping to face a strike. He may not have any followers and may only use Under-deeps movement. 

So, what could be right and what could be wrong? First of all, I'm not sure about this card's title. After all, there is already a card named The Balrog, the ally from MEAS. His skills make sense, 8/11 p/b seems a bit less than expected, but these stats have been mentioned by other sources as well. From a simulation perspective, the bonus vs. the Orcs of Moria is appropriate, and combined with his 6 DI which he otherwise can't use, they can be influenced automatically by him. Given his movement restrictions and his DI, The Balrog, or whatever his name will be, will be a powerful influencer of Orc factions in the Misty Mountains (like the Orcs of Gundabad and the Goblins of Goblin-gate) and, of course, when tapping to face a a strike he will be at 10 prowess, enough to beat nearly everything thrown at him. 
His restriction on having any followers implies that he is allowed to be in a company with other characters (Orc and Troll only, doubtlessly). There is no mention of GI, so let's assume it's the normal 20. 

There will also be other characters in the set, the most promising of which are the four Balrog-specific leaders: Umagaur, Buthrakaur, Azog and Bolg. Here are their stats: 

Umaguar
Warrior/Diplomat/Sage Troll
MP's: 3, Mind: 9, DI: 2, P/B: 7/9
Home Sites: Moria, The Under-gates
Unique. Balrog specific. Leader. Manifestation of Umaguar the Pale Discard on a body check of 9. +2 direct influence against Trolls, Orcs, Troll factions, and Orc factions. +3 direct influence against Balrog specific characters. 

Umagaur's stats seem reasonable. Just like the Lieutenant of Dol Guldur, the Sage skill has cost him one prowess point. Compared to the Lieutenants, his combined DI is 4 instead of 5 against Orcs and Trolls, but he has an extra influence modifier against other Balrog specific characters. The rest is fairly straightforward Lieutenant-stuff, and is probably right. Given the stats of the other Balrog-specific Leaders (see below), Umagaur will be a big hit. 

Buthrakaur
Warrior/Scout/Ranger Troll
MP's: 3, Mind: 9, DI: 0, P/B: 8/9
Home Sites: Moria, The Under-gates
Unique. Balrog specific. Leader. Manifestation of Burthrakaur the Green. Discard on a body check of 9. +3 diect influence against Trolls, Orcs, Troll factions, and Orc factions. +3 direct influence against Balrog specific characters. 

At first sight a genuine Lieutenant, but his DI is low. This might be a mistake in this old spoiler list. With these stats, Buthrakaur would be much less popular than Umagaur. 

Azog
Warrior/Diplomat Orc
MP's: 2, Mind: 7, DI: 1, P/B: 7/8
Home Sites: Moria, The Under-gates
Unique. Balrog specific. Leader.
Discard on a body check of 9 [sic]. +2 direct influence against Orcs and Orc factions. +2 direct influence against Balrog specific characters. 

Bolg
Warrior/Ranger Orc
MP's: 2, Mind: 7, DI: 0, P/B: 8/8
Home Sites: Moria, The Under-gates
Unique. Balrog specific. Leader.
Discard on a body check of 9 [sic]. +2 direct influence against Orcs and Orc factions. +2 direct influence against Balrog specific characters. 

The most interesting thing about Azog and Bolg is their mind stat: 7. Combined with Umagaur's total DI versus Balrog specific Orc characters, this would mean you could have a fearsome company of Umagaur plus Azog or Bolg. True, that would make two leaders, Orders >From Lugburz will most probably not be available to the Balrog, but, there will be a "Balrog-specific" version of OFL in the set, or so I'm told. I guess that this would make a very popular company. The discard number for body checks will probably be down to 8 in the final version, for consistency's sake. 

Apart from these four leaders, there are three more small characters of the cannon fodder type in the set, so far just labeled Orc #1, Orc #2 and Troll #1. 

The entire spoiler list will be put up on www.mysticalgames.com in the next few days, and the Card of the Day will keep on reporting. For now, this is all there is to say. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #806
Anduin River

Lookee, folks, it's one of them mysterious Card of the Day things. Never thunk it, eh? Thought they were gone fer sure, eh? Well, here's one--just to disrupt your peace of mind... 



Anduin River 

Hero Resource :: Short-event 

Playable at the end of the organization phase on a company containing a ranger. If the company uses region cards for its site path, tap the ranger to move as if the following pairs of regions were adjacent: Rohan and Dagorlad, Anorien and Dagorlad, Anorien and Ithilien, Lebennin and Ithilien, Lebennin and Harondor. Otherwise, if the site moved to is in one of the regions listed above, the hazard limit is reduced by two (to a minimum of two). Cannot be duplicated on a given company. 



This has to be one of the most useless cards in the game. Even if you manage to use it in your deck, the effects are still somewhat counteractive. To be most useful, it requires that: a) your company's movement depends upon a card that makes otherwise non-adjacent regions an adjacent pair of regions, or b) that you have a company size of greater than 3, among which is a ranger who will tap to reduce the hazard limit by 2 to a minimum of 2. In the first case, Anduin River takes up 1 to 3 of your precious resource slots (I'd suggest 2 to 3, if you actually plan to draw it at a useful time) only to allow you to do something like move from Wellinghall or Isengard to the Dead Marshes (in Dagorlad), something that can also be done by discarding Cram during your organization phase to throw in an extra region. And, here, also, we see the most redundant effect of any card in MECCG: Anduin River lets you move from Anorien to Ithilien AS THOUGH THEY WERE ADJACENT!!! Well, let me tell you something: they are adjacent! That's absolutely the silliest reason in the world to play a card, to make adjacent two regions that were already adjacent. At least, Rohan and Dagorlad are separate by the Anduin, as are the other pairs listed. But if you plan to spend your time crossing back and forth over the Anduin, you might want to reconsider your resource strategy. Movement from site to site shouldn't require support cards. It should be done quickly, with something playable at a new site every turn. Really, the only turn on which it is forgiveable to not have a resource playable is the first turn--in case your Hero deck is based around Lorien or Edhellond, rather than Rivendell or the Grey Havens. Otherwise, your deck is not compact and efficient enough. Furthermore, you have to tap a ranger to do so. For those unfamiliar with the game, the object of playing hazards is often to tap your opponent's characters in order to slow down their accumulation of marshalling points (heretofore referred to as MPs). Well, what's the sense of playing a resource (good for you) in order to allow your opponent 2 fewer chances to tap that all-important ranger of yours? Similar cards--Belegaer, Forod and Harad--not only allow for strange and distant travels but lower the hazard limit against you by 2 to a minimum of 2 WITHOUT TAPPING A RANGER. Pardon the capitalization there, but has anyone ever heard of River? Enchanted Stream? Adunaphel? It's GOOD to have rangers to tap. Tapped rangers are bad. Untapped rangers, good. 

So, there is always the second use, a pale mimicry of the better half of Belegaer, Forod and Harad: Anduin River may be played (not in addition to its other effect) to another effect, reducing the hazard limit by 2 to a minimum of 2. Reducing the hazard limit is always good. As a resource player, you don't want to see your opponent's hazards multiply and combine and assail you at unparalleled strength. You want to see your company slip quietly past the watchful minions of Sauron and long-forgotten spawn of Morgoth. So, if you can keep them from playing more than 2 hazards against a company with a size of 4, you're doing pretty well. As with any card, then, you want to read Anduin River to see how it gets the best use in a deck. And the answer is: it's used in a deck where you have a starting company size of 4 or greater that wanders through the regions listed in the Anduin River text: Rohan, Dagorlad, Anorien, Ithilien, Lebennin, Harondor. The sites in these regions will provide you with ample chances to gather faction MPs, but only 3 sites at which you can play allies (unless you're a FW) or 1 site at which to play an item (ditto, FW). It's workable, especially when you consider there are other sites at regions close to these (though not among their number), but there are better, safer ways to gather MP. Frankly, the only reason to build a deck around Anduin River is for kicks. To say you've done something that nobody else was cool (foolish) enough to attempt. 

Yeah, yeah, Anduin River sucks. But anything that reduces the hazard limit by 2 to a minimum of 2 deserves some credit, so I'll give the stupid card a rating of 1. And I'm sorry to say that I had to concede it that much... I guess it's a credit to ICE for developing a game with no equivalents to all those crappy Star Wars commons that are best used as clickers in bicycle spokes. 

Beorn 

Beorn's Rating for Anduin River -- 1 (and a low, low 1 at that) 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #807
Strider (Preview)

It's a Balrog rumour! 



Strider 

Hero :: 3 MP :: 8 Mind :: 2 DI :: Prowess 6 :: Body 9 :: Rare 

Warrior / Ranger / Scout Dunedan 

Unique. Manifestation of Aragorn II. You may bring Aragorn II into play with Strider's company, removing Strider from the game and automatically transferring all cards on Strider to Aragorn II. +3 direct influence against the Rangers of the North faction. Tap Strider to search your discard pile for any one item, ally, or faction playable at his current site--the site must be in Arthedain, Cardolan, Rhudaur, or The Shire. 



Can this even be real? Think of the most powerful characters in the game, MECCG, and it's a short list that takes you to Aragorn II. At 6 prowess, Aragorn II (though steadily declining in rank) is one of the roughest characters in the game, and at 9 body, he's among the toughest. His 3 skills places him just behind Wizards, and his 3 DI places him just behind the Elf-kings. In fact, the only drawbacks to Aragorn II are his high mind (at 9) and that pesky -3 MP penalty for his elimination. Well, take heed! If Strider gets printed as written above, not only are those 2 main problems removed, but Strider has a (near) broken ability to search for items, allies and factions playable at sites in Arthedain, Cardolan, Rhudaur, or The Shire. Certainly, there are other cards that have similar effects. Two leap to mind: Choice of Luthien and Mistress Lobelia. But, in both cases, you need to draw the cards in order to play them. Furthermore, both require a deck that can work around difficult situations: a tapped Bag End or a weak, low-bodied Elf. Now, somehow, impossibly, here comes a character, playable in your starting company that you can use to search for MP cards at his site. If you didn't think Strider was an important character in the trilogy, this card, as written, would at least make you reconsider your evaluation of Strider. 

What can you do, stuck in Arthedain, Rhudaur, Cardolan and The Shire? Well, for starters, you can move to any of those regions on your first turn and then to any of the others on ensuing turns, so you can keep accruing MP every turn. Then, there is one major item site (plus Palantir of Elostirion playable at another site and the Red Book of Westmarch playable at Bag End) and a multitude of allies and factions playable: Tom Bombadil, Goldberry, Mistress Lobelia, Bill the Pony, Noble Hounds, Rangers of the North, Hobbits, Hillmen, Petty-dwarves and Woses of the Eryn Vorn. For the statiticians at home, that's 18 MP in allies and factions that Strider can search out of the deck. Add another 3 for Red Book of Westmarch and Palantir of Elostirion (throw in another 2 for an Allign Palantir) and yet another 4 for Durin's Axe (if you think far ahead enough to include a Dwarf in your starting company), and Strider can single-handedly root out 27 MP. Consider that once you have Mistress Lobelia you have two companies getting whatever they want at their current sites, and it's a fairly imposing deck. 

That's why Strider looks a little bit broken at present. Nevermind the fact that he no longer has the -3 MP penalty and, at 8 mind, is the most efficient 3 MP character in the game. So we arrive at the question "what makes (or could make) Strider fair?" Well, since he's not Aragorn II, he can't go to Minas Tirith and have crowds recognize the Return of the King, nor can Arwen, Choice of Luthien, control him. And that's a shame, but Strider can be replaced by Aragorn II at a moment's notice. So there's no harm there. He doesn't have a lower prowess or body, but he does have a lower DI--by one. Whoop-dee-doo. That's corrected by an additional 1 DI against his hometown boys, the Rangers of the North. Where's the drawback in comparison? Why would people play Aragorn II instead of Strider? They wouldn't. Not unless they go south to Gondor. In fact, why would they play other characters at all? No other character guarantees you an effective site phase every turn he or she is untapped. If the game needed another manifestation of Aragorn to represent his early travels with the Hobbits, then perhaps it should represent his introduction as well--in a dark, smoky corner of the Prancing Pony. No, no--I'm not suggesting that Strider be playable only with Barliman Butterbur; I mean that perhaps Strider should not be a starting character (like Fram Framson or the Troll brothers) and perhaps be playable only at his homesite, Bree. 

Personally, when I heard rumours of a Strider card, I was hoping for something simple (well, I also like the ability to replace Strider with Aragorn II) like: 

Strider 

Hero :: 8 Mind :: 2 DI :: Prowess 7 :: Body 9 :: Rare 

Warrior / Ranger / Scout Dunedan 

Unique. Manifestation of Aragorn II. You may bring Aragorn II into play with Strider's company, removing Strider from play and automatically transferring to Aragorn II all cards played on Strider. +2 DI against the Rangers of the North faction. 

This way Strider wouldn't have such a drastic impact upon an entire deck, but it would allow players to use Aragorn in his more active travel-mode. Sort of a Black Rider mode for the man, as opposed to the Heralded Lord mode that Aragorn II represents. The extra prowess represents his role as protector and defender of the Shire, and don't forget: it was Aragorn who, before he was King, walked through Moria alone. 

Another option is to keep Strider in those four regions. As written, he can leave the four regions; he just can't search for resources playable at sites outside of those regions. If he was restricted in movement to those regions, his ability to search for resources would be somewhat balanced, and it would make sense to be able to play Strider as a starting company (after all, Aragorn II is a very popular guy, who doesn't always wait to be called in by some Hobbits at Bree). 

Nonetheless, if the card is printed as it's written, expect to see a LOT of Strider & Rivendell based decks. Sure, he can wander out of the area, and he's certainly fit enough to do so, but why bother? He can find all he needs right outside his front door. 

Maybe it's a ploy by the Balrog to localize his prey... 

Beorn 

Beorn's rating for Strider (as written, well, there's not a lot I can do but offer him a..) 10 

[A few days later...] 

Hello, 

Boy! Was I writing blind when I wrote up the Strider review! Here's the deal (as someone already kindly informed me): Strider may search the discard pile for stuff playable at his current site. Operative words: Discard Pile. Okay. The conspiracy angst is still a little high (still coming down from the X- Files movie), but this card isn't broken after all. Not to say that I don't still like a 7/9 Strider better, but this is the Ranger who doesn't let things slip by him (very good guy to have protecting your borders). If the Rangers think for a second that they don't want to join him, Strider will kindly correct them. He'll bring them back for a second attempt. In fact, he can bring them back until somebody gets things right and influences them. It's a situation just begging for a Rangers of the North deck with Strider, Beretar and Halbarad (sitting in a Haven, of course). 

Another option is to put all (or a bunch) of those resources playable with Strider at his sites in Arthedain, Rhudaur, Cardolan and The Shire into your sideboard and tap a Wizard to discard up to 5. Do it again if necessary. Then Strider can hunt them down. 

Much less broken than my paranoia originally thought. Must have been one of Sauron's tricks. It might have been related to this little shiny stone I found the other day that lets me see things far, far away. I saw a vast, white city with a tremendous spire, and then I saw a dark tower with flying shadows. And then a burning eye appeared and spotted me... 

Beorn's modified rating for Strider -- 9 (Because he's still cool. You have to respect those Warrior / Rangers.) 

Beorn 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #808
Great Ruse

Apologies to everyone not currently enjoying their summer holidays. The Middle Earth Card of the Day has been far from daily lately. And the funny thing is, it has nothing to do with the arrival of Northern Hemisphere Summer and its companion, Vacation.
We were simply convinced that by now, we would have a Balrog set to contemplate on. So having to think hard about cards from previous sets as yet unreviewed wasn't exactly what we had in mind for mid-August. Well, we should finally see the official spoilers within the next few weeks, and the actual set within a month. For now, we will try to get the CotD rolling again, and as long as there is no news from the Western front, we'll present some old stuff. The first one is a special request. Feel free to ask for specific reviews of cards yourself. 

Great Ruse - MEWH - - Stage resource permanent event - 1 MP - 1 SP
"Playable during the site phase on a shadow-hold or dark-hold hero site if you have an overt company there. Replace the hero site card with the corresponding minion site card. Discard when this site is discarded or returned to your location deck."
Art by Omar Rayyan 

In the Lord of the Rings, one of the clearest (besides the imprisonment of Gandalf) signs that Saruman had fallen was him employing Orcs, and even repeating Melkor's defiant deeds in breeding new creatures himself (the Half-orcs). So in the cardboard-cocaine version of the Book, the Fallen-Wizard alignment should be able to use Orcs as well. 

Unfortunately, in many respects the Orc characters have got the worst of both worlds, and overt Fallen-Wizard strategies are therefore a rare sight. Take, for instance, the sites they can use. Covert companies got hero sites at their disposal. This means relatively easy acces to Hero factions and allies, and the right item playability at the dangerous shadow- and dark-holds. Whereas overt companies must use minion sites for free- and border-holds, which means auto-attacks and not too many points (anyone ever tried a Fallen-Wizard Arson strategy? didn't think so), and hero sites for shadow- and dark-holds, which means no Orc factions to gather, and the same item playability as the much easier covert companies. 

So, why should you ever use an overt company-strategy when you're a gravity-prone Istari? 
First of all, it is so obscure your opponent will not expect it. Chances are he will use his anti-hero hazards against you, and running a Minion-like deck could give you a considerable advantage. Secondly, there are ways to access the Minion resources playable at the Minion shadow-and-darks. One is using Double-dealing, but that means you'll have to stay at that site, because it is only playable during the organization phase. The second option is using Great Ruse. 

Great Ruse is the only stage resource permanent event playable outside the organisation phase. That's a good thing, otherwise it would have been as obscure as the infamous Morannon-card. 
In a way, Great Ruse resembles the minion resource Come By Night Upon Them: it serves as a canceler, and it makes playing certain resources much more viable. With Great Ruse, you can play the Ancient Black Axe, the Orcs of Moria, the Mordorian squatting factions, War-wolves..uuuuhhhh..three point Angmarim..anything else? 

Is it all worth the trouble? The Ancient Black Axe is certainly useful to an overt company, because it's the only decent weapon they can use. So, if you're trying an overt Alatar strategy, this card could come in handy. Gathering the Mordorian Orc factions is a surprisingly interesting option when you're impersonating Pallando. Three Orc-captains, three Great Ruses, and the nine Mordorian Orc/troll factions could provide 21 faction MP's (What? 21? Yeah, 9x2 and 3 extra for controling three factions per captain). 

But that's about it. For the more hero-oriented Wizards (Gandalf and Radagast), playing overt doesn't make too much sense. Saruman and his Rings and Palantiri would have been good for an overt strategy if those relatively high MP items would have been playable in the darker instead of the lighter places. Alatar's overt hacking is an interesting option, but the best weapons are hero weapons. So the best use for an overt comapny, and therefore Great Ruse, is with Pallando. Get the Orcs from under Sauron's nose, and who knows, when the Day of Reckoning comes, Doom will apply to your opponent instead of you. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Great Ruse: 

Saruman 3
Fram 4
Beorn 3
Average 3.33 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #809
In the Heart of His Realm

No, you're not hallucinating. This is a NEW MECCG Card of the Day! Brought to you by the authors who had previously been detained IN THE HEART OF HIS REALM! 



In the Heart of His Realm 

Hazard :: Permanent-event :: R 

Each company moving in a Dark-domain [d] draws one less card at the start of its movement/hazard phase (to no minimum). Additionally, any sage at a site in a Dark-domain [d] or Gorgoroth, or moving with a Dark-domain [d] or Gorgoroth in his site path, loses his sage skill. No character at a site in a Dark-domain [d] or Gorgoroth, or moving with a Dark-domain [d] or Gorgoroth in his site path, can use spells, light enchantments, or rituals. Discard when any play deck is exhausted. 



The traditional tournament sideboard finds itself filled with a myriad of mesmerizing One Ring dunk-deck stoppers. Rolled Down to the Sea is THE anti-One Ring card in vogue, the hoser card of choice, coupled with Mouth of Sauron to provide maximum hosage. Throw in Uvatha the Horseman and Daelomin at Home or a couple of Powers Built by Waiting (for the hazard limit), and you can force the discard of up to three rings. However, The Will of the Ring is another fun favorite for fellows finding faults in the composition of companies your opponent controls, forcing corruption checks at -4. Approximating The Will of the Ring's effects whilst including neat additional effects (playable against more than just The One Ring), The Ring's Betrayal and The Roving Eye each force corruption checks at -2. The Precious and My Precious are often precious to the One Ring's opponent. Lastly, Lobelia Sackville-Baggins sacks and pillages, Pilfering Anything Unwatched. And that's about it, right? 

Not quite. 

Nay! After hosing the starting characters with Pilfered Anything Unwatched, hosing allies with My Precious, hosing items & characters with corruption checks and hosing rings with Rolled Down to the Sea, you can still hose the ability to test Gold Rings on the way to Mount Doom--as well as the very sage skill that might counter In the Heat of His Realm (unless you pack a power duo of Ioreth and Halbarad hanging back with Elrond in Rivendell, or some number of untapped sages somewhere other than within the moving company). Not an environment card, In the Heart of His Realm can't be discarded by Twilight or Gates of Morning and thus requires that the resource player uses either Marvels Told, Gates of Morning & The Cock Crows, or Palantir of Osgiliath to put it out of active play. And since One Ring decks often rely upon a last-turn ring testing festival at Mount Doom (in order to avoid the corruption checks that might tear apart a company with The One Ring), In the Heart of His Realm can be a nasty surprise. If nothing else (supposing that a typical One Ring player keeps all his characters together in one company), Heart of His Realm stalls a One Ring deck by three turns--one to get out of Gorgoroth, one to test rings, and one to head back into Gorgoroth. And, meanwhile, the resource player (if the card is already in play) draws one less card based on his movement. One the way to Mount Doom, that's a 6 to 2 card draw in favor of the hazard player. That's a big deal. That's why Radagast is the most powerful Wizard. 

So, In the Heart of His Realm makes yet another good anti-One Ring sideboard card, but it doesn't do a whole lot else. Not unless you can create Dark-domains with Morgul Night and Awaken the Earth's Fire. In that case, In the Heart of His Realm helps preserve the play of The Will of Sauron, shut down resource card draws outside of Gondor (especially if coupled with Smaug at Home or Shadow of Mordor), and allows for the play of Wraith-lord and a bunch of Nazgul. Yet, it's not a hazard strategy to count on for results (but if anyone builds that combo into a deck, let me know about any good kills). If Heart of His Realm doesn't have as much versatility as Rolled Down to the Sea, My Precious, Lobelia Sackville-Baggins & Pilfer Anything Unwatched and The Roving Eye, then what makes it a worthwile addition to your sideboard? After all, even with a 30 card sideboard and the basic 30/30 play deck, each card is precious; space is limited and needs to be used wisely. For one thing, there's nothing quite as fearsome as being at the short end of an 8-0 or 7-0 tournament loss. And a good One Ring deck is nearly untouchable to creatures and corruption until the last turn to Mount Doom or until The One Ring is revealed. Standard hazards tend to find their way to the discard pile unplayed, and often enough (about every time The One Ring is successfully returned to the Cracks of Doom), the sideboarded cards come in either too late or don't have a strong enough impact (the last time I played against a One Ring deck, I had the feeling that the last 3 or 4 times my opponent accessed his sideboard, they were all for Gold Rings, in order to prevent the successful play of Rolled Down to the Sea--but he did test for The One Ring in Gorgoroth, at Mount Doom, with no Sages outside of his travelling company). In the Heart of His Realm is best used as that OTHER sideboard card that provides yet another rough obstacle to One Ring decks. It can force your opponent, if nothing else, to use a Marvels Told that might otherwise be used against the Lure of Senses you intend to play before The Roving Eye and The Will of the Ring. 

At best, it's the card that stalls your opponent long enough for you to call the Free Council--the card that can phase your opponent when nothing else can. 

Beorn 

Ratings for In the Heart of His Realm: 

Beorn 7
Saruman 6
Fram 5
Average 6 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #810
Withdrawn to Mordor

A voice from the past offers a card that gives you a little more peace of mind. 

Withdrawn to Mordor :: MEDM :: Hero Resource Short-event :: c1 

Playable on a face-up agent. If the agent has a mind of 5 or less, it is discarded. If its mind is 6 or greater, return it to its owner's hand. Alternatively, an on-guard card is discarded. 

With this card, you can gain a respite from a face up agent that is plaguing you (The Grimburgoth comes to mind) OR you can force your opponent to discard (not return to his or her hand) a card placed on guard. The second ability is nasty when done two or three times over the period of a game (more if you employ Smoke Rings, Vilya etc.) Either you are causing the discard of a nasty creature (e.g., Assassin), an auto-attack enhancer (e.g., Redoubled Force), Rumor of Wealth, Greed, and the like OR your are forcing the discard of a card he or she hoped to reclaim. It gives you peace of mind (no unexpected surprises) and cannot be stopped by Many Sorrows Befall when used for its second ability because you either a) wisely play it after the hazard limit is exhausted or b) play it during the site phase (just because the card is revealed does not mean you cannot respond thus creating a chain of events.) 

Note that the first ability is good only if you know your opponent will be playing agents. The lower minded agents are discarded (in a Monty Python voice "and there was great rejoicing!") and the higher minded ones (The Grimburgoth, Golodhros, Taladhan, Surion, Ivic, Firiel, Elerina, Anarin and Baduila) clog up your opponent's hand, need to be played again AND lose any helper cards (e.g., Never Seen Him, Near to Hear a Whispers). 

Combine it with Stealth or similar cards and the only thing there is to fear (besides fear itself) is corruption and non hazard creature attacks (Ahunts, Long Dark Reach, etc.) 

A very cool card that is undervalued in my opinion in the tournament scene. 

Ohtar 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Near to Hear a Whisper is a global permanent-event, so it wouldn't be discarded. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #811
Dorelas

An interesting thing has happened to the Middle Earth Card of the Day since it stopped being daily: the number of subscribers has risen by 10% (to a total of 452 at the moment). This implies that all you players out there regard the issues as a nuisance, and are only subscribed to this maillist to have a valid argument in your playgroup why your interpretation of the rules is the correct one (No, you cannot do that, punk, who's on the internet, huh?).
But, with the Balrog still two months away (it has now been two months away for nine months), we are making yet another attempt at restoring the glory of this medium. If it costs us 40 subscribers, so be it. When (make that if) MEBA is released, we will definitely be fully operational, for now some old stuff.
One of a myriad of unnoticed minion characters, to be exactly. 

Dorelas - MELE - U - Minon Character - Warrior / Sage Man - 1 MP - 3 mind - 1 DI - 2/7 p/b
"Unique"
home site: Lond Galen 

art by Brian Durfee 

One of the differences between minion and hero play is the relative value of the five skills. For heroes, the most important skill in the current global meta-game definitely is Ranger. With the popularity of roadblock hazard strategies in general and the omnipresent River in particular, a hero company with less than two rangers in it is most probably a useless company. The Sage skill is a close second. But in fact the whole popularity of sages is only based on that one card, Marvels Told. But still, there probably hasn't been a single competitive deck without at least Halbarad or Ioreth telling bedtime stories to Imladris kindergarten.
For minions, the Ranger skill is far less important. This is basically due to the fact that few players run roadblock decks against minions, because it's not unlikely that the minon companies will never ever encounter the block, sitting still in dark parts, looting the underworld, or burning down Gondor. The Sage skill is a good candidate for replacing Ranger as most vital skill for minions to have.
This is especially true for overt decks. Apart from White Hand Orc Doeth, there is not a single Sage Orc. So for back up, you need the big Sage troll, or one of the Sage Ringwraiths. Another option is to use a small Man sage. The name is Dorelas. Although Gondorian, he is a Man (quite appropriately, since he's from Lond Galen in Lebennin, where only Men now dwell). His home site is far away from normal overt company territory. This means you have to start with him to be able to use him well, and this in all probability means he will not stick around for the entire game. Because being a non-agent minion character, his stats reflect those of the hero Man characters, which means they're bad. His stats as a 3-minder, however, make him too valuable to leave behind, and his other skill of Warrior provides some opportunity to keep him around somewhat longer. All in all, in an overt strategy, Dorelas may be of use as the back up sage in the early parts of the game. 

Why this emphasis on overt strategies? Because among the Elves and Dunedain there are a lot of better sage characters than Dorelas. It is not very difficult to build a good covert company, just looking at the overall strength of the characters, and see that there are already two sages in the company. A hardcore covert minion strategy has no use for Dorelas. Apart from one half-strategey, that is, in which one or two three minders (like Dorelas with Nain) can serve as a small second (or third) company that stays in Mordor and gets some loose points. 

Whatever his uses, his very name makes Dorelas an enigma. In the Silmarillion, Dorlas (without the e) was a trusted companion of Turin Turambar in the final years of his life (just before Turin first killed Glaurung, the father of Dragons, and then let his sword gurthang take his own life). It was a surprise to see the name Dor(e)las return in Third Age MECCG as a character serving Evil. And Dorelas is not the only one to whom this has happened: Hador is another one. It seems like ICE is using the Silmarillion (and other non-LotR texts, such as the Unfinished Tales) as inspiration for this game. This is in itself definitely not a bad thing, and it makes some of the Kuduk Lore stuff more bearable, but why on earth are these characters from the early days of mankind represented as minions? Or is it all just coincidence? Yeah, right. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Dorelas: 

Beorn 6
Fram 6
Saruman 6
Average 6 

"Ihr wollt doch auch das Blut vom Degen lecken?" 

Reader Comments

Nimrandir: Dorelas' mind stat actually makes him the closest thing minions can get to Halbarad/Ioreth sitting at Rivendell, and he's even worth an MP! Just stick him under your (most likely) squatting Ringwraith at Dol Guldur, and BOOM -- you're actually using your Ringwraith's DI!! If you're using a 5-DI Ringwraith, you can even do this with Bade to Rule. 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #812
The Mouth

Despite the continued silence from the CotD team, there have been new developments in the world of MECCG. The good news is that the new Balrog expansion is definitely on its way now. In a message to the CCG newsgroup, ICE representative Bob Mohney announced the retail release of MEBA within the next four weeks. Contrary to the information spread in the last seven months, this seems to be a reliable bit of info. The rumour of an upcoming second edition METW is more and more substantiated. Look for it Christmas next year, and prepare for some major changes. Whether this is good news or bad remains to be seen, but people involved are confident it will be right, in fact assure us it is vital, for the continued existence of this greatest of all cardgames. On to another card review. This one is by special request, and focuses on a card that before its release was regarded to be one of the hottest in the game, but was soon demoted to the ranks of obscurity's legion. The card deserves neither. 

The Mouth - MELE - R - Minion Character - 3 MP - Warrior/Diplomat Man - 9 mind - 4 DI - 6/8 p/b
home site: Barad-dur 

"Unique. Manifestation of Mouth of Sauron. +2 direct influence against any faction. Tap during your organization phase to move one resource or character from your discard pile to your play deck and reshuffle. Return The Mouth to your hand when Mouth of Sauron is played; you may automatically transfer one item he bears to a character in the same company (discard the rest)"
Art by Alan Rabinowitz 

As said, the character manifestation of The Mouth was one of the most eagerly awaited cards in the Lidless Eye set. Previews in magazines like InQuest listed him as a great character, and it is easily recognizable why. He has no less than 6 points of DI versus any faction in the game. That's far better than any other character, including METW's Elf-lords. And indeed, faction influencing will be his primary role, normally. Even the toughest of all, Itangast Roused, is possible with just Mouth the Basic, and probable with a single enhancer. But that's not all. His battle stats are good enough for such a high-mind (and therefore vital) character, and Warrior skill makes enhancement easy. Although the example set by Cirdan has shown that a body of 8 equals vulnerability. Another good point is his basic DI, which means a fairly big character can be put under DI. In the absence of minion DI-monsters a la the Wizards, this is another very good point of The Mouth. And then The Mouth has his own built-in Weigh All Things to a Nicety, which means he's an excellent character for decks that rely on deck-manipulation (and that's about every competitve deck imaginable) 

And so, in the earliest of early days after the arrival of the bad guys, it was a rare sight to actually see The Mouth survive the character draft. More often than not, he was duplicated as the first revealed character. He was, by far, the most popular of all. But this changed very rapidly. 

Because next to all his good points, The Mouth has one big flaw. Unlike normal manifestation-cards, he doesn't prevent the play of his other manifestation. Instead, he himself makes room. Given the fact that Mouth of Sauron is the most popular hazard in the game, a nastier drawback is hard to imagine. Countless were the times that The Mouth had to retreat just before arriving at a place where he could near-automatically influence a faction. This, plus the psychologically important fact that players were now cut off from including hazard-Mouth in their own deck, made The Mouth's popularity vanish like snow in the Sahara (daytime Sahara, that is). 

So, since the early days, not much has been heard of The Mouth. Undeservedly so. Because even with his apparent flaw, he has his uses. Admittedly, he won't do well as the central character of your strategy in the "classical' way. But once you look beyond that, he is a worthwhile addition to your deck. What it basically comes down to is that you either have to avoid him being pushed aside by his hazardous alter ego, or that you have to use his schizophrenia to your advantage. 

Avoidance can be achieved in two ways. Firstly, there is the rule that you can play a character during your organization phase, even if you do not have the influence to control him. You will have to discard the character at the end of that same organization phase, though. Normally, this means such a character is of little use. But The Mouth has his Weighing ability, which is excellent during organization phase. In this way, you can use The Mouth turn after turn as a deck-manipulating short event. The only thing you'll have to make sure is that your Ringwraith is either absent or in a Darkhaven, to enable Mouth coming in. No big deal. Also, to avoid Mouth from being targeted by nasty hazards, it might be wise to make sure he cannot stay around after the organization phase, i.e. make sure you have less than 9 free DI. No big deal either. It's a simple way of using Mouth, but of course this option means you're not using Mouth to his full potential. 

A way to use Mouth more actively in your MP-gathering strategy, is by making him come in after the m/h phase. This can be done by using We Have Come To Kill. Let a small company travel to a site and have them face the auto-attack. Then, instead of tapping a character to get that faction, play We Have Come To Kill and let The Mouth do it. Again, there are some things to watch out for. First of all, this time there must be enough influence (most probably general, because 9 DI is a rare thing) available. And also, Mouth won't go away when he's finished the job. This changes the dynamics of your company dramatically, and you'll have to prepare for that. Fortunately, The Mouth is of race Man, so he can enter an overt company. But you'll have to keep in mind that basically the company you want Mouth to enter into, cannot normally use more than 11 GI, which means it's not the toughest of companies. If you're going for a strategy that involves The Mouth in this manner, either The Lidless Eye or Bade to Rule are a must. This will enable you to make a buff company without exceeding the GI limit. 

More style points are awarded if you use both sides of The Mouth of Sauron to make him dance the tango with himself. This is difficult, and prone to the works of coincidence. Remember that both minion and hazard are unique, so that you can have only one of each in your deck. When you will draw which is unknown to you. And of course, you can be sure your opponent will use Mouth of Sauron himself. But you could use Mouth of Sauron to teleport him out of Dragon Gulch during your opponent's turn, or to transfer a wounded Mouth back to your hand and make him come back, untapped and well, in your own following turn. This is an advantage that should be considered: by playing the Mouth/Mouth combo yourself, you can use your opponent's turn to further your own resource-cause. But, as said, it's not something you can really rely on. It will work for you every now and again, but it just as well won't work in critical moments. And also, this will give you the inverse company dynamics from the previous example: this time you rip the biggest character out of your company yourself, leaving a seriously downtuned company behind. So make sure, if you're planning on this stylish Mouth/Mouth combo, that you minimize the chance of backfire. 

Nevertheless, the above options have shown that despite The Flaw, The Mouth can certainly be a useful component of your deck. 

Finally, The Mouth has also sparked some discussion on his simulatory value. Two traits of The Mouth are indeed questionable: his race, and his skills. The Mouth of Sauron in the books was a Black Numenorean. The Black Numenoreans are descendants of the great Dunadan Empire of Numenor, and are quite rightly represented in MECCG as the only minion Dunedain faction. So: why is The Mouth not a Dunadan then? I personally think that in this issue playability has correctly prevailed over simulatory correctness. After all, Mouth of Sauron, the hazard, is Man (because no-one at that time thought there would ever be Dunedain hazards), so better make the character a Man as well. The Mouth of Sauron in the books was also a renowned sorcerer. Perhaps the designers thought Mouth would be too powerful if he were able to use magic, but given the fact that he only has two skills (one less than most of the high-mind hero and agent characters), I believe it would have been appropriate, and balanced, to grant him the use of sorcery as well. 

All in all, the length of this review already shows what a fascinating card The Mouth is, and he deserves a bit of a comeback. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for The Mouth: 

Beorn - 7
Saruman - 7
Fram - 8
Sly Southerner - 8
Average - 7.5 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #813
The Balrog

Four weeks ago ICE announced the arrival in the shops of the new Balrog expansion 'within the next four weeks'. As you all will probably have noticed, this has not happened. Again, the release date for MEBA has been pushed back. No clear reasons were given, but speculations are that either printer Carta Mundi or ICE themselves screwed up. The new release date of the expansion has now been set at somewhere around Thanksgiving (which is at the 26th of November). Although it's hard to believe, it sure looks like this could be the real thing, because yesterday the official spoilers for the first seven cards of MEBA were released, and also the official MEBA rules were distributed on the Net. The information released so far speaks of some great things to come: new under-deeps sites located under the Dwarf-holds in the Iron Hills and Blue Mountains, At Home-like hazard perms for the Under-deeps, and the cardname "Sauron" has now also been confirmed officially... In the next few days, the CotD team will review a number of MEBA cards based on these official spoilers. Today, for starters, none other than the man himself: 

The Balrog - MEBA - F - Minion Player-Character - Warrior/Ranger Balrog - 6 DI - 8/11 p/b - Home site: The Under-gates
"Unique. Manifestation of Balrog of Moria. Discard all other manifestations of Balrog of Moria when this card comes into play. +3 to the roll for his company to move between adjacent Under-deeps sites. The Balrog's prowess is only modified by -1 when not tapping to face a strike. His prowess is modified by +2 when tapping to face a strike. He may not have any followers and may not use region or starter movement." 

Balrogs are evil incarnate, insofar as spirits are of flesh and blood. They were lesser spirits among the Maiar who chose to follow Morgoth instead of the faithful Valar. During the Age of Morgoth's reign in middle Earth, they were his most trusted servants, and his most frightening weapon (although a direct contest between Glaurung the Worm and Gothmog, Lord of Balrogs for this title would have been a close call, I guess). However, the reason Balrogs are among JRR Tolkiens most discussed (wings or no wings, that's the question) and 'loved' creations is not their role in that First Age, but, ironically, lies in the deeds of the single Balrog that remained in Middle-Earth at the end of the Third Age. This one Balrog was awakened by the Dwarves of Khazad-dum when they, in their desire to find Mithril, dug too deep into the bowels of the Earth. It single-handedly made the Dwarves abandon their city in the Misty Mountains, and has since been known as Durin's Bane. 

And now this Balrog enters the field of MECCG as a player. As a character he has to compete with the nine Ringwraiths. His listed prowess is on par with that of the four 'small' Wraiths, and one point below that of the other five. However, this Balrog is the first character in this game with a different base prowess than listed prowess. His base prowess is not 8, but 10. His modifiers mean that a tapped Balrog is at 10 prowess, and an untapped one at 7, which is equal to a (hypothetical) character with a listed prowess of 10 and no modifiers. It is unclear to me why the designers chose to do this. Maybe there will be cards in the set that use listed prowess for other purposes than combat. However, it is notable that the -1 mod for not tapping is an addition to the Balrog card-text given in the alfa-spoilers for MEBA that were briefly available during the summer (see CotD #805). So maybe this alternative way of conceiving a 10-prowess character is just an artifact of choices made early in the design process. An other justification could be that a simulationist in ICE's design team wanted the Balrog's listed prowess to be on par with that of the only character in the game who ever managed a draw in close combat with a Balrog (provided said simulationist is of the Glorfindel = Glorfindel II persuasion; and Gandalf Sacrificed his Form, which is cheating, so that doesn't count). 

Anyway, shoving the why aside, this makes the Balrog the strongest character in the game, as it should be. It makes him close to unbeatable in combat, and cards like Flame of Udun even further enhance his combat stats (see for a review of Flame of Udun one of the next issues of the CotD). But frankly, less prowess than this would have been ridiculous for a key player whose natural habitat is the Under-deeps. He'll need every dot on the dice as it is. 

This leads to the first major difference with the Ringwraiths. The Balrog doesn't need special cards to enable him to travel to non-Haven sites, but his reach is normally limited to all Under-deeps sites and their surface sites. However limited this may seem, it does mean that MP-acquisition with your Player-Character himself is easier with The Balrog. Although nearly always a roll will have to be made to see whether traveling is allowed, The Balrog's own mod to the roll, and his Ranger skill, will probably make him more of a mover than the Ringwraiths. 

The Balrog has a very decent DI-stat, especially in comparison with the corresponding stats of the Ringwraiths. Compared to the alfa-spoilers, his extra mod against the Orcs of Moria has been removed. Since the mod made influencing that faction (which is playable in one of the Balrog's two Darkhavens; his home-site being the other) automatically successful, removing it has been a balancing act. Although the required number now is just 5, not something some Gifts can't put right. And this makes The Balrog a surprisingly powerful faction-influencer: relatively strong factions, like the aforementioned Orcs of Moria, but also the Orcs of Gundabad and Goblins of Goblin-gate, are well within his reach, and easily convinced of the right of the demon's cause. 

However, even the Balrog cannot do everything by himself. Like the Fallen-Wizards, The Balrog has a limit imposed upon him as to which characters are willing to believe him, although not such a restrictive one. A Balrog player may only use Orcs and Trolls, with a maximum mind of 8 unless they're Balrog-specific characters. This means that all currently available Orcs and Trolls may be used, except for the three Lieutenants. But who cares when you get Azog, Bolg, Buthrakaur and Umagaur (all with stats comparable to those of the Leuts) in return? So unless you can manage to assemble a company of Counterfeited Half-orcs, Balrog play equals overt play. 

The most telling difference between The Balrog and Ringwraiths concerns company composition: The Balrog may freely move around in the company of others, unlike Ringwraiths. Admittedly, he cannot have any followers, but he can have characters in his company under GI. It gives the Balrog a huge advantage over Sauron's minions, and also (thankfully) diminishes the chance of Balrog play becoming static squatter play. (In case you don't agree: the rules for MEBA say: "A Balrog player acts as a Ringwraith player. (...). However, instead of using the special rules listed on page 59 of the MELE rules (or wherever else these rules may appear), a Balrog player uses the following special rules...". The page 59 rules mention the fact that Ringwraiths cannot travel in the company of non-Ringwraith characters, and cannot even be in such company outside of Darkhavens. The MEBA special rules, which replace these rules for Balrog players, impose no limit (in fact, don't even mention) company composition. Keeping Ichabod's old adagium "if it isn't there, it isn't there" in mind, this means the Balrog can freely travel with his companions. QED. This also means a Balrog can surf the sea and cannot be discarded by a body check, by the way) 

Apart from the aspects mentioned above, Balrog and Wraiths are very much alike: the same -2 mod to Ring tests, invulnerability to corruption, inability to use items (although there were items listed in the alfa-spoilers which were Helm of Fear-like, so unless they have been removed in the meantime, The Balrog will have thong and whip handy), and of course the much debated buffer of 5 GI on top of the normal 20. The rules even specifically state that "any card and rules text applying to a Ringwraith also applies to The Balrog". Among others, this means that should the Balrog ever make it into the open to mimick his action figure-cousin "The Forest Balrog", the attacking Elf-lord will get his +4 prowess. 

As more spoilers become available, it will become clear how far Balrog play can expand from roaming the Under-deeps and what dreadful Spawn roams there looking for fresh Balrog meat. One possible danger has at least been taken care of; an opposing player may not play the hazard permanent event Balrog of Moria. So fighting a Balrog player by trying to defeat the weakest of the Balrog's manifestations is not possible. 

All in all, this Balrog character is handily the best of the minion avatars. Great battle stats, and the Under-deeps restriction is more than balanced by the ability to work in a more Wizard-like way, including being with his own servants and actually being of use in getting the job done. And besides, the Balrog will have enough demon fana to dare roam the outside world as well. 

Fram Frumgarson 

[The next day...] 

As an addendum to yesterday's issue on The Balrog character, here's the real deal concerning his prowess. It took a smarter brain than my own to make me see the light. In fact it took the brain of the Great Adversary, Mike Hess. Thanks Mike. 

So, what's up? 
Yesterday I said:
"...this Balrog is the first character in this game with a different base prowess than listed prowess. His base prowess is not 8, but 10. His modifiers mean that a tapped Balrog is at 10 prowess, and an untapped one at 7, which is equal to a (hypothetical) character with a listed prowess of 10 and no modifiers. " 

Which is not entirely correct. Yes, a Balrog deciding to remain untapped against a strike is at 7 prowess, just as a previously untapped Balrog who decided to tap for the strike is at 10 prowess. The catch is, that a Balrog who was already tapped before the start of the strike sequence, is also at 7 prowess (being his listed prowess of 8 with a -1 mod for being already tapped), instead of the 9 prowess he should be at if my musings in the review had been correct. 

So that at least is a difference between The Balrog with his -1 and +2 mod and a hypothetical character with 10 prowess and no mod. This basically means that the +2 mod for tapping is a very temporary boost, and is not something you would want to do early in the turn. For The Balrog, being tapped and being untapped are basically the same in regard to his combat stats. Since being untapped has certain other advantages, it looks like this has been an attempt to make the Balrog more likely to be available during the site phase than other buff characters. This Balrog surely looks like an active player instead of a squatter. I must say that pleases me a lot. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for The Balrog: 

Beorn - 7
Fram - 9 (it's a bullfrog)
Sly Southerner - 9
Average - 8.33 

Reader Comments

[Radagast's comment is an old comment that was posted to the CotD mailing list in response to Fram's erratum...] 

Radagast: Now see, this is why I think the Card of the Day should be changed to the Card of the Week or somesuch. I ran into this problem myself. I said to myself then (when I was missing some things) that we are trying to cover too many cards too quickly. I once wrote like 6 articles in 6 days. That seems cool to be able to do that, but I would much rather the article be correct and interesting and fulfilling than quick. Hell, a "quick" glance is what I get anyway just gandering at the card. At first glance, ANYone can write an article in a flash....but is it good? Does it cover all the angles and not just the "hey, check out this cool thing I just discovered" angle? 

I have no problem with the Card of the Day, mind you, but there is nothing new here. I gathered as much when I read the spoiler. There are too many things that you will leave out simply because you haven't played with the Balrog yet, and won't until late November at least. 

I think you guys would do the COTD a favor if you waited. It's not like you have to hurry to review something before anyone else will. I myself only review a card every month and a half in my Newsletter, and that is only after weeks of thought and consideration. 

I know there are still cards out there you guys haven't reviewed yet. It doesn't have to be this big smash card to be worth reviewing; oft times a card review should open someone's eyes to why a card should be looked at a second time instead of overlooked. Right now everyone is gandering at the spoiler, so anything you go over right now as far as Balrog is concerned will be in the also-ran phase. Give it a little bit, try to let the cards sink in. Believe me some ideas will pop into your head that you didn't think about. And possibly, that someone else didn't either. And once you've played with the Balrog, you will discover even more things. 

Just be 2 cents as a former reviewer. 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #814
Tidings of Doubt and Danger

In the previous issue of the Middle Earth Card of the Day, I promised we'd do some more Balrog previews in the upcoming issues. But, this whole forum isn't about keeping, it's about sharing. And therefore today's issue focuses on probably the most obscure card from the Lidless Eye expansion. It's not the worst card, because worst cards are far from obscure, normally (see Morannon). It is the worst but one. No worse place than second place, as the saying goes (at least, it does over here :)). But then, who would have thought just after the release of METW, that the Star-glass would one day become a basic utility item for a while (or have you all forgotten the days of Dark Minions Undead?). Something similar might happen to this card. 

Tidings of Doubt and Danger - MELE - - Hazard permanent-event
"The direct influence of each Ringwraith is lowered by 2 (by 3 if Doors of Night is in play). Discard when any play deck is exhausted. Cannot be duplicated."
Art by Zina Saunders 

"Hey cool, minion-Stormcrow" may well have been the first reaction to this card just after its release in Lidless Eye. And maybe it has even seen some play in those earliest of days, before everyone realised that MELE was not simply the negative of METW. If it really had been the minion equivalent of Stormcrow, it would probably still be popular now. But sadly, it wasn't. The only thing that Tidings of Doubt and Danger does is lowering a Ringwraith's DI. Unfortunately, the vast majority of minion players couldn't care less about that particular statistic. Normally, Ringwraiths just sit in a Darkhaven, being Bade to Rule, raising Voices of Malice or doing other, more specific, things. Rarely do they go out, and even more scarce are the times when they go out to convince others of their right. So why bother with the wraith's influence? Frankly, I can't think of a reason either. 

Now, if only the second phrase of Stormcrow had featured on Tidings as well; think what it would have done to minion play if this card were able to take out that Bade to Rule or Fell Rider. I guess the designers thought that would be too powerful an ability, and i can't blame them for it. 

This did mean, however that Tidings of Doubt and Danger was soon relegated to the basement of MECCG, to the dungeons where the cards dwell that are unable to even reach the thirtiest slot of the sideboard. 

But the times, they could be a-changin', maybe even for this unloved and unlovely card (first person to guess correctly which of Tolkien's characters called himself "unloved and unlovely" wins a signed unlimited edition Bay of Belfalas region card). For on its way is a new minion-avatar, and one who promises to take a more active role in the game. As you could have read in the previous CotD, or already knew if you're one of those who thought the piece was redundant, The Balrog will have 6 DI, without being able to use it for controlling characters. So faction influencing will be the demon's game, maybe even more so than chopping harmless heroes to pieces. And along with this active use of The Balrog's DI comes a chance for Tidings of Doubt and Danger to prove itself. 

Take, for instance, the probably most popular Balrog-faction by far, the Orcs of Moria. With these Tidings in play, The Balrog needs 7 instead of 5. Still negotiable, but nevertheless a swing of 25% to the wrong side from The Balrog's point of view. Of course, Foolish Words is still the better card by far (giving a negative swing of 56% on the same attempt), but it does mean there is finally a use for these Tidings. And of course this card can't be removed by just dicing well, as opposed to Foolish Words. 

The one good thing about Tidings is that it is one of the few "minion-specific" hazards that get better with Doors of Night in play. Seeing your opponent roll that 7 on the influence attempt against the Orcs of Moria which would have sufficed were it not for his own Doors of Night should make you sleep well with a smile on your face. 

So, for now, don't bother with Tidings of Doubt and Danger. But do keep it in the back of your mind. Soon, it could come in handy. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Tidings of Doubt and Danger: 

Fram - 2 for now, 5 for later 

Beorn's Middle Earth Card of the Day #815
Rumours of Rings

Rumours of Rings 

Hero Permanent-event 

During your organization phase, you may take one ring special item (except for The One Ring) from your sideboard or discard pile and place it "off to the side" with this card. This item gives no marshalling points. A maximum of two items may be with this card at one time. You may play a ring special item placed with this card as though it were in your hand. You may start the game with this card in lieu of playing a minor item. 



Simply put, this is the best card to come out for a Hero resource strategy since Choice of Luthien. As Choice of Luthien allowed Arwen to search for just about anything in Gondor, speeding up those decks, Rumour of Rings not only speeds up ring decks, but it makes them viable. Before, ring decks always required two or three cards in the deck (gold ring, test and special item ring) to one for a deck with a “normal” major or greater item, and with White Hand, it didn’t make any sense to play a ring deck that wasn’t a One Ring deck. It was just too darn hard to keep those rings from getting Rolled Down to the Sea. But not only does Rumour of Rings squelch Rolled Down to the Sea, it grabs special item rings for you, meaning you can get a ring with the desired effect immediately. And testing them? There’s no worry. If you want The One Ring and fail the roll, play that Lesser Ring or Dwarven Ring that you have stored right next to the One. If you want a Dwarven Ring and fail, play a Magic Ring. Thrain gets a Dwarven Ring of Durin’s Tribe or a Magic Ring of Nature. Either way, you win. Whereas before 6 gold rings in a deck was mere inanity, it’s now a great way of getting a 3 or 6 MP item at a fairly safe site on the first turn. As soon as you manage to test for one of the rings stored with Rumour of Rings, you can search for one in your next organization phase from your sideboard or discard pile. Being able to search from the sideboard is much better than being able to search from the deck, because you don’t ever risk drawing a card you can’t play. And searching from the discard pile allows you to return any rings you wanted to play but had to discard because of Rolled Down to the Sea or corruption checks. 

So this does a lot for a Ring deck. So what? 

Well, it means that you can now play a deck that counts on the unique abilities of special item rings. Rings have a lot of great abilities that have been overlooked since METW mainly because of how slow ring decks have been. Dwarven Rings, for example, allow Dwarven bearers to: search for Greater Items, search for Major Items, search for Minor Items, or UNTAP A SITE. Bada- bing! Try Dwarven Ring of Durin’s Tribe with Rumour of Rings, and Magic Ring of Words (Gives bearer Diplomat skill or gives a Diplomat +3 Direct Influence) as a back-up, and go to Dragon’s Lairs, testing Rings, bringing in Dwarves with A Chance Meeting (and An Unexpected Party, of course), untapping the site and playing MORE RINGS! Kill a Dragon at Home and play King Under the Mountain and the Returned Exiles as well as a Noble Hound or two. What you have is a fun deck that actually works. Or try a Hobbit company with Magic Rings of Nature and Stealth to cancel attacks and strikes while you go on to collect The One Ring; it’s an all-evasion deck that doesn’t hassle over the Torque of Hues and doesn’t need to recycle all those Stealths and Concealments. Magic Ring of Courage gives a Warrior +2 to prowess for 2 corruption points, the same prowess to corruption ratio as a Sword of Gondolin, but with an extra MP in the deal AND the bearer can still use a weapon. I personally want to see Thorin with Orcrist and a Dwarven Ring of Durin’s Tribe in a company with 13 Dwarves, one Hobbit, one Wizard and 3 Fellowships. And now the deck is almost feasible. 

The new Rumour of Rings also means that our more Ring-centric Wizards, Gandalf and Saruman, will make a huge resurgance in popularity. At least in my deck- building. Gandalf, who can tap to test a ring, now finds his previously laughable unique ability on par with Radagast’s and Pallando’s. And Saruman, who can recycle those Wizard’s Tests, can go on tearing it up, picking and choosing rings to test. Even the two Fallen-wizard versions of those Avatars will become more popular. Fallen-Gandalf can test a ring and then untap each organization phase and play Blind to All Else for a mere 2 Stage Points (rather than the Legacy of Smiths’ 4 SP and without the 7 SP requirement) to make ring items worth full marshalling points. And Fallen-Saruman, that ring- meister--well, if you play him, your ring items are ALREADY worth full marshalling points. And you don’t have to waste so much time fighting to get Orcrist and Wormsbane before your opponent gets them. Just like you won’t have to fight so hard to play Radagast or Pallando. 

Yes, there’s a lot to say FOR Rumour of Rings, but what is there to say AGAINST it? Hmm.... *scratching my head, here* Not much. Rings are prone to corruption, with 5 corruption points for a Dwarven Ring on a Dwarf or The Ring’s Betrayal or The Roving Eye. But then again, any single character with a 4 MP item tends to become a corruption magnet. The trick will be to remember to have a minor item or 1 or 0 CP item on the same Dwarf with those Dwarven Rings so that The Balance of Things won’t be so darned miserable. And start packing Fellowships, New Friendships, A Friend or Threes and a host of other corruption modifiers. 

All in all? They’ll be partying at the Under-grottos soon! 

Beorn’s rating for Rumour of Rings -- 10. Yes! A 10. Love it. 

Beorn's Middle Earth Card of the Day #???
Show Things Unbidden

Show Things Unbidden 

Hero Resource :: Short-event 

Playable during the organization phase on Galadriel if untapped and at Lorien. Tap Galadriel. Opponent must choose and reveal to you 3 non-environment hazards from his hand and shuffle them into his play deck. If these are not available, opponent must reveal his hand to you and shuffle all non-environment hazards there into his play deck. 



This is another fun Galadriel specific card--probably the best one so far, capable of making Galadriel a desirable character again even though her low prowess and high mind have kept her out of most decks to this point. Before we examine this card, though, let's review what Galadriel can already do: 

First of all, she is the owner of one of the Three Elven Rings, Nenya (another Hero short-event): 

Galadriel only. +2 prowess, +2 body, +2 direct influence for the rest of the turn. Galadriel makes a corruption check modified by -3, by -1 if in a Haven [H]. Any one corruption check made by a character not in a Shadow-hold [S] or Dark-hold [D] is automatically successful. 

She was the donor of one of the coolest items in the game (which sees little play because of the need to play Galadriel), the Phial of Galadriel: 

Hero Resource :: Special Item :: 1 MP :: 0 CP 

Unique. Playable on a non-Wizard, non-Dwarf bearer of Star-glass at a Haven [H] in the same company as an untapped Galadriel. Tap Galadriel, replace Star-glass with Phial of Galadriel, and remove Star-glass from play. Tap Phial to cancel any Undead attack. Tap Phial to modify the prowess of any hazard creature attack keyed to a Dark-domain [d], Shadow-land [s], Dark-hold [D], or Shadow-hold [S] by -2---you choose targets of such an attack's strikes (regardless of tapped status, wounded status, and the normal abilities of the attack). Tap Phial to give +2 to any corruption check by its bearer. Cannot be transferred. 

A few locks of Galadriel's hair also seem to ward despair and greed from the soul... 

Three Golden Hairs 

Hero Resource :: Permanent-event 

Unique. Playable at any site on a non-Wizard, non-Hobbit diplomat character (other than Galadriel) at the same site as Galadriel. All corruption cards on the bearer are discarded when this card comes into play. +2 to all corruption checks by bearer. 

Thus, Galadriel is at the center of an idiosynchratic blend of preventative resources, mainly preventing the disastrous effects of corruption cards, though she also has some power over the undead, knows that light can weaken the spirits of things that attack in the dark and can exert her influence over the minds of others. Yet, Galadriel, unfortunately, is most effective while sitting in a Haven (preferably Lorien); otherwise, the corruption check from Nenya becomes worrisome and she can't tap to play Phial of Galadriel. And Galadriel's 9 mind is a high price to pay for a character sitting in a Haven for the duration of a game. 

But Galadriel's 9 mind can be controlled by Celeborn's 6 if he's given an Elf- stone and Gold Belt of Lorien. And with Show Things Unbidden, 6 mind seems like a reasonable price to pay to move hazards out of your opponent's hand every organization phase or peek at his hand. Of course, it hardly pays to discard 3 of your opponent's hazards if you turn around and let him draw 4 cards on the way to the Easterling Camp or give him other large draws, but if you play at sites close to Havens, with draws of 1 and 2, chances are you'll face few hazards. And if Alatar is your Wizard, it's likely you can go through games without facing any hazards (provided good draws, plenty of Smoke Rings, and an opponent who complies by playing a non-environment strategy). And that makes Galadriel's mind a fair trade for the ability to play Show Things Unbidden. 

To round out the strategy even more, you can play Old Road and Muster (with Celeborn) or Lordly Presence (with Galadriel) to influence factions near Lorien or Rivendell. You can play Balrog of Moria and move Galadriel out of Lorien the turn after you've just wounded all your opponent's characters at some site closest to Lorien. You can play Mirror of Galadriel and examine even more of your opponent's cards. And, if you want to carry on with the knowledge is power strategy, you can play Here Is a Snake! to force your opponent to show you his hazards before he plays them. 

An interesting wager at high stakes, Show Things Unbidden is a 9-mind bet that you can prevent your opponent from playing hazards rather than equiping your deck with the standard fare meant to deal with the hazards that appear. At its best, Show Things Unbidden could allow your companies to wander around Middle Earth, unseen and untouched. At its worst, Show Things Unbidden could sit at the bottom of your deck, near Celeborn, while Galadriel chews up 9 of your 20 General Influence, doing nothing more than allowing you to hold an extra card. 

Beorn 

Ratings for Show Things Unbidden: 

Beorn - 7
Saruman - 7
Average - 7 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #817
To Fealty Sworn

So, you've done it all. In true capitalist fashion, you shoved sentiments aside, went in for the kill, and came out the winner. Years and years of ruthless deckbuilding have brought you wins, and wins, and maybe the occasional defeat, and more wins. You've dunked the Ring in two turns. You've gained 25 MP's in one turn. You've killed Glorfindel II, he who returned from Mandos' Halls, with a Whisp of Pale Sheen. And now you're standing in front of your fireplace with a glass of Chateauneuf du Pape 19-long-ago in your hand and an absent look in your eyes. Your current girlfriend, the one that reminds you of Choice of Luthien, wears a worried frown and asks if something's wrong. "What happened to the FUN, Lucy?". "It's Anna, not Lucy". And while a former girlfriend orders a taxi to Somewhere Else, you turn your attention to the newly acquired Balrog decks. 

To Fealty Sworn - MEBA - F(R) - Hero Resource Permanent-event 1 MP - +2 prowess - (+5 DI) "Playable on a Hobbit: in the same company as Return of the King or during the same site phase his company plays a unique hero faction at a Free-hold (not Bag End). The Hobbit gains the warrior skill, +2 prowess, and +5 direct influence against the Hobbits faction and characters with Bag End as a home site. Cannot be duplicated on a given Hobbit." 

Cards that depict specific events in one of the books of Tolkien and also try to make the same event happen in MECCG have a tendency to be too complicated and limited to make much of an impression on tournament-level decks. Cards like Helm of Her Secrecy appear to be quite popular, given their secondary market value, but hardly ever show up during tournaments. Such cards, however, weren't made for tournaments. They were made for theme-based fundecks. And the new Balrog expansion, due out tomorrow, will add one such a card to the 1600+ card mix, that will probably be the ultimate fun card of the game: To Fealty Sworn. 

As a competitive tourney card, it immediately kills itself by doing one of the few things a Hobbit-deck has absolutely no use for. Hobbit decks rely on Stealth and other Scout cards. A Hobbit deck with Warrior-specific cards in it does not increase the chances of having live Hobbits around after an hour's play. So, why turn one of them into a Halfling Knight? Frankly, I'm afraid that the main use of To Fealty Sworn in competitive decks will be as an added-on 1 MP bonus, without much further use. Just drag one rabbit along, keep him alive, play that big faction, and play a 1 MP card on the half-pint scout present. Oh, so he's a Warrior now? How lovely. 

And that would be a shame, because the card finally introduces the tale of the other two Halflings of the Fellowship to MECCG. Long have we suffered from perpetual re-runs of the heroics of Mr. Sincere Frodo and his utterly annoying servant, Master Samwise. Now they have to move over, and make way for Tolkien's own brat-pack, Merry & Pippin. 

Because that is what To Fealty Sworn, in an ideal world, should be: the key to playing out the story of those two 'minor' Hobbits. 

Pippin became an enlisted man in the service of the Steward of Gondor after Gandalf brought him to Minas Tirith. An heroic Troll-kill at the Black Gate elevated him to the ranks of certified Hero, and inspired the newly crowned Dunadan King to knight him, an honour also given to Pippin's buddy Merry. Because while Pippin was trying to cope with the delusions of Denethor II, Merry had ended up as a page of King Theoden of Rohan. Dragged to the battlefield by a mysterious Rohirrim knight, he ended up fighting, and hamstringing, none less than the Witch-King of Angmar. So, two small Halflings from a little known and remote area of Arthedain were given their own little entry into the history of the world. 

To Fealty Sworn depicts this quite accurately. It can be played after Aragorn has been crowned King, or after you've influenced a faction at a freehold. For accurate simulation, this should be either Edoras or Minas Tirith, but in this game of "what if", a Hobbit can swear fealty to Imrahil, Beorn, Treebeard, Thorin, Thranduil or Dain as well. 

And then what? This will normally give you a 3/9 Warrior/Scout Hobbit. Time to bring out the guns. The Hobbit weapon of choice is of course Sting. And although it cannot be played as a starting item, it can be played as a bonus after you've successfully influenced the freehold faction. Now your Hobbit is a lean mean killing machine on par with the likes of Imrahil, Gimli and Legolas, with better stamina to boot (because of a higher body stat). 

However, if you don't mind doing completely silly things, you can pump up your Hobbit to sheer ridiculousness. I don't think any Hobbit could even lift Aiglos, let alone use it, but a knighted Hobbit bearing Aiglos would make any nasty creature laugh itself to death, which in the end amounts to exactly the same as a real hero kicking as hard as he can. 

The most ridiculous Halfling Knight combo I can think of at this moment would involve Bilbo, because he's the only Hobbit sage. First, make him a knight with To Fealty Sworn. Then give him the German promo Schwertmeister. This allows him to use two weapons simultaneously. Then Aiglos, Wormsbane, and for good measure the Dragon-helm and maybe a Magic Ring of Arnold for even more prowess. Then replay the happenings at Erebor, and see what Smaug thinks of his opponent this time. 

So, if you want to play this card for its full effect, and still want to be competitive and as accurate as you can be simulation-wise, hop to Edoras, play the Riders, Sting and To Fealty Sworn, and you should be doing fairly well. If you're in a fast game and faction gathering is your thing, you could include it as a simple 1 MP bonus card. But really, that's like using an MG convertible for driving to the supermarket only. Because this card is about FUN, and most fun is had by crushing an ignorant Hobbit with weapons he cannot lift let alone use, and then giving every hazard creature in sight a heart attack from laughing out a little too loud. 

Although Hobbit decks are heading for rough times (check out the new River-creature Beorning Skin-changers), the fighting Hobbit will be a very popular new subtheme in casual play come next week. I don't think the card will have much impact on tournament-level decks, but hey, you've been there, done that, are wearing the t-shirt and couldn't care less. Slainte. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for To Fealty Sworn: 

Beorn - 6
Fram - 7
Sly Southerner - 7

Average - 6.67

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #818
Remains of Thangorodrim

Middle-Earth: The Balrog (MEBA) is finally available to all of us cardboard junkies. Like all previous expansions, the set features cards with nice and not-so-nice effects, cards with fabulous and not-so-fabulous artwork, and a fertile breeding ground for questions to occupy the NetRep's time. It's too early to tell where the expansion will stand among the others, but there certainly is a lot to talk about. Not just because it is a new expansion, but because its release means that MECCG Mk I is now completed. These new cards are the last that will ever be released for this game. So, in the near future, through the Card of the Day mailing list you can expect extensive coverage of the new set, some looking back on three years of Tolkien-based Cardgaming, and maybe a surprise or three. And then we (or at least I) will pass the torch to whoever is willing to shine his light on Lord of the Rings Expandable Cardgame, or MECCG Mk II. But before all that comes around the corner, there's plenty of time left for the fire demon, his retainers and allies, hide-outs and tools, deeds and dreams. Today: 

Remains of Thangorodrim - MEBA - F - site - R&L - Under-deeps
Adjacent sites: no surface site, The Drowning-deeps (roll required to move to/from: 9)
Playable: Information, items (minor, major, greater)
Automatic-attacks (2): 1: Drake,2@12 2: Opponent may play as an automatic-attack one hazard creature from his hand normally keyed to Coastal Seas
Special: Creatures keyed to Coastal Seas may be keyed to this site
Art by Liz Danforth 

Thangorodrim was the stronghold of Morgoth, of whom Sauron was but a servant. It was completely destroyed by the Host of Valinor at the end of the First Age of Middle-earth, long before the Age in which Frodo the Halfling destroyed the One Ring in the fires of its making. Its location was far west of the western border of Middle-earth in the Third Age. 

In the final act of MECCG's tale, the Remains of Thangorodrim play the blind wall at the end of a one-way street. More precisely, the card represents the dead end of the Western branch of the Under-deeps system. To avoid trapping yourself, you must at least keep The Drowning-deeps available, and then your only way out is through the Blue Mountain Dwarf-hold. So unless you're planning on confronting the bluesy Dwarves in their own Hold (which, btw, is *the* quest of the MEBA expansion), it is advisable to keep The Under-vaults out of your discard pile as well. Another difficulty is the hefty rolls required for Westward movement: Under-vaults to Drowning-deeps requires a roll of 8, the final stage even a 9. So, simply getting to the Remains of Thangorodrim is already a hell of a job. Is it worth it? 

Of all the sites in the Western Under-deeps (Iron-deeps, Under-vaults, Drowning-deeps, Remains of Thangorodrim), the Remains is the only one where you can play greater items and information. Although the minion side of MECCG isn't exactly known for its fine selection of either greater items or information cards, a Black Mace or Maker's Map could come in handy sometimes. A better reason for visiting the Remains of Thangorodrim is Evil Things Lingering; a brilliant 2MP 9/9 Sage Ally, with a built-in ability to cancel Drake attacks. To me, it's the highlight of the set, a card well worth taking risks for. Its other two "home-sites" are in the Mordorian branch of the Under-deeps network. If you're just interested in getting the Lingerthing, you'd better go there, but if you're in the Western branch already (and let's face it, you WILL be there because you will want to play Breach the Hold/Invade Their Domain/Lord and Usurper), a trip to the Remains of Thangorodrim is heartily recommended. Although the Dwarf Kill Quest does not feature any Drake attacks, the Lingerthing's battle stats are good enough in itself to justify the extra effort. 

All in all, a trip to Morgoth's ruin can be justified in some cases, mainly if your deck is aimed at Dwarf-bullying. But, you'll have to be prepared. Basically, a company comprising the Balrog himself, some tough others like Umagaur ("now featuring in Middle-earth: Lara Croft's favorite Troll!!"), and at least one Iron Shield of Old should get you past the auto-attacks and movement rolls safely. Be ready for some Sea Serpents or even Fell Turtles as well, not to mention a DoNned Miss Earcaraxe herself, as Coastal Sea creatures will be coming out of the sideboard as if it were early '96 instead of '99. Also, new At Home-like hazards have been created for the Under-deeps. The one that guards both the Drowning-deeps and Remains of Thangorodrim is Monstrosity of Diverse Shape. This Evil Lobster serves a Double Elf-lord for starters (but just a bit too warm to be a real treat), and is not something you would want to meet. Some Ancient Secrets are recommended here. 

This leaves the problem of being trapped beneath the Remains. There are of course easy ways out: simply don't play anything on the previous sites, leaving them untapped, or park a character there to keep it on the table. The first option doesn't help your cause very much, and the second is a bit dangerous (those sites are not exactly safe havens for campers and should the one inhabitant fall prey to a nasty thing you're suddenly stuck anyway) and also requires a fair number of characters coming along initially (or brought into play in the meantime). 

A better way to negotiate this would be playing Roots of the Earth on the sites you pass. You should at least play it on The Drowning-deeps, since it is of vital importance to keep the backdoor open (and once you start the Breach the Hold frenzy it will even provide 3 MP's). If you're really going to invade the Dwarf-hold you may think it unnecessary to protect The Under-vaults as well, because you're not planning on ever returning. But there's no harm in leaving your options open, and it's only one Drake attack of 2@13/- (which, I guess, is 'negotiable' in Balrog terms). So, two consecutive Roots of the Earth secure your way out, and even give you some MP's. 

All in all, a deck built for the Western branch can crank out a fair number of points by going all the way to the Remains of Thangorodrim and back. And of course, this is a Balrog we're talking about here. To a Balrog, visiting Thangorodrim or what's left of it is nothing less than the ultimate sentimental journey. Bon voyage. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for the Remains of Thangorodrim: 

Fram - 6 

(oh, the Lara Croft stuff is because I think Umagaur looks like a Tombraider still.)

Reader Comments

Findegil: Actually, it's the Nasty Slimy Thing (is it only me, or does that look ridiculously silly capitalized?), not the Lingerthing, that cancels Drakes. 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #819
Shelob's Brood

A warm welcome to a score of new subscribers! I guess you're all interested in cards from the latest (and last) expansion, The Balrog. Well, comprehensive coverage of the MEBA expansion starts here! In the next few days, we'll be taking a slow start with some of the more straightforward cards in the set. Such as this simple creature:



Shelob's Brood - MEBA - F(Shadow-deeps; 2x) - Creature - 1 MP - 4@8/-
"Spiders. Four strikes. Playable at any Under-deeps site or surface site thereof."
Art by Steve Cavallo



The final expansion of MECCG is now tournament legal. And judging by reports from the first few tournaments where Balrog cards were in use, it appears that this expansion has restored an old tradition which ended with the release of MEWH. Up to and including MEAS, the dominant one-race hazard creature strategy changed with every expansion. In the beginning, the only viable all-out one-race creature strategy was Orcs. The little Orcs may seem pathetically weak now, after three years of prowess inflation, but 'back then' they were nothing to laugh at, if properly boosted by Minions Stir. With the first expansion, adequately named The Dragons, came the big lizards. Following that, with the release of MEDM, Undead had their heyday: the most brutal attacks could be constructed using just a few cards (one creature, DoN, Plague of Wights, The Moon is Dead). Then the second alignment, Minions, entered the scene. And with it came the Free Peoples as its hazardous adversary. After that, MEAS expanded the playability (and therefore poularity) of Men creatures. Then MEWH made one-themed hazard decks less viable, because they just couldn't cover enough of the resource options available, from Stealthy Hobbits via Indiana Glorf, Sauron pop-up, Alatar Ahunt, burning down the house and the resurrection of the Mountain King to squatting Bad Beards, anymore. 

But it appears that now, with the release of a set entirely dedicated to the Burning Mole, yet another type of creature has become King for a Day: Spiders. 

Ever since the Dark Minions expansion, Spiders have been a strange type of creature. Since that time, the Spider class has contained just two staple creatures, and no less than five boosting cards. In a way, MEBA has made this ratio even more absurd, by introducing one more small creature and five more non-creature cards for this strategy. As a result, Spiders now surpass Undead in "pumpability". Wanna count? Take Lesser Spiders: 4 strikes at 7 prowess normally. Start pumping: Spider of the Morlat, +1 strike (5@7). Shelob, +1 strike, +1 prowess (6@8). Wake of War, +1 strike, +1 prowess (7@9). Full of Froth and Rage, +2 prowess (7@11). One of the new kids on the block is Black Vapour, which gives another prowess point (7@12). So these cards combined give +3 strikes and +5 prowess. And then Black Vapour can cancel an attempt to run away from the attack, Flies and Spiders can capture victims (especially nice against Minions who think all the spider wants to do is have a chat), Spawn of Ungoliant can make killing easier (brilliant combined with the Giant Spiders' inbuilt body lowering ability), Ungoliant's Foul Issue can bring the Spiders to the Under-deeps, Ungoliant's Progeny can add yet another prowess point in exchange for detainment status (who cares when you're using Flies and Spiders?), and if you really don't know what to do, The Reek can be used to turn a Spider creature into a Heedless Revelry-mimicking tapping machine. Exhaustive strategy, this. Options a-plenty. 

But it all starts with the basic creature, of course. And then you're faced with the distressing fact that there are so few Spider creatures. To the two creatures of old, MEBA has added a third: Shelob's Brood. Slightly bigger than the Lesser Spiders, they seem a good addition to the Arachnoids. However, their playability can present a problem versus a lot of decks. 

For Shelob's Brood is a creature that dwells in the Under-deeps and their immediate surroundings. Against Heroes, this means that the Brood will not be easily playable. Sure, their terrain includes Moria and Goblin-gate, two very popular sites. And these Spiders can even take a shot at Gondor decks visiting the Glittering Caves or Dunharrow. Nevertheless, no region keyability seriously diminishes their usefulness against heroes. 

Against (non-Balrog) Minions, they can serve well in the North (Angmar, Gundabad), and in Mordor. However, all sites there are of the darkest types, so adding a Flies and Spiders for real effect is mandatory. But again, no region (or site-type) keyability means little flexibility and therefore diminished usefulness. 

Of course, this creature wasn't included in MEBA for nothing. And fighting the Balrog's minions is what Shelob's Brood is best at. The Hog himself may be a bit much for these fluffs to take on, but his cannon fodder is just the kind of prey this little spider gang relishes. Most Under-deep sites make creatures attack undetained, so many a Mountain Maggot or Crooked-legged Orc will fall to Shelob's Brood. Because the chances of being able to play this creature on a Balrog company must be close to 100%, and with a little boosting their prowess becomes a tough target to beat for the smaller characters among the Balrog's legion. 

But, although Balrog play will definitely be popular in the months to come, tuning your complete hazard strategy to the possibility of encountering a Molar deck may not be a wise decision. So I'd say the best place for this creature is in the sideboard. Run a Spider half-strategy with three of Giant and Lesser Spiders each in the deck, Spawn enhancers ready for use (so you too can use that brilliant new hazard, Desire All For Thy Belly, to its full effect) and maybe fill your remaining hazard slots with a complementary strategy like Wolves (which can hit the border- and shadowlands and partially uses the same enhancers). And then, when you see your opponent is indeed Morgoth's Mole, or refuses to travel far from Under-deeps surface sites, bring out the Brood as well. A full Spider strategy needs them, even if you need your opponent's co-operation. 

All in all, Spider strategies may be the next big thing, but they seriously suffer from understaffed infantry. At maximum, you have nine creatures to work with, three of which have serious keyability problems versus all but Balrog decks. At the same time, to use the other six against Balrog decks, Ungoliant's Foul Issue is a must. So for maximum effect, asking some other representatives from the animal kingdom along is heartily recommended. Or if you don't mind thinning your theme, include some Nameless Things and Assassins....but then it's almost inevitable there won't be much room left for Shelob's Brood. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #820
Ancient Secrets

Today a card which decisively proves that at least one person in MECCG's design team has an instinct for subtle irony. So you want basic utility? I'll give you basic utility. 

Ancient Secrets - MEBA - F(C) - Minion resource short-event
"Tap your Ringwraith to discard one hazard permanent-event. Alternatively, during your organization phase, tap your Ringwraith to take up to two resources from your sideboard to your play deck and reshuffle"
Art by William O'Connor 

When I first saw the spoiler for this card, I thought it was tremendously overpowered, especially compared to its Hero counterpart Longbottom Leaf. Now, I must admit that this is only partially true. For a Ringwraith player, I still think it's a bit much. But for a Balrog player, Ancient Secrets may even be on the weak side. 

First, let's briefly look into its use by Ringwraiths. With its first effect, the discarding of a hazard perm, it forms one half of a two-card defensive wall that will be nigh impossible to tear down. Your Ringwraith with one Ringwraith follower, at least one of them a Sage, can happily sit in a Darkhaven and play three of these and three Voices of Malice per cycle to completely shut down an event-happy hazard deck. Of course, six slots for event canceling is a lot, but there are resource decks which can make good use of them. First among them is the Two Trolls A-Wanderin' deck, with two Leuts running around being huge. They have nothing to fear from basic creatures, but are very vulnerable to a well-placed Alone and Unadvised, for instance, or pumpers like Chill Them With Fear. Ancient Secrets and Voices of Malice can close that gap for you. That's why I think that, for use by Ringwraiths, Ancient Secrets is overpowered: Ringwraiths already have easy access to Voices of Malice, adding a second card of that type is too much. 

For the exact same reason, for Balrog use Ancient Secrets is a wee bit too weak. Voices of Malice is close to useless when it comes to Balrog play. There are only a few Sages a Balrog has access to. The first is his own leader Umagaur, a 9 mind pivot for your deck. Then there's Doeth, an Orc whose Sage skill has cost him in other departments, meaning he's not very likely to stay alive (let alone untapped) long down in the Deeps. And there's also Evil Things Lingering and Last Child of Ungoliant, two brutal allies, both a pain to get out. Neither of the four qualifies as your archetypical VoM-user (aka Halbarad the Ringwraith), sitting in a Haven without costing influence, telling stories. 

So, a Balrog needs something else to get rid of dangerous hazard events. Ancient Secrets is supposed to be that other option. But it has a severe limitation: it can't touch the long-events. Sure, you can take out the Spawn hazards, corruption cards, Doors of Night even. But The Way remains Shut, Wights are still a Plague, the Minions are Stirred, not shaken. And these three cards can all cause major problems to a Balrog company in the Deeps. This is especially true for The Way is Shut, the Under-deeps movement bouncer. So far, I have not been able to find a card that forces the discard of The Way is Shut other than Voices of Malice. So unless I'm mistaken, as a Balrog player, you will encounter it. And a skillful opponent will manage to have one in play a lot of the time. In short: as a Balrog, your defense is wide open to some very powerful hazard long-events. 

There's only one solution for The Way is Shut, lest you become an involuntary squatter: including a Ranger with Piercing All Shadows is an absolute must if you're roaming the Deeps. Preferably the Balrog himself, since he doesn't care about the 3 CP's. Along the same lines, there's one hazard you should never ever play if your opponent is a Balrog: The Will of Sauron. Playing it would only present your opponent with an opportunity to finally hit the long-events. Without the Will, the long-events will be there for the turn, there's nothing the Balrog player can do about it. With the Will, they're vulnerable to Ancient Secrets. 

And of course there will always be three Ancient Secrets in a Balrog deck. Even if it is of limited use, it's the only Good Riddance card at his disposal. So chances are, one will be ready for use every turn. 

The card's second ability is really just an added on bonus, especially if you're playing Balrog. You'll probably need it to discard hazard perms anyway, so the sideboard drawing won't be used too often. I guess the best use in this capacity would be to get two VoM's to your deck when you finally have a good Sage at your disposal (Evil Things Lingering being the prime choice here). Ringwraiths may have more room to use this second ability, adding yet more power to a card that, to them, was already more than powerful enough. 

And that's the paradox of Ancient Secrets: it is most powerful when used by a Ringwraith, yet it is The Balrog to whom this card is of vital importance. Ancient Secrets makes a mockery of the concept of basic utility. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Ancient Secrets: 

Saruman - 6
Fram - 7.5 (a 9 for RW, and a 6 for Balrog) 

Average - 6.75

Fram's Middle-Earth Card of the Day #821
Great Troll

As you may have noticed, the Middle Earth Card of the Day has moved. It now runs on the same machine as the other MECCG mailing list. Thanks to mario Butter for his efforts. The new address is me-cotd@silent-tower.org. Go forth and change thy filters. If all's well, this is now officially a moderated mailing list, and no messages other than issues of the CotD and addenda and errata to said issues should get through. Several people have contacted me because of some things I said in my last review, on Ancient Secrets. Contrary to what I said, there is a minion resource that discards The Way is Shut: a long-event called the Under-roads. Thanks, everyone (you know who you are). Secondly, no, The Will of Sauron does not turn long events into permanent events. What I meant was that the Will is a valid target for Ancient Secrets, and that the discarding of said Will will result in the discarding of all hazard long events as well. On to today's issue. 

Great Troll - MEBA - F(Shadow-deeps) - Minion Warrior Ally - 1 MP - 3 mind 6/8 p/b
"Balrog specific. Playable on a non-Darkhaven Under-deeps site and only by The Balrog. Troll. Even if tapped or wounded, you may assign a strike to this ally as though it were untapped."
Art by David Sexton 

Every set has its dog, as the saying goes. The Great Troll is The Balrog's version of the Noble Hound. It primarily serves as an extra line of defense for your most important character, your avatar. 

The Great troll is an easily playable ally. All it requires is a non-Darkhaven Under-deeps site. The Under-grottos seems to be the best spot for him, since not too much other stuff is playable there. But of course you can play him basically anywhere you like. If you're playing him at a truly useful site, however, make sure you play the troll first and the big item immediately after that. If you try it the other way around you'll anger Roolz the Almighty, which is not something I would advise you to do. Anyway, simply put, playability is not a problem with this ally. The only limiting factor of any importance is the fact that The Hog himself needs to be the controlling character. 

For an ally that is so easily playable, he's quite big as well. And his special ability just plain rocks. No matter what his orientation is, this ally is always untapped for the sake of strike assignment. What good does this do? 

Let's see...a wandering Balrog..lots of attacks....smells like Dwarf-hunting. To me, with the little experience that I have so far in playing Balrog, the deck which is on a Dwarf-hunting quest appears to be the natural habitat for one or two Great Trolls. When you go for the big quest of MEBA, there's a lot you'll have to face. assuming you leave the 3 MP's of Roots of the Earth out of the equation, this is what awaits you; 

The auto attacks of the Drowning-deeps or Rusted-deeps: Drake, 2@11 and maybe a non-unique creature keyable to either coastal seas (Drowning-deeps) or Shadow-holds (Rusted-deeps). Then it's Breach the Hold: Spawn, 1@15; Dwarves, 4@9; Dwarves 2@12. Up you go, and there's the automatic attack of the Iron hills or Blue Mountain Dwarf-hold: Dwarves, 4@10. After entering, Invade Their Domain and face Dwarves, 5@9, 4@10 and 3@12. Assuming you haven't managed to untap your Balrog after tapping him to satisfy the demand of Invade Their Domain, next turn it's them Dwarves again, 4@10. The icing on the cake is then provided by Lord and Usurper: the remaining Dwarves hurl themselves at you, 4@9 and 3@10. This whole 10MP combo (13 if you include Roots of the Earth with the additional 2@13 Drake attack) makes you face a total of 34 strikes. It sounds tough, but if you're well-prepared, it can be done. 

You'll need some key cards, though. Basically, what you need is Buthrakaur with the Ancient Black Axe, a few pieces of untapped cannon fodder (you can very easily bring a total of five Orc and Troll fodders into this company from your sideboard), a Great Troll and The Balrog with Strangling Coils. At the end of the movement/hazard phase, use Strangling Coils' effect and untap your entire company. Make sure you have an Angband Revisited ready to untap your Balrog. Do this either before reconciling your hand at the end of the m/h phase or immediately after facing the auto attack of one of the "dwarven-deeps". Do not try to do it while resolving any of the multiple attack quest cards, because you're not allowed to! Then you're ready to rog and roll. Cancel the auto-attacks with Nasty Slimy Thing or Crept Along Cleverly. The first attack of Breach the Hold is a Spawn attack. Sacrifice a Mountain Maggot. Then it's Dwarves, 4@9. Use one Orc Fodder, the Great Troll, The Balrog and Buthrakaur. The Balrog and Buthrakaur canot even fail this strike untapped. The troll needs a roll of 3, and since he's a Warrior, he can even be enhanced for automatic success. There's no use in keeping him untapped, apart from keeping his prowess stat as high as possible. But you should be prepared to sacrifice this ally as well, so don't be gentle with him. You couldn't care less about the fodder's result against the fourth strike. The final attack of Breach the Hold is just 2@12. Tap Buthrakaur (who's at 11 prowess), and use either a third fodder, if available, or the tapped Great Troll. This is where the true usefulness of this ally becomes apparent. You can use him again and again when resolving a quest-card like Breach the Hold. His 6 prowess will keep him alive until the final attack, when your options of keeping strikes away from your untapped Balrog have all gone. As long as you have this Troll, and a very big leader like Buthrakaur swinging his axe, there's nothing to fear for The Balrog himself, He Who Needs To Remain Untapped. 

The toughest part of the quest is Invade Their Domain. After the 4@10 automatic-attack of the dwarf-hold (may I be so bold as to perhaps suggest Blasting Fire?), you're facing a lot of strikes. But again, attacks of 9 and 10 prowess mean nothing to The Balrog or his supreme leader. And against such attacks, a Great Troll will not have too many troubles either (just throw in the occasional Bold Thrust or Swift Strokes). And since you've started the turn at an Under-deeps R&L, you have of course accessed your sideboard again to bring the fodder count up to five. The final attack is 3@12. Play one prowess enhancer on your untapped Balrog, tap Buthrakaur and the third strike goes to the Great Troll, tapped since the beginning, or to a remaining piece of meat that has not yet faced a strike. 

You'll get the idea by now, and if not I'll repeat it for you: the big advantage of the Great Troll is that he can keep The Balrog out of trouble as long as he's not eliminated. The fodder characters in the company do this as well, but once they're tapped there's not much they can do to prevent strikes from going to The Balrog. And of course, at 6 prowess the Great Troll is more likely to survive than any of those non-unique 3-and-less minders. 

At least those were my considerations when I put together my first Balrog "kicking the midgets" deck. Set up a company of seven, comprising The Balrog, his biggest leader with the Ancient Black Axe and five pieces of fodder. Use The Balrog in his Strangling Coils form for its untapping ability. Collect a Great Troll (two would be even better). For support cards, use a mix of dodgers (Ancient Secrets, Crept Along Cleverly) and prowess boosters (Swift Strokes, Bold Thrust). You'll need the prowess boosters because the Dwarf attacks will be very hard, if not impossible, to cancel without using scouts (and even then you'll never be able to cancel them all). 

In this whole set up, the Great Troll is but one piece. But, because of his ability to keep facing strikes attack after attack, a vital piece. He's easy to pick up, he'll cost you nothing, he'll keep you out of trouble for as long as he can. There's no reason to leave him out. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Great Troll 

Saruman - 7
Fram - 8

Average - 7.5 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #822
Spawn of Ungoliant

The battle against the cheesy decks is on! And just in time. This issue was supposed to deal with the Balrog squatter deck which can win in about four turns without ever leaving a Darkhaven. However, just last weekend ICE have issued a new rule (saying Balrog players don't get points for Hero items played at Darkhavens), taking away 7 MP's from the deck, which at least makes it impossible for the Hog Potatoe to reach the target of 25 MP's without any geographical effort. So, no more need to discuss the Balrog squatter deck, on to nicer things. 

Spawn of Ungoliant - MEBA - F - Hazard Permanent-event 4 MP - 15/8 p/b
"Unique. Spawn. The Pukel-deeps and The Gem-deeps each have an additional automatic-attack: Spawn 3 strikes with 15/8 prowess/body. In addition, +1 to all body checks for Elves, Dwarves, Hobbits, Dunedain, and Men resulting from Spider attacks." 

Hazardwise, The Balrog expansion has its focus firmly on Spider and Animal creature strategies. The set introduces four hazard permanent events which in one way or another enhance these anime strategies. Of those four, Spawn of Ungoliant is by far the best one for a strategy aimed at fighting Heroes. 

Maybe its power is best illustrated with an example. The game's been going on for a few turns. Full of Froth and Rage is in play. Gimli and some buddies move from the Barrow-downs to Bree to have a pint. You play Spawn of Ungoliant and Giant Spiders. Suppose Gimli decides to face a strike. What is the probability of him having left active play after facing the Spider strike? 1 in 4, roughly. Not impressive enough? Well, those figures are actually better than, for instance, for a Rain-drake or uncanceled (i.e., twice attacking) Slayer. And this is one strike of a barely enhanced Spider attack we're talking about here. If you want to know what can be done with Spiders, check out the review of Shelob's Brood (#819). 

The reason for these favourable odds for Giant Spiders enhanced by Spawn of Ungoliant lies in the combination of their respective special abilities. Giant Spiders state that if a body check resulting from a successful strike equals the character's body, he is discarded. Add the +1 mod to body checks for all Hero races (except Wizards), and you can discard 8-body characters on a roll of 7. And the inclusion of 7 in the succesful range means a swing in chance of success of no less than 16,7%. Even worse, if you have a character with 8 body who was already wounded before facing the Giant Spiders, a roll of 6 will suffice to get that character into the discard pile after a successful strike. 

Although most characters that are truly central to Hero decks have 9 body, a lot of the midrange fighters get no further than 8. Gimli, Dain, Elrohir, Elladan, Imrahil, you name them and they're excellent prey for Giant Spiders enhanced by Spawn of Ungoliant and a little prowess boosting from one of the many Spider enhancers. And of course even a 9-body character can certainly fall to such a creature. 

Even better are the odds when your Arachnoids encounter covert Minions, renowned for their lowish combat stats (The Grimburgoth notwithstanding). But setting up the actual encounter is exactly the problem. Covert Minions are not known for their multi-wilderness site paths. They can normally be hit by Lesser Spiders, though, on their way from Minas Morgul to Gondor or Rhun. You will lose the beautifully elegant interaction between the two body lowering abilities of Ungoliant's Spawn and the Giant Spiders. But sometimes elegance must be set aside for clinical finishing. 

In short, the special ability is what makes Spawn of Ungoliant the best of the Spawn hazards, in terms of effectiveness versus Hero characters. Succes or failure of a body check is often decided in the 'likely roll' area. If a +1 mod pulls a roll of 7 (probability 16.7%) or 8 (probability 13.9%) into the succesful area, such a mod is a very powerful one. Spawn of Ungoliant often provides exactly that mod. 

The "Spawn at Home" part of this big fake spider will be of little or no consequence. It hits the two Gondorian Under-deeps sites, Pukel-deeps and Gem-deeps, located under Dunharrow and the Glittering Caves. To Mr. Under-deeps, this is a remote area without Dwarves to kill or Maia to annoy. Sauronites themselves will normally stick to the darker parts of the tunnels. And current Hero-decks, with the state of the meta-game as it is and the consequential fear of meeting a Hog-player, hardly dare go to surface-sites, let alone venture into the Deeps. 

As a Spawn hazard, this card can be used in another fashion than just Spider enhancement, though. Desire All for Thy Belly and Darkness Made by Malice are two MEBA hazards which rely on the presence of Spawn on the table top. Desire All for Thy Belly is the hottest hazard of the moment, allowing you to drain either your opponent's deck or handsize. Provided you have enough Spawn cards in play, Darkness Made by Malice is a tapper extraordinaire. Of course, these cards alone don't make a complete hazard strategy. However, a combination of Spider creatures, boosted by Spawn and other enhancers, and Spawn-based events makes for a consistent and fairly versatile strategy. Use a few Assassins (or Slayers if you don't have any) as whipped (and whipping) cream for the whitest of places, and not many Heroes or covert Minions will get by easily. 

For getting cards like Spawn of Ungoliant the new fixed format of MECCG is great. If you buy the right Balrog deck, the Shadow-deeps, you will have all these unique Spawn perms, which would all have been rares in the old format, at your disposal. So in this respect the fixed format has closed the gap between Jack "A booster a month" Poor Sod and Mr. "Pre-ordered boxes" Suitcase. But, as they say, for every Spawn of Ungoliant, there's a Longbottom Leaf. 

But this review wasn't about Longbottom Leaf or even the new fixed distribution of MECCG. It was about Spawn of Ungoliant. And due to its rocking special ability, it's one of the best hazards of MEBA. if you're not convinced, build a deck with a Spider hazard strategy yourself and start the body count. After five games with such a deck, mine's at 17 and counting (discards included). And this includes two Wizards, Beorn, Thranduil, Glorfindel and Aragorn (although I have to admit that one Wizard fell to a snake eyes, the only possible wounding result, of course followed by a body check of 10). Anyway, them Spiders have become darn effective, they have, and Spawn of Ungoliant is one of the biggest reasons why. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Spawn of Ungoliant: 

Fram - 8

Fram's Middle-earth Card of the Day #823
A Few Recruits

MEBA - F (Balrog's Host x1)
Minion Orc Faction : : 1 MP
Balrog specific. Playable at a tapped or untapped non-Dragon's lair: Ruins & Lairs, Shadow-hold, or Dark- hold (the site cannot be an Under-deeps site or surface site thereof) if the influence check is greater than 8. Modifications: The Balrog (+3), leader (+2). 

The Balrog was a set with a smaller budget than previous expansions. And sadly, this has had consequences. Bad printing and inferior art-work on a few key-cards (Strider and Bolg, of course) have made it less than it could have been. It's still a fun set with a lot of action (dicing days are back again with the Balrog's company facing strike after strike from angry Dwarves), but some things just show that attention for details (traditionally one of the strong points of MECCG) was less than before. The weirdest of all: a card that's actually unplayable in the deck it was included in. 

Handy, right, these prefab decks? No need to look at the cards for hours and hours before building your deck. Nope, this expansion is playable right out of the box. So, you've just bought Balrog's Host, you're playing and you have A Few Recruits in hand. You're looking for a place to go to play these beggars. Let's see, no Under-deeps sites...hmm...okay, I got some surface-sites. Ruin, Shadow or Dark...so that leaves Goblin-gate, Mounts Gram and Gundabad, Gondmaeglom and The Wind-throne. But wait, it cannot be an entrance to the Under-deeps either. So that leaves...........Gondmaeglom! "Right lads, put the big red hanky on a pole, whistle a tune, we're off to Gondmaeglom to get A Few Recruits". "Hey, hold it, it says here that we have to face a Dragon once we get there". "Yeah, now you mention it, I think one of them nine big beasts dwells there, ow, come on, be a big boy, once you've crept cleverly you'll never forget how to, we'll do it again". "But...but...but....it says here Recruits don't dig Dragons and that you can't convince them to follow you with a Dragon on your back". "Don't be smart with me, Crooky. Okay, now what? Hey, you Maggot, did you bring your laptop computer? Okay, mail ICE and ask them where the Valinor we're supposed to force that bunch of cannon fodder to voluntarily sign up". 

Sad but true. There's no way you can legally play A Few Recruits using just the cards from the Balrog's Host prefab deck. Fortunately, if you've just started in Middle-Earth, you probably won't know how to recognize a Dragon's Lair, let alone be aware of the fact that Gondmaeglom is in fact such a thing, the home of Scatha the Worm (it gets completely absurd if you consider that Scatha Ahunt is actually featured in the very same deck!). And so you'll probably play A Few Recruits at Gondmaeglom, just as the MEBA Rulesbook advises you to. And equally fortunately, if you've been around a bit longer, you'll likely have access to a number of sites which do qualify as legal home-sites for this faction. A site which comes to mind is Dimrill Dale, located in the same region as Moria, and therefore only one wilderness away from a Darkhaven. Other options include Hermit's Hill and Ost-in-Edhil, all one Elf-lord away from Moria. Finally, you could think about going to the Ettenmoors. A tough site to explore, but a mass of factions and allies is playable there. A Few Recruits won't (at least, shouldn't) be the one you play to tap the site, but you can always use it as a nice bonus after getting that Wolf or Troll faction, Bonushead Troll or Sire Arf-Arf Moonhowler the First, King of Wargs. And, ironically, if you swap site decks with the other Balrog deck, you'll suddenly have two sites to play A Few Recruits, Sarn Goriwing and Dead Marshes. Of course, you won't be able to play three big unique factions from Balrog's Host anymore, but hey, this review's not about big factions, it's about A Few Recruits. Give them a break. 

Be that as it may, a much more fundamental question should be asked concerning A Few Recruits: why bother at all? As compensation for completely overlooking the impossibility of playing these beggars, the Balrog's Host play tips do mention the faction as "excellent discard choice". Well, how's that? It will certainly speed up play, building decks with useless cards so that you don't have to think too long when getting down to handsize. 

In a sense, the worst thing about A Few Recruits is that it's non-unique. Such an easily playable faction could have come in handy for cards like Grond, Long Grievous Siege and Great Army of the North. Sadly, these cards all require unique factions. 

So, what's the fun of this faction? Hard to say. Suppose you're running a Balrog-deck completely dedicated to going around on the surface beating up Heroes, you could include some Recruits to balance your points and avoid doubling of Faction points (playing those cheesy Orcs of Moria every game gets boring after a while?). A Few Recruits is Balrog-specific, so they're relatively safe from influence attempts by your opponent (he'll never get the target down to zero). Come on, brain, you can come up with more and better reasons to play them than that...sorry, no can do. 

A Few Recruits, it's a nice idea, but it didn't work out. Of course, their playability requirements at least have made them hard to use by those annoying squatters. But sadly, it has resulted in a card for the "succesful surgery, dead patient" files. The playability restrictions have gone a bit too far. This card won't be a regular. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Reader Comments

Sly Southerner: This card can be very useful in some Balrog decks, e.g. a Balrog deck that squats at The White Towers, Ost-in-Edhil, and Weathertop to pick up wolf allies, or a Balrog deck that squats at Dimrill Dale with Hold Rebuilt and Repaired on it. I'm sure there are more examples. Think about it: A leader can play this faction almost without any trouble (for example, Shagrat only needs a 3...) at a tapped site for 1 MP and while its non-unique status has its drawbacks (as Fram has pointed out above) it also means you can include three copies of it. And if you're playing one of the two deck types described above, you WILL want three copies of it (which probably means you'll have to buy three 'Balrog's Host' decks... Grrr...). 

Fram's Middle-earth Card of the Day #824
Obey Him or Die

MEBA - F (Balrog's Host x1)
Minion Resource Permanent-event 
Balrog specific. Playable during the organization phase on a leader in The Balrog's company. The leader receives +2 direct influence and cannot be discarded by a body check. Discard whenever there is a character in his company with a higher mind. Cannot be duplicated on a given character. 

Not every card in MECCG is a big shiny item, worth 4 MP's with extra prowess and extra influence. Or a 9-prowess Sage ally. Or an event which gets rid of nasty hazards for you with hardly any cost. Quite the opposite, most of the cards aren't. Cards with nice but not shockingly powerful effects. Cards which fit well into certain decks, but it always comes down to the final few slots of the deck. And if they haven't made it, they don't go into the sideboard either. That would be a waste of a perfectly good slot. No, these are cards which can do well in a deck, but are not exactly vital to the deck. And bringing them in from the sideboard halfway through the deck doesn't make sense, because their effect is not specific enough to be the best way of fighting your opponent's hazards. 

An example of such a card is Obey Him or Die. It has two effects, both nice, neither fantastic. It gives a leader two more points of direct influence. Not bad, another small Orc can be brought in. And in the case of Buthrakaur, for instance, it means he can now control 3 MP's worth of characters instead of 2. But, there are other ways to get more DI, and some of them are in a different league altogether. Can we say Ancient Black Axe or High Helm, boys and girls? So why on earth would you choose Obey Him or Die? Well, it comes without corruption or site phase requirement. And you cannot have two Axes or Helmets at the same time, can you, while extra DI might still come in handy. 

Its second effect maybe is the slightly better one: it saves your leader from a humiliating trip to the discard pile. Especially if your leader is carrying some precious things, the last thing you'll want is to have him and his belongings go straight to the gate which says "Thank you for coming and see you next cycle". Of course, an Axe-bearing Buthrakaur is not very likely to go down in combat, but accidents have been known to happen. And not every leader is an Axe-bearing Buthrakaur, I might add. 

Obey Him or Die would have been really powerful if this second effect had been more like that of the Hero item Magical Harp. Protection from discard due to corruption checks would have turned it into a basic utility card for decks running around in the Under-deeps, bearing Axes and Iron Shields, prepared for anything but their own Covetous Thoughts. As said, not every card can be a brilliant card. 

But still, Obey Him or Die is a good enough card to make it into some decks, if only just. It doesn't help you very much in your race to the 25 MP finish line (although it can make room for one more character point), but its two effects combined may be just enough to convince you of its merits. And hey, it's for free. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Fram's Middle-Earth Card of the Day #825
Great Army of the North

Once upon a time, when MECCG was in its prime, no-one talked about LORE, or Balrog. No, the buzz was about the next expansion to come: Warhosts! Finally, factions would be more than a static and, apart from their MP's, useless part of the game. Sadly, the designers worked on it for a while and then realised that they couldn't make it work within the restraints of MECCG. Warhosts was never released, and to this day it is a legend of an age past. Meanwhile, in other expansions some cards were released that made use of factions in a more active way. And now, with the conclusion of MECCG as we know it, there's a genuine faction-quest available. 

Great Army of the North - MEBA - F(Balrog's host, 1x) - Minion Resource Permanent-event or Short-event - (2) MPs
"As a permanent-event, +1 to your influence attempts against Orc and Troll factions. If you have at least 4 unique Orc and/or Troll factions (none playable at a Darkhold) you receive this card's marshalling points. Cannot be duplicated as a permanent-event. Alternatively, as a short-event, you may choose any Orc and Troll factions from your discard pile and shuffle them into your play deck." 

Great Army of the North is one of the non-Balrog specific Minion resources included in MEBA. This means it can also be used by Ringwraith, Sauron and Fallen-Wizard players. And in its most important form, as perm, it comes in handy for all three, although it's stretching things a bit for Fallen-Wizards...more later. 

As a permanent-event, it is a quest card with a target of four unique Orc and/or Troll factions, none playable in a Darkhold. A Balrog will have little trouble coming up with the most suitable names: first and foremost, the Orcs of Moria. Playable in his own Darkhaven, there simply is no Balrog deck thinkable which could not benefit from the inclusion of this faction. 

There are three more factions that fit the Great Army's criteria playable at surface sites of Under-deeps sites: Goblins of Goblin-gate, Orcs of Angmar (at Mount Gram) and Orcs of Gundabad. With the Bullies of Khazad-dum they make up the perfect quartet for Great Army of the North. The only small problem is that the Orcs of Angmar and Gundabad don't like each other very much, and that it will be difficult to successfully play the second one of those two. However, a lone Balrog with his 6 DI, with the +1 of Great Army of the North itself, still has a very good chance of succeeding in one attempt. And there's always Foe Dismayed or Gifs as Given of Old to make it near-automatic. If you don't feel like giving your Balrog this vital yet dull task, use one of his leaders. They all have a fair share of DI ready for influence attempts against factions. 

Using these four factions will give you 12 faction-points if successful. You can have more if you want, but then you must be prepared to venture away from the safety of the Under-deeps system and its surface sites. In Balrog's Host, the MEBA deck in which today's subject is included, the Grey Mountain Goblins serve as the fifth wheel. Their inclusion will probably have brought a smile to the face of any irony-prone MECCG veteran (okay, okay, so *I* had to laugh when I saw the line-up..and so I'm sarcasm-prone instead of...mumble...). Just after the first release of the Grey Mountain Goblins (in MELE), one question asked was: why the hell are they playable at Gondmaeglom and not at The Wind Throne? And now, The Wind Throne is a surface site for The Wind-deeps, and Gondmaeglom...well..is not. Had it been otherwise, the Grey Mountain Goblind would have been the ideal replacement for the Orcs of Angmar. They're worth one more point, and you no longer have to try and bring old enemies together. As it is, you'll have to make an extra effort to get them in. Either use region movement, or play Caverns Unchoked on The Wind-deeps, making Gondmaglom an adjacent site of the Onions & Beans-Deeps as well. 

If you take Great Army of the North literally, you just cannot do without the biggest Orc-faction, the Ice-orcs. But that will definitely require a deck able to handle tough region-movement, through Wilderness and Dragon-country. If you're prepared for that, you can also visit Mirkwood for the Orcs living there and the Ettenmoors to pick up some Trolls. Just remember that Great Armies consist of special troops, not insignificant thirteen-a-dozen buggers like Snaga-hai or some Recruits. 

Ideally, a Balrog player can get 15 MP's from 4 factions, but it won't be easy. If you take it easy, though, you'll still get 12 MP's without ever using other movement than Under-deeps movement. 

So, what about Ringwraiths and Sauronites? They too can use Great Army of the North. To them, the task is even easier, in a way, yet less worthwhile, somewhat further down the same way. They can use the Orcs of Dol Guldur and Morgul-orcs to get halfway home. Both factions are playable in Darkhavens, but only worth 1 MP. And then there are still two more factions to go. The Orcs of Mirkwood are an easy third, but the fourth could be difficult. At least, you'll have to leave the safety of the Dark- and Shadowlands for it. However, all in all, only one faction will normally cause you trouble (tell that to all Minions who have fallen to Mirkwood-keyed Giant Spiders lately), and with the extra two MP's of Great Army, even the two Haven-factions start being worth the effort. 

Of course, the "none playable in a Darkhold" clause has made this card close to worthless to Mordorian decks. A good thing, since those boring squatters really do not need two free MP's. The +1 mod to influence attempts still applies, though, so if you're not too sure your Orc-captain will succeed in bringing in the Orcs of the Ephel Duath and Black Trolls and whatever all their names may be, you could think about actually including Great Army of the North just for that purpose. Not that I couldn't care less about what a filthy squatter wants to do. (Not true, I have played Minion squatter myself back in the beginning, when squatting was a whole new thang... oh, nevermind) 

Talking about squatters, Great Army of the North may even be a way to get Pallando off his lazy behind. Fallen-Pallando is known for his immobile Orc-breeding. With Great Army, you can give a whole new swing to Pallando's habits. Breeding Half-orcs (great and small) has nothing to do with gathering a Great Army of the North (they're not unique), but going out in a Great Ruse Double-dealing Pallando's employees could get the required four factions together, getting a total of 9 faction MP's (4x2 for the factions and 1 from Great Army of the North). You can go to Minion R&L's without doing complicated things, so the Ice-orcs and Grey Mountain Goblins are the best ones to include. For the other two you'll need some cards to either enable traveling to Minion Shadow-holds or making Minion resources playable at Hero-sites. Darn, it's been a looong time, White Hand. 

Anyway, should any of you be inspired by this and try such a Pallando deck (or should any of you be quicker on the intake and already lay claim to this Pallando Movemeister design), you'll be awarded with something from the Anti-Squatting League in formation. Don't expect to win your game, though. But it sure is possible...and it'll beat doin' nuffin' any day....in a Local Guru Kickin' at Open Doors-like way. 

So, Great Army of the North as a perm....it'll give The Balrog a truckload of points. If only the Angmarim had been Orcs it would have provided straight Minions somewhat less points for the cost of even less effort, as it is getting the final faction will be somewhat more difficult (yet more rewarding). And this card could even get Fallen-Pallando off his butt. Great! 

But still to come...Great Army of the North as a short-event. Fortunately, there's less to say about it. Not that it's a dumb thing to do, au contraire, as a short event it provides a second shot at all the factions you missed or didn't even try for the first time around. Just one GAotN allows you to shuffle all the Orc and Troll factions in your discard pile into your play deck, as long as the Lady don't mind... 

Short or perm can be a tough choice, as I noticed when playing last weekend. I was doing well, on the whole, but my opponent was not far behind, and had factions in play, where I had not. I had already managed to fail the Orcs of Moria and Gundabad, and then I got Great Army of the North in hand. So, what to do now? Use it as a short to get back those two 3 MP-factions, or play it as a perm, so that I would probably succeed in bringing in the remaining two factions? In the end, I played it as a perm, got both the Goblin-gaters and Orcs of Angmar out, and played the other two in the second cycle. An interesting statistical problem..if your aim is to get at least one faction out to avoid doubling your opponent's points, what's better? Use it as a shorty to get four shots without mod, or as a perm to get less shots at +1? Suppose you have a leader of 4 DI (aka Azog), and 4 factions each with a target of 10 (higher than 9, as the cards will say), none giving any modifiers to an other one of those four factions. The question is: I have no factions in play, I have Great Army in hand, my aim is to get at least one faction into play. Do I play a perm (Great Army of the North) or a shorty (GAotN)? This of course depends on how many factions are already in the discard pile. 

Without annoying a number of you with statistics, I can say that your chances will be better with all four factions ready and no mod (or, using GAotN) than with less factions ready and a +1 mod. But, the difference is small and the chance of success is well over 95% in all cases. Only if your first three attempts have failed and you have just the one faction left does the use of GAotN (the shorty) dramatically enhance your chance of success. So, if you're using it, use it as Great Army of the North, minion resource permanent-event. Only in dire trouble, with no factions on the table-top and just one left available, go for GAotN, shorty. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Great Army of the North: 

Saruman - 8
Beorn - 8
Fram - 8 

Average - 8

Beorn's Middle Earth Card of the Day #826
Out He Sprang

The next few issues of the Card of the Day will focus on new movement options available to those wily players of the Balrog. And, since the recent ruling which prevents Balrog players from gathering MP from hero items played at Moria and The Under-gates, we may actually be witness to various forms of Balrog movement. 

Normally, Balrog companies have the same options of region and under-deep movement available to them as do Fallen-Wizard players. However, the Balrog himself can only move by under-deep movement and is thus considerably slowed in this travels. All that changes with... 



Out He Sprang 

Minion Resource :: Permanent-event 

Balrog specific. If Great Shadow is not in play, The Balrog may move with region movement (overriding his card) to an Under-deeps surface site or from an Under-deeps surface site. Based on his Marshalling Point (MP) total, he may use the following number of regions: 0-8 MPs 1 region; 9-16 MPs 2 regions; 17-24 MPs 3 regions; 25+ MPs 4 regions. This region allowance may not be modified by any other effects except A More Evil Hour. 



This is the number one, primary, essential, most important, coolest card for a Balrog Company versus Company Combat (CvCC) deck. As indicated in the title, the card lets the Balrog spring out of his underground dwellings and sprint over to the nearest opponent's company and then proceed to beat them senseless. 

The card has an interesting mechanic: the region allowance is based upon the Balrog's MP total at the moment he launches out of the belly of the earth. Bracketed by 8's, the MP totals are where it would normally take a Hero player about 6 successful turns (with resources like Orcrist, Wormsbane, Easterlings, etc.) to earn enough MP to fly 4 regions, and Minions are, of course, at a distinct MP/resource disadvantage. Yet, a Balrog player can easily have 11 MP on the first turn, starting with two leaders of 8 or 9 mind (6 MP), playing two characters from the sideboard (2 MP) and playing a 3 MP resource (Orcs of Moria, Orcs of Gundabad, Grey Mountain Goblins, The Mithril Coat, Thong of Fire, etc.). From there, however, the Balrog's ability to gather quick and easy MP slows down. When you draw the Balrog, he can start to help out; Ancient Black Axe and the Balrog go together very well, as well as the Balrog's Whip of Many Thongs and Stabbing Tongue of Fire. However, in a deck dedicated to CvCC, loaded with combat support and, thus, lighter on MP sources, it will likely be 7 or 8 turns before the Balrog can go 4 or more regions with Out He Sprang. And a deck cycle is usually bound to happen by the 6th turn--give or take a turn or two depening on just how much a deck is geared toward cycling quickly. 

So to make Out He Sprang most effective it MUST be combined with the only card that can affect its region allowance: A More Evil Hour. Since a Balrog player can easily have 16+ MPs in the first three turns, and Hero players regularly play resources worth 3 or more MP, A More Evil Hour can allow the Balrog to attack at a fair distance in the first few turns, while the Heroes are still gathering items and allies and are most vulnerable. 

During CvCC, the Balrog can show off a fierce array of new resources: Crowned by Storm can hose your opponent's allies. Flame of Udun gives the Balrog a gross prowess (11, plus items) and adds one to each of your bodychecks against characters the Balrog wounds in CvCC. Great Fissure cancels an attempt to cancel the Balrog's attack. No Better Use spares you those bothersome body checks against your opponent's characters and allows you to sack them and toss them over your shoulder until you can feed them to Shelob for their character MPs. Scourge of Fire allows you to discard one of your opponent's items in the defending company if the Balrog is untapped when he enters CvCC--AND the discarded item is the Balrog's choice! Clearly, the Old Fire Demon has done some serious consideration about how to meet his foes in combat. 

However, the review of Out He Sprang affords us a bit more than a mere review of the Balrog's abilities in CvCC (though the Balrog in CvCC and Out He Sprang are synonomous--unless you expect some Heroes to wander down to the Under-deeps to great you). It also affords us a look at one of the emerging, pre-eminent Balrog strategies: Faction Hosing. Several different resources allow a Balrog player to discard their opponent's factions and gain MP in the attempt. Long Grievous Siege, People Diminished and Tempest of Fire (as well as the ultimate Balrog quest, Invade Their Domain) all allow a Balrog player to discard (or return to the opponent's hand) a faction. Combined with Foolish Words or a Man hazard strategy, this strategy could very well bring about a doubling of faction MP for the Balrog and unbalance the Hero's MP sources (likely creating a disparity of MP among the Hero where one source is more than half of the total MPs). And, Out He Sprang is at the heart of it IF the Balrog is going to be the one tapping for People Dimished or Tempest of Fire. He's a strong candidate in Flame of Udun mode because he can walk through the attacks on the cards (People Diminished and Tempest of Fire) untapped and then tap for their effects. And, of course, to get to the various Free-holds and Border-holds (even Shadow-holds, to discard Orc factions), the Balrog needs to use region movement. 

An instrumental card in many Balrog decks, Out He Sprang has little flash, but many repercussions. 

Beorn's Middle Earth Card of the Day #827
A More Evil Hour

A little anecdote for you, this issue of the Card of the Day, about: 



A More Evil Hour 

Minion Resource :: Permanent-event 

Balrog specific. Tap this card when an opponent plays a card normally giving him three or more marshalling points. This card does not untap. If tapped, you may discard this card during your organization phase to target a company allowed to move with region movement. The company may move up to two additional regions if moving to a site where an opponent’s company is present and also, thereafter, when leaving this site. 



Last night, I finally had my first chance to play a game as the Balrog, playing a deck I constructed (instead of one of the two decks built by I.C.E.), centered around Company versus Company Combat (CvCC). 

I played at Barnes & Noble, during the local CCG night, but long before I began my game, I had a friend stop by (who was supposed to come to play) and say that he had forgotten his cards. So, in chatting, he ended up saying he was curious about what sort of decks I had built. Since I had just built my Balrog deck a couple of hours earlier, it was the first one I showed him. And he asked the most natural question: What do you do about Marshalling Points? There were only 26 Marshalling Points in the deck proper (more in the sideboard, of course, and then characters as well). I explained that the deck was about Company versus Company Combat and that I expected to slow down my opponent by beating up on him and then playing hoser resources (People Diminished, Long Grievous Siege) as well as hoser hazards (Thief, Were-worm). He still looked dubious, and I showed him a different deck... 

Well, at game time (against a different person, a good guy by the name of Bob, who is at the level where he has learned from the Challenge Deck strategies and improved upon them), the deck did quite well. The Balrog, as the Flame of Udun, ended up forcing the discard of Orcrist (Bob’s only item), killing Glorfindel in CvCC (a sweet 3 MPs) and killing Aragorn when Bob came back on the offensive (pitting his 7 prowess Aragorn against my 9 prowess Balrog, a decent wager). And, then, the game was essentially over. For not only had my Balrog single-handedly obliterated Bob’s company (all he had left was a feeble Pallando), but my company of 9 and 10 prowess Trolls had continued to march around and pick up faction and miscellaneous MPs. 

Of course, the card that allowed my Balrog to move to attack Bob’s company was none other than A More Evil Hour. I needed Out He Sprang to allow my Balrog to move by region movement, but at the time I needed to spring out, I had a scant 10 MPs (8 character, 1 ally, 1 item) which would have allowed me a mere 2 regions. Not quite enough to get from Moria to Mount Gundabad (and the Under-leas were tapped and discarded). I could have attacked with my Trolls, but the odds wouldn’t have been as good. Bob’s company had equivalent prowess and the chance to assign the first strike, my Trolls couldn’t force the discard of Orcrist before combat even began in earnest, and my Trolls didn’t have the +2 bonus to my rolls for his character’s body checks that the Flame of Udun and Stabbing Tongue of Fire provided. But, I had A More Evil Hour in play when Bob played Orcrist! Bang! Tapped! Aha! Thus sprang the Fire Demon! And much woe befell my opponent’s company. 

The question really isn’t: Do I play with A More Evil Hour in a CvCC deck? But it’s: How many A More Evil Hour do I play with in a CvCC deck? Or: How do I use my A More Evil Hour in a CvCC deck? 

The card’s most obvious use is to enhance Out He Sprang and allow the Balrog to get full (or better) region allowance. And then the results are pretty easily foreseen, much like in the story above. 

However, the card also has other uses; as it targets "a company allowed to move with region movement,” it can allow your buff Trolls to move up to 6 regions. And it doesn’t have to be where your opponent’s 14 prowess Orc-busters have just played another item (maybe Aiglos), but you can whiz across Middle Earth in chase of ANY of his companies. "Oh, you just played Aiglos with Glorfindel? But Arwen is sitting in Minas Tirith with Choice of Luthien and Imrahil... Hmm... I’ll head off to slay Arwen, thanks.” 

How many do you use? I only had one in my deck. I had two copies of Out He Sprang (it didn’t do me much good to modify Out He Sprang if I didn’t have it in play) but only one of A More Evil Hour. In last night’s game, it worked out perfectly, but I can imagine that a worse shuffle would have made things much more difficult. Hero decks are constantly playing resources worth 3 or more MPs, and, against them, it might be good to have multiple copies of A More Evil Hour, or at least, a couple Weigh All Things to a Nicety to recycle them. Fallen-wizard decks are too unpredictable to guarantee that your A More Evil Hour will ever be triggered, and you’d be lucky to find CvCC against a Fallen-wizard anyway. Minion decks will also usually play 3 MP resources, though they haven’t as many as Heroes and play them less frequently. The question of "how many?” is also a matter of how effective each CvCC turn will end up being for you. If one good turn of CvCC can destroy your opponent, then you needn’t have more than one A More Evil Hour in your deck. If it’s merely a matter of forcing unreliable body check after unreliable body check, then you’re going to want to have more copies of A More Evil Hour to allow you to pursue your opponent and force those body checks. Though it’s also nice to save that room for another Bold Thrust or two. 

All in all, A More Evil Hour is another necessary card for active pursuit of your opponent’s resources whether at their characters and items through CvCC or at their factions (with People Dimished or Tempest of Fire). 

Beorn 

Ratings for A More Evil Hour: 

Beorn -- 8
Fram -- 6 

(Fram's just scared. Scared to give the card a higher rating. He's shaking in his boots about the thought of CvCC. I mean, what can you do with a prowess of 6? You need a prowess of 7 to have any confidence in yourself.) 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #828
Evil Things Lingering

Beorn has failed the corruption check for Skin-changer and was last seen roaming (roaring?) the forests of Canada. An apology offered for the lack of reviews in the past few weeks. Here we go again, though. To make it up: a very tasty card. 

Evil Things Lingering - MEBA - F(Shadow-deeps) - Sage Ally - 2 MP - 4 mind - 9/9 prowess/body
"Unique. Balrog Specific. Spawn. Playable at The Under-galleries, The Under-courts, or Remains of Thangorodrim. Discard this ally if its company moves using region or starter movement. If this ally's controlling character is not The Balrog, your opponent makes a roll during your organization phase and subtracts four. The controlling character is eliminated if the result is greater than his mind."
Art by Steve Otis 

Evil Things Lingering is a bizarre ally, literally loaded with interesting little stats and keywords. There aren't too many allies in this game which give more than one marshalling point, and they all have their highly unique personality. The Lingerthing's personal traits are his bizarreness and his combination of sage skill and supreme battlestats. And of course he's resource Spawn too. 

First things first; what makes this ally such a bizarre one? Well, Steve Otis' art clearly depicts something which never thought to be caught by a camera outside of the Jerry Springer show. But even more bizarre is the name of this unique ally; Evil ThingS lingering. Even Spawn have their schizo's, it appears. 

More essential to playing this ally are of course his stats, skills and abilities (unless you're a hardcore simulationist, in which case you probably haven't used anything else than a Hobbit One Ring deck in your life anyway). 

The first eyecatcher is the Sage skill. The Balrog has a problem when it comes to story-tellers. He only has access to a few natural sages, The Lingerthing actually is one of only three. This is not too much of a problem when it comes to the two traditional domains of sages, defense and miscellaneous point gathering. The Balrog's event canceling is easily done with Ancient Secrets (and also The Under-roads and Piercing All Shadows as specific movement protection). And The Balrog's miscellaneous MP's have their focus firmly on beating brats with baseball-bats, or 'combat' to all you non-Ramones afficionados (tasteless as you are). There is one aspect, though, in which the Balrog needs all the wisdom he can possibly gather: when he wants to Challenge the Power and become Middle Earth's new Ringlord. Attempting this without at least three sages around is pointless at best and suicide at worst. So, time to move in Doeth, Umagaur and The Lingerthing. And if you're really committed, give your Maggots and other fodders Magic Rings of Enigma. But, this ally is a necessity for such a deck. And if you play him under The Hog himself, he'll be the most likely one to stay around eternally. Of course, his skill also allows him the corruptionless use of Voices of Malice, but as mentioned before (see #820) that is much less of a basic utility card for Morgoth's Mole than it is for regular Minions. 

The lower left corner of The Lingerthing's cardboard body shows some remarkable print as well. His battlestats are second to nearly none. Only Tom the Bomb beats His Weirdness (if you think it is sexism to assume The Lingerthing's gender male, you must really hate women). This is a bit ironic, since it means that two of the best fighters, in battlestat terms, in the entire game are not warriors, but only sages. Now remember what you normally do with your sages and what kind of character they are.... But 9/9 prowess/body means he's a tremendous fighter of course, warrior or not. It's highly likely he will get through a Nameless Thing untapped and unhurt, and against anything with a prowess up to 16 the odds are in his favour. The combination of superior batlestats and sage skill always makes me think of true heroes...victorious on the battlefield, but nevertheless able to pick the right wine to go with the dinner, to enthrall the ladies with his eloquence and amaze the children with some tricks...hmmm..neither Tom, Lingy or Witchy-poo (the third sage in the Buffboard top three) really qualify, eeh? 

These two fairly impressive traits are balanced by his playability and infedelity. To play him, you have to go to the tunnels under Mordor, or in the far West. The Remains of Thangorodrim are a long way away from The Under-gates, but they're close to what often will be the Balrog's final destination, Blue Mountain Dwarf-hold. So if you play The Lingerthing there, he'll be ready to kick some Dwarven butt. Under mordor, there's not too much happening for The Balrog, but it's a shorter, and less dangerous trip. At least, less dangerous if your opponent didn't expect his Minion opponent to travel to Darkholds where everything attakcs normally. So if you're mainly interested in the Lingerthing for his 2 MP's (and why not?), the Mordorian way may be the one to go. 

His built-in self-destruct sequence is easily dodged by handing him over to The Balrog or one of his two supreme leaders, Umagaur and Buthrakaur. All three are invulnerable to the Lingerthing's own will. So, if you're interested in the Story of the Cheezy Sages, marry The Lingerthing off to Umagaur, and play ball with the children of Aule. 

And as a final aside concerning the Lingerthing's make-up, he's one of the two resource Spawn cards. So you can use him to make Desire All For Thy Belly more dangerous and therby integrate your resource and hazard-deck a little. 

When i first saw this card, I thought it was the best and biggest card of the entire expansion. Maybe that was a bit too much, but i still think it's one of the highlights, this 9-prowess Sage Ally. If you're planning on taking over the western Dwarf-hold, catch him first. If you want to give Bilbo the finger, catch him first. If you need a strong, big, cool ally, he's the one. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Evil Things Lingering: 

Saruman - 6
Fram - 8

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #829
Whip of Many Thongs & Stabbing Tongue of Fire

Does anyone still truly believe I'm trying to get three reviews a week in? Hey, I do. Anyway, the Card of the Day is rapidly turning into a one man show. Joshua "Beorn" Grace has decided to call it the day. A busy schedule and diminished motivation have made him resign as CotD author. Nevertheless, I've decided to continue to the bitter end, which if i have my say will come somewhere around #900. That's right, I'm planning on 70 more issues, and here's what I will do with them. For now (let's say some 20 issues), the focus will stay on cards from MECCG's terminal breath, The Balrog. After that, it will be time to look back on nearly five years of the best game this planet has ever seen. The what and how, I don't know yet, but when this thing is laid to rest, I hope it will be regarded the most comprehensive archive of information on Middle Earth Collectible Card Game. If you want to be part of it, be my guest. Let me know what you would like to do for the CotD. Anyway, here's today's issue. 

Whip of Many Thongs - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Special Item - 1 MP - (+1) prowess "Unique. Balrog specific. Playable at any tapped or untapped non-Darkhaven Under-deeps site. May only be borne by The Balrog. This item affects The Balrog. +1 prowess when tapping to face a strike. If The Balrog is in company vs. company combat, tap this item to cancel all effects of one weapon of your choice (even declared in the same chain of effects) in an opponent's company until the end of the combat. This does not discard the weapon" Art by Audrey Corman 

Stabbing Tongue of Fire - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Special Item - 1 MP - (+1) prowess "Unique. Balrog specific. Playable at any tapped or untapped non-Darkhaven Under-deeps site. May only be borne by The Balrog. This item affects The Balrog. +1 prowess when tapping to face a strike. +1 to all body checks resulting from failed strikes against The Balrog. If The Balrog attacks successfully in company vs. company combat, +1 to the defending character's body check." Art by Jeff Reitz 

Whip of Many Thongs and Stabbing Tongue of Fire are the only two items in the Balrog expansion, not counting the items from previous sets present in the two fixed decks. Both items are the exclusive property of Mr. Hog himself. Both items are really only useful in company vs. company combat. And the items can be used simultaneously. 

So, let's take a closer look at both items. Which one's the better, when to use which one, or should we use them at all? As said, these two items are mainly useful in CvCC. They both have some impact outside of Us vs. Them, but hardly worth mentioning, really. Both present The Balrog with an extra point of prowess, if he decides to tap while facing a strike. Let's say it comes in handy. But it's not something that would force you to put the two in protective sleeves to avoid excess drool from wetting the cardboard. The Stabbing Tongue also makes it easier to kill bodied creatures or Spawn. Nice against the omnipresent Nameless Things, but again: your saliva still only wets your tongue, and not The Balrog's. Of course, should your venturing Balrog encounter the ever-dreaded Mad Elf and roll a 9 on the body check while stabbing his tongue....that would be fun...Otherwise, both the Tongue and the Whip are scarcely better than, say, a War-wolf or Snaga-hai. Easily playable 1 MP bonus cards. 

But, all this more or less changes when His Winged (no he isn't yes he is no he isn't) Evilness starts doing what he's supposedly good at: Dicing for Death. 

So, you've managed to catch up with your opponent (how? read Beorn's issues on Out He Sprang and A More Evil Hour, #826 and #827), and now you want to make it count. In light of this issue, the vital question is: do the Hog's two items help you along? Somewhat, is the highly unsatisfactory answer. Both items do have some impact, but it's just a bit...less than you could expect from The Balrog's own toys. 

The Whip can be used to neutralize one of your opponent's weapons. That's brilliant if your opponent is running around bearing Aiglos or Orcrist. It would have been genuinely nice if it had included helmets, shields and armor as well. I for one would have liked it if I could get around the Sable Shield with this Whip, or the Dragon-helm. A similar effect, but much better, is provided by Scourge of Fire. It does force the discard of the item, and that is any item, not just weapons. But then again, it's not a 1 MP item, and it's only playable when The Monk of Moria has put himself on fire in the name of Udun. 

Suppose The Balrog's strike was initially successful, the Tongue can lick one body point off of the victim, making it more likely the strike will end in a total success. This means Wizards and nearly every other main character (people like Aragorn, Glorfindel, Beorn, the lieutenants) are done for on a body check of 9. Hmmm, somehow, before MEBA was available, I had imagined the Balrog to be even more brutal. Maybe that's why I'm not really impressed by this Tongue. I wouldn't have minded a +2 mod to body checks. Think what you have to do to make this item work: catch up with your opponent with The Balrog himself being the hardest part, before having to rely on the dice to their job properly. 

But, as it is, there's no real reason NOT to include these two items, though, if you're planning on a CvCC Balrog deck. They're worth an MP each, do not impart corruption, and their playability requirements to a Balrog basically mean "anytime, anywhere". The advantages of these two items may not be all that big, there simply is no real DISadvantage. Alright, if Buthrakaur is having Covetous Thoughts while swinging his Ancient Black Axe in the same company as a WhipTongued Hog, it means he must make two more corruption checks at 5. But that's about it. 

And if you're thinking of including one or both, I'd say include both. In a way, together they make one fairly strong item. And, as said, there's no real problem in using them. Why not? may not be the world's best argument in favour of anything, but in this case it has a lot of truth in it. 

Somehow I was a bit disappointed with the tools the Handyhog has at its disposal, first time I opened both decks. I had really expected a Thong of Fire lookalike for the Balrog. However, the Balance of Things had to be, and was, observed by the designers. In the absence of all items' normal drawback, corruption, it would have been hard to make a Thong/Axe-like item for the Balrog without it being totally broken. Still, I think Ancient Deep-hold could have held a nice surprise.... 

To round this off, if you're planning on going to war with The Balrog, include the Whip of Many Thongs and Stabbing Tongue of Fire. Chances are you will have to wait a few turns, and collect MP's, before you can venture far enough into the world without a roof, anyway. And MP-sources don't come much cheaper than these two items. Don't expect miracles, though, it's not as if these two items are the best in the game. But it certainly won't hurt. 

And who knows what these items can mean when you're in combat with an Aiglos-wielding Alatar. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Whip of Many Thongs / Stabbing Tongue of Fire 

Fram - 6 / 6

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #830
Eddy in Fate's Tide

When the MEBA expansion was finally released, a lot was said about the quality of the artwork. Mainly a negative lot. Fortunately, there are some masterpieces in there as well. 

Eddy in Fate's Tide - MEBA - F - Minion resource permanent-event - 2 MP
"Balrog specific. Playable during the site phase on an untapped site if the Balrog is there; the site cannot be an Under-deeps site or surface site thereof. Tap The Balrog and the site. This site is never discarded and never untaps for you. Before a company can play any ally or item at any version of this site, it must tap two characters during the site phase."
Art by Ted Nasmith 

So a ten for the artwork, what about the card itself? Ted Nasmith may have produced yet another fine piece of fantasy artwork, it does look a bit out of place on the card. The card depicts the Dwarves digging too deep for their own good, but the card's effect is about things happening leagues away on the surface. 

The Balrog's main source for points is in the category which only came to life with the release of Lidless Eye: miscellaneous points. Heroes never thought much of this category (and still don't), except for The White Tree, Return of the King and the odd Align Palantir. To Minions, however, a number of the best strategies mainly focus on miscellaneous points. The Balrog is no exception, quite the opposite. There aren't too many viable Balrog strategies, and two of the basic ones fully rely on the miscs. 

One is of course the bullying of the Dwarves, with the underground road to the Dwarf-hold's throne providing no less than 13 misc MP's. The second one is a strategy where The Balrog surfaces, and starts making life difficult for basically everyone else. This strategy, in its standard form, will comprise two separate substrategies. The first substrategy is where The Balrog becomes the Jean-Luc Picard impersonator: Engage! Company versus Company Combat, or CvCC as it is commonly known, that is. Made up of cards like Out He Sprang, the Hog's two items and more of those "if The Balrog is at the same site as one of your opponent's companies yadda yadda" cards. The second substrategy is a weird sort of "roadblock with resources" affair, which actually should be, more correctly, called "MP-block". This is where Eddy comes in. Together with Tempest of Fire and People Diminished it's the trinity of the blocking Balrog. Both Tempest and People Diminished take care of your opponent's factions. Eddy must be there to take care of your opponent's allies and items. 

Eddy in Fate's Tide does have the tools to shut down an important item or ally-site. Any company going to an Eddied site needs to have at least two untapped characters at the end of the m/h-phase to be able to play something during the site phase. And if they're without Crammy things, they even need three. (To clarify: note that the card doesn't say "up to two if available". So if you only have one untapped character at an Eddied site, tapping him and then untapping someone again will not get you past EiFT). Sadly, it only works in a preventive manner, not in a reactive manner. It means you will have to play Eddy's guessing game. Shutting down your opponent's ally-sites can be done (Wellinghall, Old Forest are rarely ignored by hero players, for instance). But with a three Ed maximum, it will be nearly impossible to deny your opponent any items. Nevertheless, you could force him to go to places where he doesn't want to go. Gathering Orcrist or Wormsbane in the West? Play Eddy on The Stones (reachable by The Balrog from the surface sites in the Gap of Isen), and your opponent is forced to head for Moria or Carn Dum. Have Gangways over the Fire and a buff company in the Deeps, and you can play ball. Hardball. 

That's how such a combined CvCC / MP-block deck works. Deny your opponents points from his favourite sites, push him where he doesn't want to go (but where you definitely want him to go), and hit him as hard as you can with CvCC. Needless to say you may want to include some Great Secrets Buried There in the hazard portion to really make life difficult.... 

As you will have noticed, the deck outlined above is one that tries to slow your opponent down. And that's what makes it perfect tournament stuff. Because a 6-0 victory in a time-limited game is normally not achieved by raking in your own points as fast as you can, but by making sure your opponent gets very little. And that's exactly what surface Balrog play is all about. One each of Eddy, Tempest and PD will give you 7 points. That may not seem too much when compared to the whole lord and Usurper thing, but if it means you can deny your opponent his big ally, or force him to go to where you get the chance to kill one of his primary characters, it may in the end be worth more. Once again: getting 40 MP's in 60 minutes is nothing much if you allow your opponent to score 30-something. Getting 20 points is a darn lot if you can keep your opponent's back against the wall. With Eddy in Fate's Tide as one of the bricks, you may be able to build (a part of) that wall with your resources. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Eddy in Fate's Tide: 

Fram - 7

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #831
Olog Warlords

Ahh... the complexity of MECCG. The reason why a lot of players consider it to be the best CCG out there by far. The best game ever, even. And the reason for its downfall. Complexity, yes. But nevertheless, I find my favourite decks to be fairly basic in their setup, aim and strategy. Not exactly like the beer and pretzels decks of old, no, but nothing like decks with a three card combo minimum either. In short, I like my decks creature-heavy. Dodgin' and dicin'. And as a Scotsman once said in a suspiciously french accent: Zere ken be only wan. One type of creature that is. Oh well, I guess you people all have your own favourite little fetish, but mine definitely is the race of creatures known as... Trolls!!!!!! 

Olog Warlords - MEBA - F - Hazard Creature - 2 MP - 3@10/4 - playable: SsDd
"Trolls. Three strikes. Only playable against Hero companies" 

The Lord of the Rings and other writings on Middle Earth by JRR Tolkien are heavily influenced by Norse and Icelandic mythology and folklore. A lot of names (Gandalf, Thorin's party), storylines (especially in the Silmarillion) and "flavour" (The White Tree) echo the Edda, Volsungsaga and other Scandinavian mythology. Among the representatives of Norwegian folklore in Tolkien's works are also the Trolls. Of course he made them more than they were: originally the Harsh Earth incarnate (the living stone, and in that capacity more or less the opposite of Elves), he turned them into creatures of evil: Melkor's mockery of the Ents. Still stoney, still not overly bright, but strong beyond measure, and cunning in their own way. 

So, naturally, Trolls made it into MECCG as creatures opposing the Free Peoples. It took a while for them to become a force on their own, though. The first few sets mainly presented Troll creatures as the big finishers of an Orc strategy. With the Orcs themselves lacking true punch, it took Rogrog or Gothmog to deliver real blows in the beginning. But as the Orcs got their pinch-hitters (Uruk-lieutenant, making Orc-lieutenant a real force), so did Trolls get their infantry. 

And now, finally, at MECCG's deathbed, Troll-only is a viable hazard strategy (oh, alright, don't forget your three mandatory Assassins). The Troll-range now comprises no less than 5 non-unique creatures and 7 unique ones. Spiders would kill for such numbers. Together, they can hit everything from wilderness to dark-domains and -holds. There's the Half-trolls and Olog-hai for the dark parts. There's your average double-wilderness 2@10 Troll creature, the Hill Trolls. There's the Drake-lookalike Trolls from the Mountains. And there's the new one. Olog Warlords. 

Olog Warlords is the third non-unique Troll creature for the darker corners of Middle Earth. At first sight it's not exactly a much needed addition. At second sight you could say it's simply a classic non-unique Troll creature, corrected for the prowess inflation of MECCG. Like it's two predecessors, the Olog-hai and Half-trolls of Far Harad, it has 10 prowess. But the Warlords strike thrice, not twice. Which makes them a better creature than their older brethren. It has the drawback of not being able to hit Minions, true. But with the non-detainment Troll stapling following an attack by Um or Buth ruled out, Trolls won't be your weapon of choice against Minions anyway. 

As said, after the introduction of a few new creatures in the final three expansions, it is now quite possible to run an effective and fully dedicated Troll strategy. Trolls have the disadvantage of being hard to enhance (Minions Stir is the enhancer of choice). but on the other hand, Trolls are fairly big to start with. Especially if you can combine the Trolls from the Mountains and Olog Warlords, you will have some nice creatures to throw at your opponent. And this means using Doors of Night. Looking at Minions Stir, you may want to opt for a doorless Troll strategy. But to be able to really use the two biggest non-unique Trolls to their full effect, you really need Withered Lands and Choking Shadows, DoNned. 

Together with some of the unique Trolls, especially Umagaur, Buthrakaur and Gothmog, but don't forget the "thieve threesome" Tom, Bert and William, and some more non-unique ones, the Olog Warlords and their friends who came down to look at the trees make for a fun- & theme-deck which can certainly be effective. Keep in mind that the whitest of places are out of your reach, though. You'll need back-up for Gondor decks, and maybe you could consider including some faction and ally hosers (Muster Disperses, Foolish Words, Reluctant Final Parting). Or Assassins, yummy. 

In conclusion, Olog Warlords may at first look like a waste of cardboard. But they are in fact a welcome bugfix. The previous dark-trolls were a bit too weak, and that's what's been fixed with the extra strike of the Olog Warlords. In a one-two with the Trolls from the Mountains, in the proper environment, they can really annoy your opponent. And they're TROLLS!!!! 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Olog Warlords: 

Fram - 8 (hey, if Morannon were a Troll it'd score a 6)
Sly Southerner - 6

Average - 7 

Reader Comments

Sly Southerner: A small correction: The Olog-hai (the uncommon trolls in the basic set) have three strikes, not two. So, IMO, they're actually better than the Olog Warlords: They have the same number of strikes, a slightly higher body and, unlike the Warlords, they *can* be played vs. minion companies. However, the Olog-hai cannot be keyed to Shadow-holds, which is a serious drawback. 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #833
Fled Into Darkness

Yesterday I played my first game for some time. And although I finally lost a very close and very competitive game, it did give me the idea for today's issue. And oh yeah, Blue Mountain Dwarf-hold is once again freed of those pesky Dwarves. 

Fled Into Darkness - MEBA - F - Hazard permanent-event "Playable before the strike sequence on The Balrog facing a strike with a prowess higher than his. The strike is canceled and The Balrog taps, if untapped. The next time The Balrog would otherwise become untapped, make him tapped instead and discard this card" Art by Jon Foster 

The Balrog facing a strike is normally one of the less exciting things in MECCG. At least, not-too-heavily-enhanced strikes from Under-deeps creatures like Shelob's Brood and Nameless Thing are no match, even for the new and improved portable Clipped Wings Balrog (them action figures are getting sillier by the day). 

So, a hazard that cancels a strike against The Balrog is a brilliant defensive tool, as it prevents The Balrog's company from gaining an easy trophy. Fled into Darkness is its name, we're talking basic utility here, thanks for your attention, see you tomorrow (make that next time). 

Well, not really. That is, Fled into Darkness runs a little deeper than just trophy prevention. As an avatar, The Balrog is by far the most active of all. Some of the best strategies for The Balrog focus on the Dude himself doing all sorts of things. And it normally starts with him being untapped at the start of the site phase (or, more correctly, following the automatic attacks). 

And this is where Fled into Darkness begins to be of some importance. With The Balrog at 8 prowess, a strike with more prowess than him is easily found. If you try hard enough, you could even use a Crebain to fulfill its requirement. Since normally there is little or no chance of actually getting anywhere with a creature's strike against the Hog, you can then cancel your own strike against The Balrog with Fled into Darkness, which makes him "double-tapped". Which means that the Balrog-player needs two ways of untapping himself, or the Hold won't be Breached this turn, for example. 

It is not impossible to untap The Balrog twice after Fled has been played. If he's in his Strangling Coils form, he can use it at the end of the m/h phase to untap himself, before immediately becoming tapped again due to the next line of Strangling Coils. But the effect of it will be that Fled is discarded. And then all you need is one Angband Revisited to really untap him. In any other form, two Angband Revisiteds will do the trick. 

It is one of the basic tactics of MECCG, especially in its shorter formats: you don't *have* to kill your opponent's characters to slow him down, just tapping out his companies can be enough. Sweet irony, it's the most "kill-prone" avatar of all to which this dogma applies most. Because with a Balrog on a Dwarf-hunt, or sometimes even a Balrog-with-a-tan making life miserable for the Surfacists, you don't have to tap out his entire company. Just the avatar will do nicely, thank you. And on a related note, first one to guess correctly which of the nine Nazgul hazard perms has just made it into the ranks of excellent Balrog-annoyers wins a signed limited edition Bay of Belfalas region card. 

So, with Fled into Darkness and Adunaphel out (shite, gave that one away), you can implement a form of roadblock even weirder than The Balrog's own DIY site-blocking on the surface. 

Fortunately, for The Balrog that is, Fled into Darkness cannot be revealed as the nasty surprise on guard. It does not modify the automatic attack itself, and all those resources with which The Balrog tries to kill himself during the site phase do not tap the site. So if you're planning on using Fled into Darkness, you will have to do it during the Balrog's m/h-phase. 

Sure, it's not exactly the same as killing with Itangast, or putting The Balance of Things in play while Thorin is thinking about untapping a site with his Ring, but simply tapping The Balrog during the m/h phase can really break an unsuspecting opponent. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Fled into Darkness: 

Fram - 8

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #834
Carrion Feeders

Yesterday's issue dealt with the foul practice of tapping, when every sensible player knows that true happiness can only be found in one thing.... The Kill! Without further ado... it's vampire time! 

Carrion Feeders - MEBA - F - Hazard creature - 1 MP - E@9/- 
"Animals. Each wounded character faces one strike. All body checks resulting from successful strikes are modified by an additional +1. Each untapped character in the company may tap to cancel a strike against a wounded character."
Art by Steve Otis 

Ridding your opponent of his characters is one of the best ways to slow him down. You can start an influence war or lure them away, or you can send in the nasties and just eat them. 

If you're busy finishing off your opponent using creatures, you will soon find the achilles heel of your own strategy. In comes Itangast. Glorfindel bites the dust! Bwahahahaa! All you need to send him to the Halls of Mandos for good (although with Glorfindel you never know) is... a roll of at least 10?? Darn. 

That's right, no matter how tough your creatures are, they often cannot touch the body check. And so, numerous are the times when very important characters, like Wizards, big Elves and even bigger Trolls were caught by the nastiest of the nasty, only to be alive and kicking a few turns later. I think it's fair to say that body checks often are the most crucial rolls in a game. Making your opponent's characters fail their body checks gets you well on course for a victory, normally. And that's why attacks with built-in body lowering can come in very handy indeed. 

Enter Animals. Animals make up a chaotic race of creatures, a bunch of nearly unconnected representatives of Middle Earth's fauna. All the major forces (Spiders, Wolves, Lizards) have their own niche, so what's left is stuff like half-bears, an elephant lost in the desert, a hormone-turtle, a gang of crickets who were experts in detainment attacks before even the designers had ever thought of such a thing, rodents, birds, bats and something undefinable, but it sure has a lot of tentacles. 

Unsurprisingly, this pack has never succeeded in becoming a popular hazard strategy of its own. Too weird, too limited, not enough punch, not enough playability, no overall theme. 

On an individual level, some of those Animals can really make a difference, though. Carrion Feeders is one of them. Together with Carrion Birds, they make for a perfect ending to a creature-heavy m/h phase. Because they're sweepers. Cleaners. Garbage collectors. 

Carrion Feeders can let you take out a Wizard on a body check of 8. Or Elrond. Or Aragorn. A lieutenant. Frodo and his uncle. Or The Mouth on a body check of 7. Suddenly, killing big characters becomes likely, instead of lucky. That is, if you manage to wound them first, and then make them fail against the Carrion Feeders again. And also, tap out the rest of the company before sending in the bats (don't forget to use Neeker-breekers to tap out the potential tap-to-cancel weenies in the wounded Wizard's company for a true Carnaval des Animaux). 

Given the requirement of previously wounded characters, Carrion Feeders is a creature for use in a creature-heavy strategy, a strategy where wounding characters is the aim of your hazards. Given the bats' playability, it fits well into nearly every creature strategy available. A single Wilderness, or a r&l is easily found and hard to avoid. 

But if keying the bats won't be a problem, making them buff enough will. Even if they have the advantage that all their prey is already wounded (and therefore has a -2 prowess mod), their own prowess stat isn't too impressive. With the bats at 9 prowess, a wounded Wizard needs just a 5 to tie. True, a wounded Hobbit needs 11. But a wounded Glorfindel only fails on snake eyes. 

Fortunately, the Carrion Feeders can be linked to other creature strategies which can give them a little boost. First and foremost among them is, of course, Spiders. Various Spider enhancers also enhance Animal prowess (like Shelob and Wake of War, for instance). Another option is Drakes and Dragons. Worm's Stench is the card that will boost the Carrion Feeders to 11 prowess, making them a lot more dangerous. And of course, the Lizards have their own little body snatcher, Like the Crash of Battering Rams. Not exactly the best of cards, but it also lowers the body of characters. And that makes it a thematic companion for Carrion Feeders and Birds in a Drake/Dragon deck. 

Carrion Feeders is one of the few cards in MECCG which makes killing characters easier. Unfortunately, it needs a bit of work before it is strong enough to hit where it hurts: the big characters. If you're looking for a way to boost the Feeders, look towards Spiders or Drakes/Dragons. It's one of those cards which can make you feel like you've done the job. Finished it, so to speak. Other than that, it's a bunch of bats with one of the better pieces of art in the set. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Wormtongue's Middle-earth Card of the Day #835
Diminish and Depart

MEBA - F
Hazard Permanent-event
Playable on an Elf, Hobbit, or Wizard.
All Elves and Hobbits in the target's company have +1 mind, and a Wizard in the company has -1 direct influence. Tap target character at a Haven during the organization phase to discard this card. Cannot be duplicated in a given company
Art by Ted Nasmith 

In today's issue, Wormtongue will tell his Twisted Tale on probably the last hazard ever that deals with Influence. Please welcome Grima! MECCG is one of the best gaming experiences out there. But, Wormtongue is depressed that ICE have chosen to let this game Diminish and Depart 

Perhaps the saddest theme in Tolkien's works is the departure of innocence. From the time of the War of the Jewels through the start of the Fourth Age, the Elves, perhaps the only race to truly appreciate the wonder of Middle Earth, find themselves continually tiring of struggling against the works of evil. They eventually lose the spirit to remain in Middle Earth and leave for the West, taking much of their magic with them. 

The art on Diminish and Depart expertly captures this feeling: A beautiful autumnal scene where two of the Eldar race have met for perhaps the last time. Another excellent illustration by Mr. Nasmith. Can he do the 2000 Tolkien calendar? There is much to be said about actually liking to look at cards that are on the table... 

Pretty pictures won't win the game. However, Diminish and Depart could! 

First of all, Diminish and Depart is one of a few select cards designed to be added to an Influence Destruction deck. By adding one mind to each Elf or Hobbit in a company, a player can run out of DI and GI very quickly. As an example: consider an all hobbit company - four hobbits. This card adds 4 mind to the company, something MOST players are not ready to deal with. Even on a company with only one or two elves, the addition to mind might make all the difference. 

Secondly, the card can be played directly on a wizard. This reduces the wizened one's direct influence by 1. This can REALLY mess up the "shove an elf lord under a wizard" strategy as well as any strategy relying on the wizard controlling a follower. And, of course, it can be combined with Stormcrow for maximum effect. 

Third, playing Diminish and Depart can be used as an effective combo card with such fun bits of cardboard as "Call of Home", "Shut Yer Mouth", and "So You've come Back" to really cause consternation! This Combo can quickly force a player to drop characters. 

The effectiveness of this card can only be increased through clever play. It should be tossed out when a company is moving AWAY from a haven so that it will take at least one more turn for the victim to get rid of it. Be ready the NEXT hazard phase with "Baduila", "Snowstorm" or the like for added fun... :) 

Sadly, this card is not all powerful. It is good, basically, only against Hero companies, and only those Hero companies using elves and hobbits. A player MIGHT get lucky and face that one Minion all Elf covert company, but... don't count on it :) And you might as well have left the card at home if your opponent is the mighty BALROG! Further, removal of this card is as simple as tapping at a haven. I guess having a glass of ale at the Last Homely House does a lot for removing the lure of departing over the seas. Finally, your opponent might not be using up nearly all of the GI or DI necessary, having only one or two elves or hobbits in the entire company/company's mix. As the card is COMPANY specific, if your opponent is running multiple small companies, this card will have almost no effect at all! 

Thus, Diminish and Depart seems relegated to the Sideboard. This is sad because it is a great concept card. It is also sad because it comes out at the end of a great concept game. One can only hope it will find its way in some new form or other to better things... 

Wormtongue 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #836
Hill-troll

Stephen Hendry leads James Wattana 10-7, as I'm typing this, and is on his way to adding another, taking him within two frames of victory. Thought you might want to know that. 

Hill-troll - MEBA - F - Minion Warrior Troll Character - 1 MP - 3 mind - 0 DI -5/7 p/b Home site: any non-Dark-hold Under-deeps site "Balrog-specific. Discard on a body check result of 7" Art by R. Ward Shipman 

There's one huge advantage to Balrog play: unless you're an utterly witless moron, you will not be short on characters. That is, if you're playing around in the Under-deeps. 

The Balrog is the only avatar able to bring out characters directly from the sideboard or discard pile. Every turn. Two of them. There are of course some limitations: maximum 3 mind, and non-unique. Fortunately, those are not exactly hard to find. In MEBA, 3 different fodders were included: the Mountain-maggot, the Crook-legged Orc, and the Hill-troll. 

This threesome is laughably easily playable. Their home sites are basically anywhere, as long as it's underground and not under Mordor or Carn Dum. And that's not their only advantage. 

The Hill-troll is actually worth 1 MP, unlike his two MEBA brethren. That's 3 free MP's for ya, straight from the sideboard. Looking at all the Balrog-specific infantry, the best thing to do would be to keep the Hill-trolls in the sideboard until the endgame comes. Let the maggots and cripples get slaughtered, and keep your MP-sources waiting for the moment it will really count to have them in play. And should your fodders survive while you're without enough free influence, just exchange Maggots for Hill-trolls, for the net cost of 1 point of influence. You can, after all, discard one and play one, as long as you're at the right site. On the other hand, if you're planning on playing Balrog-with-a-tan, and you need MP's fast to be able to travel enough regions on the surface, the Hill-trolls appear to be a typical frontline assembly. 

Which brings us to their big trick, and their big asset: auto-healing. Say what? Well, you'll need your opponent's co-operation, but these people heal fast. Since their homesite is basically anywhere, they may be discarded basically anywhere. And since you can bring into play a second character every turn....look who's here....it's our previously wounded friend, fresh from the discard pile. Want it more straightforward? Troll gets wounded. Troll survives body check. Discard Troll during your org phase. Play Troll from discard pile during org phase. Enter untapped Troll. Of course, this also works if the Troll did in fact get discarded by the body check. And it only works underground, keep that in mind. 

So, brilliant characters, these chaps? Yes and no. Yes, being Balrog-minions, they have these big advantages over, let's say, Hero-characters. But the Balrog also fishes in Sauron's pond. And there...he finds characters that are more useful than his own breed. 

True, to the Balrog, small characters are expendable. But their number isn't infinite. And they may be easily playable, once they're in the out-of-play pile, their tale ends. Thus, the one thing you don't need when acting out the Balrog is 7-bodied weenies. Yet that's what all those Balrog-specifics are. 

And so, The Balrog is better off with Troll-louts, Orc-trackers, Ill-favoured Fellows even. All 1 MP, all 8 or 9 body. Sure, the average Balrog sideboard will contain 10 to 15 characters of this type, and 3 Hill-trolls will in all likelihood be among them. But once it comes down to actually using them, they won't be your first choice, normally. At 5 prowess, they're better than the others. But wounded they will become nevertheless, and at 7 body they're simply too weak to survive long. Auto-healing, yes, maybe once, but chances are they won't last long enough. 

Which maybe makes the Hill-troll the best of the three Balrog-specific weenies, but below par for a 3 mind overt Minion. In that capacity it's like the brown ball in snooker: the highest of the low colours, mostly overlooked, until the end of the game draws near. And James Wattana might just snatch one back. Nah. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Hill-troll: 

Fram - 5

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #837
Flame of Udun

A snake?? A... weenie shadowy thing??? I want my Balrog in flames! 

Flame of Udun - MEBA - F - Minion resource Permanent-event +3 prowess - -2 DI
"Balrog specific. Demon fana. Playable during your organization phase on The Balrog. Return this card to your hand: when you play another Demon fana card, or, if you choose, during your organization phase. Discard his allies. No other characters or allies an be in his company outside of the organization phase. +3 prowess; -2 direct influence. +1 to all body checks resulting from failed strikes against The Balrog. If The Balrog attacks successfully in company vs. company combat, +1 to defending character's body check." 

Of the three so-called Demon fana cards featured in MEBA only one truly fits the Balrog as he appears in The Lord of the Rings. That card is of course Flame of Udun. It turns your Balrog into the real thing, the fire demon, the biggest, meanest, motherf***er this side of Belegaer. At 11 prowess, 10 prowess if not tapping, The Balrog is in for a close match of armwrestling with Tom the Bomb, and a formality of a contest against, well, anyone else, basically. Apart from Elf-lords and the biggest Dragons and Nazgul available, he hasn't got much to fear hazardwise either. If only that "+3 prowess if tapping" phrase of the spoilertext had appeared on the actual Balrog card... 

It easy to spot: fighting is what this Balrog is good at. And that can basically mean two things: the whole Lord and Usurper quest, or Company versus Company Combat. 

For both L&U and CvCC, the question is: is Flame of Udun the way to go? The big disadvantage is of course that the Balrog must be alone. 

Still, for the whole L&U quest, that is not much of a problem. Starting with Breach the Hold, the attack sequence goes like this: automatic-attack at Drowning or Rusted deeps: 2@11. Provided there's no additional creature to face, Breach the Hold is next: 1@15, 4@9, 2@12. Up we go to a Dwarf-hold, with an automatic attack of 4@10. Invade Their Domain supplies 5@9, 4@10, 3@12. Unless you can untap your Balrog after tapping for Invade Their Domain (ALWAYS include Angband Revisited while doing this quest), next turn it's them Dwarves again, 4@10. And then there's 5 easy points for L&U after facing 4@9 and 3@10. Impressive sequence, but nothing much to a Flame of Udun. Because the biggest of all... is the very first one. With his Fieryness all by himself at 10 prowess, he only needs to roll a five once, a four once, and two's and threes for all other attacks. And that's without any further prowess enhancement for The Balrog. With a steady stream of Swift Strokes and Bold Thrusts, this whole impressive sequence becomes a formality. 

There is one card that can really hurt doing the quest with the Flame, though: Chill Them With Fear. Chilled, every single attack apart from the very first one becomes much bigger. Basically the Balrog will then need 4 points of prowess more to beat all those attacks. This means a steady stream of sixes and sevens, making it a completely different affair. So, if you're planning on making the big quest a one-man-show, don't forget Doors of Night (tuning down Chill to +2 instead of +4). And you could even consider having a sage around (Doeth, for example) for some Voices of Malice. Rather un-Balroglike, but worth it nevertheless. 

Of course, there are other hazards which could hurt the Flame on his Quest, especially once he gets above ground: prowess killers like Glance of Arien and The Sun Shone fiercely, and the tapping monster Fled into Darkness, for example. Again, Angband Revisited and Voices of Malice become important, and even Twilight has a role here. 

So, Lord and Usurper can definitely be done by the Balrog-on-fire. What about his second most viable strategy: keeping down the opponent with CvCC? Here, the big problem is that the Balrog can be beaten with his own weapons. Going for CvCC will normally mean that the Balrog will have to hunt for his opponents on the surface. And even in Flamey mode, he will need boxcars to tie with a Chilled Elf-lord (if he taps). Or a ten to tie with Itangast. Other creatures, like the Cave-worm or Ice-drake, are somewhat less impressive, but can still cause problems. 

So getting there may be tougher than you'd expect. And supposing you do reach your destination, the outcome of CvCC may be a disappointment as well. For The Balrog is alone and attacking, which means that your opponent just needs one untapped character in his company to call the shots himself. And it's no fun if you're Balrog is attacking Dori while Aragorn or Gandalf are watching. 

Fortunately, there's Crowned with Storm, which taps an entire company of your opponent at the same site as The Balrog, excepting the Wizard. But since he's probably the one you're after anyway, that's no big deal. Of course, to call the shots after using Crowned with Storm, The Balrog must be untapped himself. I'll tell you again, people, Angband Revisited is one of the keycards of MEBA. 

So, CvCC with Flame of Udun is definitely possible. But make sure (as sure as you can) that you're ready for nasty surface-hazards, waiting to fight you with your own weapon, huge prowess-stats. And Crowned with Storm is a must. It's just a lonely Balrog, and you don't want him fighting fodder, you want him to fight the big guys. 

There are two other Balrog resources which require Flame of Udun to be in play. Scourge of Fire is a fantastic card if you're in CvCC and your opponent's company features such fine pieces of steel as Wormsbane, Orcrist, Aiglos, or even the Ancient Black Axe or Thong of Fire if you're Prone to Violence, or...The One Ring even. It takes those out, providing a swing in MP's and battle stats which could make it a very successful turn for you. Terror Heralds Doom is the other one, filling the hole in your deck nicely. With the Balrog out of commission influence-wise (not necessarily because of his lowered DI, but certainly because of the role you want him to play), it provides a nice boost to your other characters' influence attempts (Ha! Extra style points if you play with just The Balrog in Flame-mode and no other characters!). 

In summary, Flame of Udun is an excellent mode to be in for both of the prime Balrog-strategies. It does take careful planning though, because your Balrog is all by himself. It makes him vulnerable. But it also gives you a lot of working-space. Have another company collect MP's and use The Balrog as a 'fast reaction force', killing your opponent's major characters, ridding them of their big items. Or let the Balrog himself do the hard work, and use your other characters as a bonus, occasionally influencing a faction or scaring some passing Heroes. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #838
Angband Revisited

As some people have pointed out, there appears to have been no #832. Well, ghost issues are nothing new to the Middle Earth Card of the Day. When we were preparing the legendary #750, I checked how many issues there had really, actually been and then decided to make that classified information. So, among many other issues, #832 does not exist. We (Wormtongue is here to stay, it appears) will make it up with some issues dealing with more than one card in the near future. Meanwhile, today's issue is about false first impressions. 

Angband Revisited - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Short-event "Balrog specific. Untap a character in The Balrog's company." 

First impressions, aye. I remember opening one of my first METW starter decks and finding a major item called Torque of Hues. I looked at it and decided that this must be one of the lamest cards in the set. Tap a character AND the item just to cancel one lousy attack. What a waste. I filed it under "look at the art in your spare-time" and started building decks with useful cards. In the year that followed, everyone else appeared to actually build their deck around getting out the Torque as quickly as possible. I joined the discussion list on the Internet and people were whining: "it's a great game, but resources are so limited..if the other one gets that unique Torque out first, you're screwed, even if your deck is better". Nevertheless, to this day I don't use the Torque of Hues, and think it's an excessively lame item, an inferior weenie tool. First impressions, they can make you or break you and there's no fighting them. As some catchy saying will no doubt mean to say. 

Not true! When I opened my first MEBA deck and spotted Angband Revisited, my initial reaction was: "Ah, And Forth He Hastened for Balrog-players. Could come in handy, maybe. Nice art, by the way". Whereas a few months and some 10 games later, I can honestly say: Angband Revisited is THE basic utility card of MEBA. 

How come? Well, it plays a small yet vital role in some of the most viable Balrog strategies. If you read these CotD's on a regular basis, you'll know what I'm talking about, but here we go again anyway: 

MEBA includes a number of vital cards which require The Balrog to tap during the site phase, often after facing a number of attacks: all the cards in the Lord and Usurper sequence, Eddy in Fate's Tide and Descent through Fire, for instance. If your Balrog becomes tapped somewhere during a turn in which you'd like to play any of these cards, the turn's over unless you can manage to untap your Balrog again. And with a skilled opponent recycling Adunaphel, or bringing in multiple copies of Fled into Darkness from the sideboard, this can really cost you the game. Therefore, Angband Revisited is the keycard while defending yourself against the "tap the Balrog" hazard tactics. Since that is potentially one of the most successful ways of dealing with the Hog, this alone makes Angband Revisited an excellent card. 

But it's more than just a card to defend yourself from spot-on hazard play by your opponent. It can also serve well in your own resource plans. For instance, if you're playing "Big Company Balrog", with Strangling Coils, you can use Strangling Coils' effect to have a completely untapped company at the end of the m/h phase. Completely untapped, that is, apart from Ballyboy himself. Nine times out of ten, this makes Strangling Coils' effect not worth it, since you need an untapped Balrog during the site phase. Angband Revisited again can take care of this. 

If you're more interested in CvCC, preferably with Flame of Ud=FBn in play, a combination of Crowned with Storm and Angband Revisited lets you call the shots. Crowned with Storm to tap your opponent's company, taking away from him his right to assign the strikes, and Angband Revisited to keep your Balrog untapped, giving you that same right. 

One thing must really be kept in a prominent part of the mind, though: the timing of this card, especially when played during the site phase. 

Take the L&U quest. The important rule here is that you cannot play a card during the resolving of another card. So inbetween "The company faces" and "Following the attacks", there is no time to untap your Balrog using Angband Revisited. If you want to succeed, The Balrog has to be untapped BEFORE you play any of the misc MP slaughter cards. 

In CvCC, it's easier. Obviously, untapping your Balrog before strikes are assigned may be a wise thing to do :). 

All in all, Angband Revisited is a card with just one straightforwad and well-known effect. Because of the setup of Balrog play, however, it's more important to that avatar than its counterparts are to the other alignments. It helps your strategy work better, especially as a defensive card against 'tap the Balrog' tactics, and as a tool to make sure The Balrog is calling the shots in CvCC. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Angband Revisited: 

Fram - 8

Middle-earth Card of the Day #839
Grond

MEBA - F
Minion Resource Permanent Event
Playable on a unique Orc or Troll Faction.
-3 Prowess to automatic-attacks at Free-holds and Border-holds in the region containing the site where the faction is playable, and in all adjacent regions. Only one Grond can so affect a given site
Art by Steve Otis 

Wormtongue remembers reading the Lord of the Rings for the first time and being thrilled by the siege of Minas Tirith. Even decades later, the siege still brings a chill. The events covered are full of drama and tension: The Witch King vs. Theoden, The Witch King vs. Gandalf, and of course, the front gate of Minas Tirith vs.Grond is a great card! There. The review is complete and we all only had to read five words. This MUST be a record. Eh? What's that? Ooops. Fram is pulling his sword out and taking some warm up swings. I guess I have to elaborate... 

What isn't to like about this card? Let's start with the art. The art is PHENOMENAL. Steve Otis has, in MY not so humble opinion, completely captured the concept of this massive forged wolfhead battering ram. It looks Evil. It looks POWERFUL. It FEELS cool. (and did'ja notice the dead guy in the rubble?) 

As to WHAT the card does, that's pretty cool, too! As a minion resource, it reduces the automatic attacks at certain Free-holds and Border-holds. As a giant iron battering ram, it needs oodles of Orcs and Trolls to carry it! Thus, the rule that Grond needs to be played on a unique orc or troll faction really feels right. Its like assigning the faction to fight in the war. 

Grond gives a -3 modifier to the automatic attack. A -3 modifier is pretty significant. Consider, oh say, Minas Tirith, after all, Grond MUST affect Minas Tirith, right (wink-wink)? Normally, this bastion of good gets 1 men @ 9, then 4 Dunedain @ 10. This gets dropped to 1@6, then 4@7. Heck, thats more like Moria (4 orcs @ 7)! Many minion characters can now take this site without tapping (The Lieutenant of Angmar/Morgul, at WORST would tie that attack...). Consider the mighty Witch King. This bad boy leader of the Naz, in Fell Rider mode, becomes a ferocious 12/12. For him, Minas Tirith becomes 1@6 (ho-hum) followed by 1@7 with a -3 for additional strikes. He doesn't have to tap AT ALL to wax this site! 

Wormtongue thinks that Grond REALLY will add quite a bit of punch to 'quest' decks that want to start "Burning Rick, Cot, and Tree" or smell that "Smoke on the Wind". Not since SPI's "Gondor" has Grond had such an excellent spotlight in a game. 

But how playable IS Grond? Well, Wormtounge submits for the reader's review a short list of some of the Unique factions that ACTUALLY are in the same region as, or have an adjacent region containing, a Freehold or Borderhold: 
	Faction
	Regions affected:

	Goblins of Goblin Gate
	Rhudaur, Anduin Vales

	Grey Mountain Goblins
	Anduin Vales, Woodland Realm, Northern Rhovanion

	Half-Trolls
	Ithilien

	Hill Trolls
	Rhuduar, Arthedain, Cardolan

	Ice Orcs
	Forochel, Arthedain, Numeriador, Northern Rhovanion, Iron Hills

	Orcs of Angmar
	Forochel, Rhuduar, Arthedain

	Orcs of Gundabad
	Anduin Vales

	Orcs of Mirkwood
	Northern Rhovanion, Woodland Realm, Western Mirkwood, Southern Mirkwood

	Orcs of Moria
	Wold and Foothills

	Orcs of the Ephel Duath
	Ithilien

	Stone Trolls
	Rhudaur, Arthedain, Cardolan

	Uruk-Hai
	Ithilien


Well, look at that! Grond DOESN'T affect Minas Tirith! Gee, what a surprise (insert yawn here). Oh, well, there are still PLENTY of fun places for Minions to pillage and burn: Iron Hill Dwarf Hold, Thranduil's Halls, um, Henneth Annun! Yeah! As even the densest of reader can probably tell by now, Wormtongue is being a bit sarcastic. This card is GREAT in Art, GREAT in concept, WONDERFUL in application, but LOUSY in final execution! The one site in the game that Grond NEEDS to affect, it cannot! Minas Tirith, that bastion of good, remains, Minas Tirith, that bastion of good. Is there some ERRATUM that ol' Wormtongue has missed? 

Sigh. Oh well, the card is still cool. It has a fair playability factor, especially in an orc faction deck, or even a dragon faction deck. Grond can have multiple versions of itself in play, but each version can only be played on one particular site. If a clever player can get multiple Grond's in play, overlapping a particularly vulnerable site, say, Rivendell, its possible to drop the Automatic Attacks to strictly laughable. 

Additionally, Grond gives a lot of bonuses to the clever player because it can affect multiple sites at the same time (and in effect gives its bonus to the entire party). In this respect, its far better than, say, "Bold Thrust" or "Under His Blow", and the rest of that ilk. And for those players who want to really get silly, toss in a "Come By Night Upon Them" for added ease in pillaging your neighbors. However, as a final thought, you probably don't want to include this in your killer "Fell Winter" deck... 

So what is the final analysis? Grond is a still a very cool card that needs a single house rule "If played on a faction in Imlad Morgul, Grond also affects Minas Tirith." :) 

Wormtongue 

Reader Comments

Findegil: Note that Grond specifically prohibits cumulative penalties on a single site. 

Middle-earth Card of the Day #840
Sauron

Sauron
MEBA - F
Minion Resource Permanent Event
Manifestation of The Lidless Eye. Playable if your opponent is a Wizard and you have not revealed a Ringwraith. You are Sauron, not a Ringwraith. You may not reveal a Ringwraith or play Ringwraith followers. +10 to your general influence. Discards and prevents the subsequent play of Bade to Rule. During your organization phase, you may bring a resource or character from your sideboard into your play deck and shuffle and there is no limit to the number of characters you may bring into play 

Throughout two ages of Middle Earth, one evil nasty has perpetually stirred the pot, trying to rile up as much mischief as possible. In MECCG, this shadowy figure appears from time to time, sometimes exerting his Will, sometimes just glaring at the game with his Lidless Eye... However, it was not until the release of Balrog that players finally get to come face to face (as it were) with Sauron 

I do not see Sauron as the main villain of Lord of the Rings. To me, the main villains are the inherent weaknesses we all suffer: cowardice, indecision, greed, despair. MECCG reflects this with the use of the Corruption mechanism. However, this isn't to say that Sauron is a piker! No, Sauron is a catalyst, a name we can give to those darker urgings and whispered fears. Heck, in the entire series, Sauron only appears as a burning lidless eye! How much more creepy can you get? 

In game terms, ICE tries to keep with that theme. Sauron is not a character (Nor is The Lidless Eye). Sauron is an event (humorously enough, a permanent event - just as in the books, Sauron sticks around). This puts the focus not on "what is Sauron going to actually DO", but rather, "HOW will the rest of the game react to Sauron"? In my opinion, this is an appropriate focus that both manifestations achieve nicely. Who hasn't proudly plopped down their mighty hero starting company only to groan as the minion player plops down a first turn The Lidless Eye? Its a game changing event that shapes the rest of the game. 

Sauron, in my opinion, also lives up to being a catalyst that changes the game. Lets see how it achieves this. 

First, when you play with Sauron, you ARE Sauron, not a Ringwraith (You can't even PLAY a Ringwraith follower!). All the foibles of being a ringwraith are gone! Sauron cannot be killed, captured or even stub his big toe. He simply is. This means that deck construction can focus more on the goal, and less on what the ringwraith is going to do when it shows up! Play with Sauron, and you don't have to worry about Black or Fell Riders or Heralded Lords. Instead, you get to play with very cool game changing cards including "The Dark Power", "Eye Never Sleeping", "The Great Eye" (Extremely powerful in its own right), and "Powers Too Dark and Terrible". These powers alone can make your companies powerful in the extreme as they give hazard reduction and cancellation powers, not to mention making every character a mage! 

Secondly, your opponent must be a wizard. While I can see this limitation as being a good thing when the Ringwraiths were all one had to worry about, I'm not sure why Sauron can't try to wax the Balrog into submission. Oh well, a minor limitation. Every card needs one of them... 

Third, you get +10 General Influence. Whoo Hoo! This is a real nifty trick that beats even the Lidless Eye! Sure, you can't play Bade to Rule, but who cares? You are sitting at 30 General Influence! (Lemme write that again: 30 GI!) So what, you ask? Well, how about having all three of the Lieutenants in play? Plus some cannon fodder? (Although not necessarily in the same company...) How about laughing at GI/DI destruction decks? How about having all your stuff virtually influence proof? 30 GI is a GOOD thing! Fourth, there is no limit to the number of characters you may bring into play. Heh. This is really a neat ability, and one that the Lidless Eye doesn't have. Because your opponent HAS to be a wizard, you will be ready to go in company versus company combat. Just see how many Orc Scouts you can beef your party up with, then go dwarf stomping! This ability literally can let you build your own army. Granted, most players don't start with that many characters in their deck; thats where the next ability comes into play... 

Fifth, like The Lidless Eye, Sauron can bring a resource or character from the sideboard into the play deck each turn. In one respect, this ability is a slightly improved ability of ringwraiths to tap and move cards from the sideboard as no tapping is involved (Although, Sauron can't move multiple cards at once from the Sideboard to the Discard Pile...). This ability means that Sauron can really load the sideboard up with more 'case specific' cards, such as corruption cancellers, anti-elf-lord stuff, & factions. For example, Sauron might only put SOME Sauron Only cards in the play deck, and move the rest in from the sideboard over time. 

Is Sauron vulnerable? Sure. 

First, the Sauron player doesn't get to play with the ultimate character cards, the Ringwraiths. 

Secondly, as a Sauron player you don't want to see hide or hair of the "Lady of the Golden Wood"! 

Third, just because cards are cool doesn't mean every deck should play with them. In other words, it seems rather pointless to play with Sauron and not use the Sauron Only cards: playing with all these cards can really eat up card slots in a hurry. Ahhhhh, but this is all nitpicking. EVERYONE wants to play Sauron just because, well, as the card says "You are Sauron". you can't get much more of an ego trip than that... 

So how does Sauron stack up to The Lidless Eye? Well, it comes in second, in my not very humble opinion. This is because Sauron doesn't get the big deck manipulation of The Lidless Eye (Where a player can DISCARD a card to look at 5 of the opponent's cards, as well as hold an additional card in the hand). It is impossible to estimate just how more powerful The Lidless Eye is because of this difference. Regardless, Sauron is still very cool. The art by Audrey Corman is even top-notch, however, it somehow doesn't seem right to actually SEE Sauron on a card. The Lidless Eye concept art made more sense to me. 

Sauron is a neat card that should make its way into a number of decks. It is SOMEWHAT compatible with The Lidless Eye, in that if a player only had one or two of The Lidless Eye, it might make sense to back it up with a copy or two of Sauron (and the point was to use the card for access to the Sauron Only cards). Sadly, just as in the novels, Sauron comes into play too late in the life of MECCG to 'save the day' as it were. I will have to say that I wish ICE would, as a farewell to MECCG, print a final manifestation of Sauron, "The Necromancer". But, since this is nearing the end of the road we must make do with what we have. Fortunately, Sauron does justice to the books, both in namesake and in execution. 

Wormtongue 

Wormtongue's Middle Earth Card of the Day #841
Longbottom Leaf

Wormtongue has noticed the easy pickings to be had in sueing tobacco companies (in light of all the anti-tobacco litigation in the United States) and figures the Hornblower Hobbits are prime targets for their distribution of

Longbottom Leaf - MEBA - F - Hero Resource Short-event.
"Take up to two resources from your sideboard to your play deck and reshuffle. Remove this card from the game."
Art by Audrey Corman.

One of the hardest parts of MECCG to remember is that there is the game, and then there is the metagame. That is to say, a successful player will not just play with the cards in his deck or hand, but continually try to manipulate the deck to his advantage: Discarding, pulling cards back from the discard pile, making an opponent reveal their cards, and of course, pulling cards in from the sideboard. It is this latter concept, playing with the cards in the sideboard, that has fascinated ol' Wormtounge lately. It seems that deck construction is literally crying out for thinning out a deck, then restocking it with cards that will now have a much higher percentage of draw.

Many, many cards and effects allow this sort of manipulation. However, probably the most famous hero card around is Smoke Rings. As even casual players know, Smoke Rings allows a player to bring a character or resource from the discard pile or sideboard back into the play deck. Because of the cards recyclability, it is a staple in many hero decks.

So how does this new competitor stack up to the infamous Smoke Rings? Close, but no cigar ;)

First, Longbottom Leaf does not affect characters. No pulling Barliman Butterbur and Boromir out of the sideboard with THIS card like good ol' Smoke Rings can! Secondly, Longbottom Leaf does not affect the discard pile. This means it can not really be used as a 'recycler' unlike Smoke Rings ("Hmmm. I just used my last Morannon. I better Smoke Rings one back into the play deck."). Thirdly, Longbottom Leaf actually sets a deck BACKWORDS in trying to cycle, replacing itself with TWO cards, not just one. Finally, Longbottom Leaf removes itself from the game after use. Each Longbottom Leaf can only be played one time whereas Smoke Rings can end up back in your play deck with out too much trouble.

However, Longbottom Leaf DOES bring two cards into the play deck at a time instead of one. This is good for a few specific purposes: 1) A player can leave some wizard specific cards OUT of the play deck and bring them in ONLY when that wizard comes into play (no sense cluttering your hand before you need it cluttered!) 2) It is easier to avoid being sandbagged by that one hazard strategy you just didn't expect. ("A 'Slip Treacherously' Deck? You FIEND! Well, thanks to Longbottom Leaf I'll add a few 'Wielded Twice'.") 3) The One Ring. ("Hmmm. I have 4 cards left in my deck... I'll Longbottom Leaf for 'The One Ring' and 'Gollum's Fate'.") Wormtongue is sure clever players will spot the theme here, but let's all recite it together anyway "Play Frequency and Deck Manipulation".

So how good is this card? Well, it really depends on the goal of the deck. If the card did not remove itself from the game; or if it affected BOTH the discard pile and the sideboard, it would be a very good card indeed. As it is, it raises the question of what purpose will it serve in the deck? It may be an excellent card for a strategy for decks that want to accomplish specific goals: i.e., One Ring decks, or Decks that first gather items, then factions (Put the items in the deck, and Longbottom Leaf in the factions as the deck thins), or even Decks based around spells. However, due to its lack of recyclability, it just doesn't seem to have the same "Gotta have 3 in a deck" feel to it that Smoke Rings have.

In conclusion, in terms of deck manipulation, Longbottom Leaf is an excellent cut, but it just doesn't beat Smoke Rings. For modifying frequency of play, Longbottom Leaf is better than Smoke Rings for specific purposes, but just can't beat the recyle ability inherent in Smoke Rings. This doesn't make it a bad card: in fact Wormtongue LIKES this card. Its just one of those cards that doesn't fit into every deck.

Wormtongue 

Ratings for Longbottom Leaf: 

Wormtongue - 5
Fram - 6
Sly Southerner - 8

Average - 6.33 

Reader Comments

Sly Southerner: I use this card quite a lot, actually. I often put two copies of Smoke Rings in my sideboard and a copy of Longbottom Leaf in my play deck - as soon as I draw the Leaf, I use it to sideboard in either something useful or the Smoke Rings. After all, you usually don't need Smoke Rings the first few turns of a game (you don't have a decent amount of cards in your discard pile yet and you usually don't need any resources from your sideboard that early in the game either). 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #842
Caverns Unchocked

Look everyone, there's a goat coming thorugh the wall... 

Caverns Unchoked - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Permanent-event
"Balrog specific. Playable on an Under-deeps site during the organization phase. This site is never discarded or returned to its location deck. Each other site (of yours) in the same region as its surface site is considered adjacent to this Under-deeps site. This only applies if the other site is normally a Shadow-hold, Ruins & Lairs or Border-hold."
Art by R. Ward Shipman 

One of the problems of Balrog play is the risk you run of trapping yourself underground. Tapping the Under-vaults, then going to the Drowning-deeps, and then realising you still have to pick up the Ancient Black Axe at the Under-leas doesn't exactly help your cause a lot. 

Fortunately, MEBA featured some cards which help to avoid self-trapping. Among them is Caverns Unchoked. It's an easily playable, simple card: play it during the organization phase at the cost of nothing, and the site is never discarded. Pretty neat, huh? Hey, I'm not being overly ironic here, this *is* pretty neat. You can play the Ancient Black Axe without having to worry about shutting down the Western and North-eastern branch of the Under-deeps network. You can use the Under-vaults, and the Sulfur-deeps, and....uhhh...well, that's it really. Those are the only three sites really capable of trapping you (unless you're an utter moron), and are therefore the only three sites you would want to play this card on if you're using it for this reason alone. And really, if the Under-vaults is the site of your concern, you're better off using Roots of the Earth. It gives you 1 MP and it turns the Vaults into a handy Darkhaven. 

There is another use for Caverns Unchoked, though. It also creates new adjacent surface sites. A potentially brilliant effect: it extends the under-deeps network, creating new tunnels to important new sites, otherwise only reachable through dangerous surface travel, with lurking Elf-lords, flower-Maiar and other utterly boring good spirits. But..which sites can actually be reached with Caverns Unchoked? Well, there's Scorba's lair of Zarak DFBm, for instance (play Caverns Unchoked on the Iron-deeps or Under-vaults). You can reach Isengard, Amon Hen, Mount Doom, Gondmaeglom, Dimrill Dale and also Ovir Hollow. Seven new adjacent surface sites. But what can they really bring you? Eleven points of Dragon factions, for starters. Hoard items, unfortunately only major, not greater (so no Thong, just Usrievs), the Grey Mountain Goblins and the Palantir of Orthanc. Apart from the factions, it ain't much. But the factions may just be enough to make it worthwhile. A Balrog looking for Dragons can really use Caverns Unchoked to his advantage, picking up Scatha, Scorba and Bairanax right from the Under-deeps. With his 6 DI and maybe some bonuses from Traditional Gifts, Foe Dismayed or Strangling Coils, he should be able to rouse them without too much trouble. In a Great Army of the North deck, you can use Caverns Unchoked for easy access to the Grey Mountain Goblins. Using them as fourth faction will enable you to avoid the natural animosity between the Orcs of Angmar and Gundabad. 

So, surprisingly, a card which has absolutely nothing to do with faction gathering whatsoever appears to be best used for faction gathering. Otherwise, unless you're really desperate for a glass ball from Isengard or a Russian spear from Zarak Dum, there's little use for Caverns Unchoked in this capacity either.

All in all, Caverns Unchoked is far from the basic utility card it may appear to be at first sight. It's an absolute must in a Balrog Dragon faction deck, but apart from that it only just qualifies for the "may come in handy" second squad. Not a card to reserve your precious slots for. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Caverns Unchoked: 

Fram - 4 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #843
Desire All for Thy Belly

What's the most popular card in MEBA? Well, this one is a strong contestant..

Desire All for Thy Belly - MEBA - F - Hazard Short-event
"To play this card, you must discard a Spawn card from your hand. Reveal to yourself a number of cards from the top of opponent's play deck equal to the number of Spawn cards in play. Eliminated Spawn do not count. Choose one card and show it to your opponent. He must choose to either remove the card from the game or decrease the number of cards he may hold in his hand by one for the rest of the game. Shuffle and replace all remaining cards back on top of his play deck. Remove this card from the game."
Art by Jon Foster

As with all previous expansions, one Buzz Card emerged from MEBA. A card no-one could have expected given the theme of the expansion, with a previously unknown effect of considerable power. That card was Desire All for Thy Belly.

Which is not entirely true. Forcing your opponent to remove cards from his playdeck wasn't completely unheard of previous to MEBA. Aware of Their Ways is a card which does something similar. But that card targets non-uniques in the discard pile, making it a bit of a lame card in normal 2-deck play (although it is a great defensive tool if your opponent is an Outpost-happy recycler with a haz strat that hurts).

Desire All for Thy Belly is something else. It targets any card in the play deck. The number of cards to choose from is determined by the number of Spawn in play. The theoretical maximum is 9: the four MEBA hazard perms (Spawn of Ungoliant, Ungoliant's Progeny, Ungoliant's Foul Breed and Monstrosity of Diverse Shape), the two Balrog allies (Nasty Slimy Thing and Evil Things Lingering), and the three Spawn-by-declaration hazard perms from earlier sets (Shelob, Spider of the Morlat and Balrog of Moria). In reality, you will normally not get beyond eight, unless you're running a suicidal Balrog deck which includes the bodyless hazard perm Balrog of Moria. And then you may of course still have to ask yourself if you really want to have all four "Spawn at Home" guarding vital Under-deeps sites.

But you can have a fair number of Spawn in play without too much trouble. And then the fun starts. You reveal to yourself a number of cards from your opponent's play deck, choose one, and force your opponent into making a very difficult decision: lose that card, or lose one slot in his hand. Sometimes it isn't that difficult, if you didn't pick a real gem. But sometimes there's a Wizard at stake. Or a big item, faction, the only Twilight even.

It's a great hazard effect, potentially very damaging. Potentially, yes. Because, as said, you must have some luck in which cards you reveal. And you must also have a decent number of Spawn cards in play before using Daft Belly.

This card is not part of a real hazard strategy. Instead it is a small subtheme of its own, which fits into a number of decks. Of course, the presence of Spawn is a necessity. On the resource side, it fits into a Balrog deck, because of those two allies. On the hazard side, it's Spiders which provide the largest number of Spawn. And of course because the Spawn perms from MEBA also focus on Spiders.

Next to that, a funny combination can be made with Khamul's Nazgul machine. Forcing down the handsize with Daft Belly and then tapping Khamul with a number of Nazgul in play could deliver a devastating blow to your opponent's plans. But, given the requirement of Spawn in play, such a strategy would be very event-heavy, and may not be all that viable. But theoretically it's an interesting combo, Desire All for Khamul.

The downside to this card is the most severe known to MECCG: remove from play after use. And in this case it's definitely a jusitified downside. Recycling Daft Belly would be way too powerful, since there's nothing the defending player can do to prevent its play, other than unexpected hazlim lowering. Still, you can use up to three of these, to get your opponent down to a handsize of five, potentially, or have at least a decent chance of making him remove a card he really doesn't want to lose. 

If you're on the receiving end, it's difficult to say what choice to make. Don't underestimate the power of the second choice, though. A handsize of eight is often barely enough to keep both your hazard and resource strategy well represented in your hand. So being forced down to seven or even less will normally mean that you have to seriously compromise one or both of your strategies. So I'd say, unless the card chosen by the hazard player is absolutely vital to your plans, and no other copy of it can be found anywhere in your collection of card piles, let him have the card and keep your handsize up. But, as they say, your mileage may vary. Especially if you're playing a treble Elf-lord / Pallando / Emerald deck. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Desire All for Thy Belly: 

Fram - 8

Wormtongue's Middle Earth Card of the Day #844
Azog and Bolg

Well, its card review time again, and I am hard pressed at my table and chair where Fram has me chained, working on my latest reviews. To pass the time, I have tuned in the palantir to cable programming. Sadly, all that is on is the Middle Earth Extreme Wrestling Channel! (And I was hoping for Biography or something...) Tonight they featured a couple of thugs that made me shudder... This tag-team's names?

Azog and Bolg

Azog - MEBA - F - Minion Character - 2MP, 7 Mind, 1 Direct Influence, 6/9, Warrior/Diplomat Orc
"Unique. Balrog Specific. Leader. Discard on a body check of 9. +3 direct influence agains Orcs and Orc Factions. +2 direct inluence against Balrog Specific Characters."
Home Site: Moria, the Under-Gates.

Bolg - MEBA - F - Minion Character - 2MP, 7 Mind, 0 Direct Influence, 7/9, Warrior/Ranger Orc
"Unique. Balrog Specific. Leader. Discard on a body check of 9. +3 direct influence agains Orcs and Orc Factions. +2 direct inluence against Balrog Specific Characters."
Home Site: Moria, the Under-Gates.

Well, what a motley combination we have here. Two very buffed up (And did you know "Buff" comes from the color of the inside of a Buffalo's Hide?) Orcs ready for action. Both are very nice warriors (6 and 7 prowess) and both have excellent body stats of 9. It would not be difficult at all to see these fine lads wading through the ranks of enemy companies. Now, while you can't put issue Orders from Lugburz, you can issue them Orders from the Great Demon and then start the game with both of them in play (Quite the steal at only 14 mind! Two Warriors, plus a Diplomat and a Ranger.). Heck only Euog (Ulzog) represented the Orcish Diplomats before Azog showed up, and Euog is only a +3 (vs. orcs and orc factions). Azog has a nice buff +4! 

Now add into the mix good ol' Bolg. As a ranger, he gets to use a lot of the cool Ranger cards. Now Orc Rangers are nothing new, but a 7/9 Warrior Ranger is nothing to sneeze at. This bad boy gets the use of Ranger cards for tramping his party up to that enemy gang of Heroes or Minions and then wup'm up side the head with his Ancient Black Axe. Go ahead and toss in a Blow Turned or a Bold Thrust. YOW! 

Probably the best thing these pair of uglies have going for them is their 'Leader' skill. This gives them access to cool cards like No More Nonsense, I'll be at Your Heels, and my favorite I'll Report You! (Would you want to be reported to the Balrog? I didn't think so...) But probably the best card for these guys is Obey Him or Die tossed on good Ol' Azog. This gets him up the "Scary" realm of Direct Influence against other Orcs (+6, +8 vs. Balrog Specifics!). Now toss in the Diplomat cards and start chasing down enemy minion companies, not to fight them, but to Influence them! 

The higher mind stat of these guys shouldn't be dismissed, either. Either one might actually make a good candidate for a Whip and use Where there's a Whip! Really! ALL of the other Orc characters have both less mind and prowess! This could potentially really speed up an already fast deck. 

The home site for these lads is the boring Moria/Under-Gates combo. Well, since Moria is a perennial favorite site for both Minions, Fallen Wizards, and Wizards, maybe Moria isn't such a boring spot after all. 

Finally, stacking these lads up against the other Orcs is easy. For the money, you will be hard pressed to get better Orcs. That's why next time, we look at trolls...

Wormtongue 

Ratings for Azog: 

Wormtongue - 7.5 (I really like that diplomat skill!)
Fram - 8 

Rating for Bolg 

Wormtongue - 7
Fram - 6 (-1 for the art) 

Wormtongue's Middle Earth Card of the Day #845
Buthrakaur and Umagaur

Ok, so last time we looked at the tag team of Azog and Bolg. This time we get to work on a couple of Trolls that provide some extra clout to Balrogs everywhere (like they need it). I am, of course, talking about those walking tanks...

Buthrakaur and Umagaur 

Buthrakaur - MEBA - F - Minion Character - 3MP, 9 Mind, 0 Direct Influence, 8/9, Warrior/Scout/Ranger Troll
"Unique. Balrog Specific. Leader. Manifestation of Buthrakaur the Green. Discard on a body check of 9. +3 direct influence against Trolls, Orcs, Troll Factions and Orc Factions. +3 direct inluence against Balrog Specific Characters."
Home Site: Moria, the Under-Gates. 

Umagaur - MEBA - F - Minion Character - 3MP, 9 Mind, 2 Direct Influence, 7/9, Warrior/Diplomat/Sage Troll
"Unique. Balrog Specific. Leader. Manifestation of Umagaur the Pale. Discard on a body check of 9. +2 direct influence against Trolls, Orcs, Troll Facations and Orc Factions. +3 direct inluence against Balrog Specific Characters."
Home Site: Moria, the Under-Gates. 

As stated above, these guys are tanks. An 8 and a 7 prowess? Insane! Well, the Balrog is up against some real nasties and so he NEEDS to have this kind of clout around him. Combat-wise, these guys are every bit the equal of their ugly cousins, the Lieutenants of Angmar, Dol Goldur and Morgul. Those lads are all 8/9s and 7/9s as well. Secondly, as this set of trolls are both warriors, they can become even uglier. They get to use all the good warrior enhancing cards to help them smash and bash their way to the Day of Decision. 

These trolls are both leaders. That doesn't mean you can't start the game with them both in play, however. Just issue Orders from the Great Demon and begin your trampling over everything that moves. This WILL use up 18 of your GI, but who really cares? Toss Obey him or Die on Umagaur later in the game and suddenly Umagaur has a DI of 9, conveniently able to directly control Buthrakaur. Actually, this duo is a pretty good combination. Unlike their weak-sister imitations, the Lts., these trolls each have 3 (count them 3) skills! Between the two you have 2 warriors, a diplomat, a ranger, a scout and a sage (and a hazard limit of 2!). Can I ask you, what more do you need? You could almost build an effective deck around these two by randomly grabbing cards from your piles of extras! About the ONLY thing you don't have going for you with these two is the ability of the Lts to hold an extra card in your hand. This ability is probably something the Balrog would never use anyways, because HIS Trolls are going out in the world to kill things (not sit at home playing cards)! 

It should be mentioned that the leader ability gives these guys access to all of the cool leader cards (I won't repeat them here). Additionally, because of the Balrog's ability to bring in non-unique characters with a mind of 3 or less from the hand, discard pile or sideboard, and because of these guys sadistically large DI, you can build a virtual army in very little time. Heck, as mentioned above, if Umagaur is controlling Buthrakaur, you have 11 extra GI to play with! 

This is just plain sick! 

The home site for these lads is the same as the Balrog Orcs, Moria and the Under-Gates. Moria must be one happening place... Do we care? No. Because with a 9 needed for a discard result on a body check, these guys aren't going to any discard piles. And as cool as they are, are you realistically going to include them in your deck, but not in your starting company? Nah, I didn't think so. 

So what secret fun things can you do with these big trolls? NOTHING! That's the entire point. These guys aren't secret or into 'fun'. They are into raw, sheer power and should be used in a similar manner. Go ahead... get some Cave Trolls, cram some Foe Dismayed into your deck, and go kill stuff. Now bring in 3 Hill-trolls, and a couple of Mountain-Maggots for good measure. With the Obey Him or Die trick, you potentially can have your maximum party size be 7 characters and 3 allies, none of which are really that bad! Now, to paraphrase a corporate slogan, what do YOU want to kill today? 

But these two bad-boys are not without their downside (Tongue in Cheek alert). As they ARE manifestations of Umaguar and Buthrakaur, you will not be able to use those hazards in your deck. I know that's sad, but on the bright side, your opponent can't use these against you either :)

Wormtongue 

Ratings for Buthrakaur:

Wormtongue - 8
Fram - 9 

Ratings for Umagaur:

Wormtongue - 8
Fram - 8 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #846

The Middle Earth Card of the Day will present four more issues on the Balrog expansion, dealing with four essential MEBA cards. After that, there will be 50 issues of Something Completely Different, and then there's just one Grand Finale left, which, being #900, will also be the last ever Middle Earth Card of the Day. Until that day comes, still a lot of things will be said about MECCG in this one-way forum (yes, that's a contradictio in terminis). Today a card that turns the dreaded Balrog into a more friendly and traditional kind of Maia. 

Great Shadow - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Permanent-event -2 prowess - -1 body 

"Balrog specific. Demon fana. Playable during your organization phase on The Balrog. Return this card to your hand: when you play another Demon fana card, or, if you choose, during your organization phase. +6 general influence; -2 prowess; -1 body. The Balrog gains the scout skill and may have followers. During your end-of-turn phase, you may take one non-short-event resource or character from your discard pile (show it to your opponent) and shuffle it into your play deck. The Balrog may tap to cancel an attack against his company." 

MEBA included three 'Demon fana' cards: Flame of Udun, Strangling Coils and Great Shadow. Of the three, Great Shadow is the one that turns the Balrog into something quite unlike the Balrog from the Moria-scene in tLotR. More precisely, it turns The Balrog into a mixture of a Wizard and The Lidless Eye. 

With Great Shadow, the Hog's battle stats go down to Wizardish numbers, 6/10 p/b to be precise. His DI becomes useful for controlling characters, and he gains a third skill. On the other hand, his GI rises to Sauronite heights, and he gains a recycling-ability known elsewhere in Minion-land as well. And then there's that feature of 'tapping to cancel'. Ringwraiths do it, but this one needs to be in the facing company. A Wizwraith ability, that is. 

It makes Great Shadow a card of contradictions. Battle stats, GI stat and recycling ability imply it's best to put him on his throne in the Under-gates and enter him into the Miss Wet Squat '99 contest. Scout skill, followers allowed and attack-canceling ability point at a more active role for Ballyboy. 

Simple logic dictates that the aspects in favor of moving have a "no harm done" status if you decide to squat, whereas his battle stats could result in disaster if you decide to move him around. 

So, what about the Balrog as shadowy squatter? Frankly, he's not bad at all. With 26 usable GI (and 5 buffer GI against Muster Disperses and Call of Home and News of Doom), you can have three of the four big Balrog-specific leaders in play under GI. That's 8 MP's with loads of free DI and huge battle stats. Should they ever blow a faction roll, or lose themselves in Covetous Thoughts, Great Shadow's recycling ability ensures a second chance (unless the thoughts were very covetous, of course). As an added bonus, The Balrog can control two more MP's worth of characters with his own DI. 

So if you want to play safe with your winged (yes he is no he isn't yes he is no he isn't) avatar, Great Shadow definitely is the way to go. 

Ahem. 

Balrog. 

Playing safe. 

Come again? Balrog. Playing Safe. 

Unless you're one of those perverts who like Fallen-Gandalf One Ring decks, overt Elf-companies in service of Sauron or Kuduk Lore-only decks, you're probably not at all interested in having an apathic Balrog do nothing of any consequence in some Darkhaven (good golly Miss Molly, he just played the Orcs of Moria!). 

So what about a moving Great Shadow then? As said, at 6/10 p/b he really needs a lot of protection if he decides to move around. Protection comes in true Halfling style, with his own canceling ability and additional scout skill. And apart from A Nice Place to Hide, new canceling power is found in two Great Shadow-specific resources. Darkness Wielded lets you cancel no less than two attacks (Fifteen Trolls in Five Caverns?), and Cloaked by Darkness reduces the hazard limit by one. A deck stuffed with these cards (and Great Fissure and Crept Along Cleverly) could well achieve the goal of all true duckers: Cancel Everything. On the other hand, I can't see such a deck achieve Lord and Usurper (I just can't imagine a Balrog canceling everything if he already inflicts 12 attacks upon himself, especially if he cannot use his own canceling ability, Great Fissure, Crept Along Cleverly and Cloaked by Darkness during the resolution of (a number of) those quest cards). And since surface travel is impossible with Great Shadow in play (see Out He Sprang), a moving ShadowHog must get his points from the Deeps and adjacent surface sites. Still enough items, allies and factions available, but nothing truly shocking and "Hoggy" remains. No Lord and Usurper, no CvCC. Of course, L&U will work once every while with Great Shadow, but not as consistent as with the other two fana cards. 

What kind of card Great Shadow is? It's the fana card of choice if you want to build a beer and pretzels Balrog deck. Successful L&U or CvCC decks require a lot of brainwork. Their specific set-up means you must have a plan, and you must know how to execute it. Great Shadow allows for collecting items, allies and factions at a leisurely pace, going wherever your cards in hand dictate you to go rather than to where a previously conceived plan wants you to be. Let's label it "Balrog for Beginners", shall we? 

If you're really into demonic play, I suggest you stick to the other two fana cards, Strangling Coils (more on that card tomorrow) and Flame of Udun (see #837). 

This is not to say that Great Shadow is a bad card, far from it. As said, if you want to try Balrog but don't want to jump into the river right away, you can build a Great Shadow deck just like you would build a casual Hero deck. When the time comes to move on, though, forget about Great Shadow and play with a real Balrog. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Great Shadow: 

Fram - 7
Sly Southerner - 8

Average - 7.5

Reader comments

Sly Southerner: Despite Martijn's comments, it seems Great Shadow has become the most often used demon fana card in tournament decks these days. For some reason, a passive haven-squatting Balrog with Great Shadow on him which doesn't do an awful lot himself except for playing the Orcs of Moria and perhaps Stinker has become far more popular than an ass-kicking (i.e. Flame of Udun/Strangling Coils) Balrog. Too bad...

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #847
Strangling Coils
Before today's issue on the the third and final Demon fana card gets underway, a small rectification on yesterday's issue. No matter how covetous his thoughts, a Minion will of course never end up in the discard pile after failing a corruption check. Thanks to Jean-Paul Keulen for pointing that out. But now, The Balrog sheds his wings, outruns his shadow and ends up being a bunch of snakes. This bugger's weird. 

Strangling Coils - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Permanent-event +3 DI - -1 body 

"Balrog specific. Demon fana. Playable during your organization phase on The Balrog. Return this card to your hand: when you play another Demon fana card, or, if you choose, during your organization phase. +3 direct influence; -1 body. The Balrog gains the diplomat skill and may have followers. Once during his movement/hazard phase, you may untap all tapped characters in The Balrog's company. If then untapped, tap The Balrog." 

In yesterday's issue, I said that Great Shadow is the "Balrog for Beginners" fana card, and that the other two are the real ones, fit for doing really Hoggy things. 

Those other two are of course Flame of Udun and Strangling Coils. The Flame turns your Balrog into a solitary Rambo with all the firepower a boy could wish for. Strangling Coils takes a completely different approach. It turns Balrog play into a group thing. 

Strangling Coils is the artillery fana card. That is, it's the fana card which lets you utilize the little cannon fodder characters optimally. The features of this card tell it all: +3 DI (for a total of 9), followers allowed, and a chance to untap everyone during the m/h-phase. That means 3 MP's worth of characters under The Balrog, or 4 reasonably big (that is 3 and one huge) characters for free, untapped and ready to go at the beginning of the site phase. (Do I have to start rambling about Angband Revisited again?) 

At least, that's how I've been using Strangling Coils: a kingsize company, comprising a Coiled Balrog, a big leader (Buth was my pick), five small'uns, and maybe a few allies. All this for the cost of 9 GI, being Buth's mind stat. With such a company, it's fairly easy to keep the Balrog himself out of trouble until you have to tap him because of... you guessed it... [drone mode on] Roots of the Earth, Breach the Hold, Invade Their Domain, Lord and Usurper [drone mode off]. 

I played over 10 games with the deck outlined above. I pulled of L&U in nearly half of them, The Balrog was only wounded once and only twice did I have to wait a turn because of a tapped Balrog. And the times it didn't work out it was because of time limits. In unlimited play, it has so far worked out fine every single time. Among the hazard strategies I encountered were of course a lot of Spiders and Animals, but also Drakes, Free Peoples, Orcs and some Melting Pot strats. So, against a fair diversity of hazard strategies a basic Strangling Coils L&U deck can perform well. I think it's fair to say that Coils is the best way to go if you want to pull off the Great Dwarf-hunt. Flame of Udun may be more stylish, it is also more vulnerable to really big attacks and tapping strats (Adunaphel/Fled Into Darkness). 

A Coiled Balrog can of course also be used for other things than the big L&U-quest. This is reflected in the two Coils-specific resources in MEBA: Roam The Waste is good for surface travel, making the site path less hazardous. And Heart of Dark Fire boosts the Hog's DI to an insane 14 points. It's a bit of this and that, with Strangling Coils. 

The basic thing, however, is that this card is meant to gather a big company around the Balrog, and then go do stuff: Dwarf-hunting is a viable option. You can go for CvCC with a lot of strikes. Or you can just walk around being big and collect MP's casually, with your Balrog controlling 3 MP's worth of characters with still enough DI left to influence factions successfully (with Heart of Dark Fire). 

Simply put, Strangling Coils is the most versatile of the three Demon fana cards, being the one imposing the least restrictions on your avatar. If you want your deck to be a little bit more complex than basic, and if you're not into a lone ranger deck, where a blazing Balrog tries to cut the opponent short, it's the one for you. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Strangling Coils: 

Fram - 9 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #848
Gangways over the Fire
Do you think the Under-deeps are a House of Pain? Well, not if you can Jump Around... 

Gangways over the Fire - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Permanent-event "Balrog specific. At the end of its movement/hazard phase, each of your moving companies may attempt to move with Under-deeps movement to a new site they have not used yet this turn. Another site card is played and a movement/hazard phase immediately follows. Subtract the number of complete movement/hazard phases the company has taken so far this turn from its Under-deeps movement rolls. You may start the game with this card in lieu of playing a minor item. Cannot be duplicated." 

I guess you all know the feeling. The previous turn you had nothing playable in your hand, and you decided to move to a site with a good draw. And yes! You drew those Giant Dwarves from the Iron Hills. Four MP's dying to hit the table. Such a pity you're six regions away.... 

The ability to have the right combination of MP's in hand and sites to go every single turn is the safest bet for a ride on your hitch-hike to victory. In fact, apart from protecting your companies, movement planning is (make that "should be") the most important aspect to consider while building decks. (Unless, of course, you're Fallen Radagast, in which case there's no more need for planning after trying to get out of Southern Mirkwood alive.) 

The problem of MP/site availability is even worse in the Under-deeps. Normally, when at an Under-deeps site, there are only two or three other sites available. 

Therefore, it's hardly surprising that the one avatar who calls the Under-deeps his home, received a big help from Ironcrown Travel Agency: Gangways over the Fire. 

Gangways over the Fire allows you to hop around in the Under-deeps way faster then you otherwise could. You can take m/h phase after m/h phase after m/h phase, if you like. And this features on a card you don't even have to wait for. Instead of a minor item, you can play GotF right away with your starting characters. One minor item is a small price to pay for GotF's ability. I really can't think of a reason why you shouldn't start with it, even if your Balrog deck has its eyes firmly set on the surface. The Balrog himself will always be limited in his surface travel. Getting to the appropriate surface site quickly can really make the difference whether or not you catch up with (and make ketchup of) your opponent. 

There are two things you have to keep in mind, though. There's no way back. If you've just passed the Under-leas and suddenly the Axe pops up, you'll have to wait for the next turn before picking it up. And it is advisable to keep any site available which may be needed to run through while gangwaying (waying gangs?). But that's what Roots of the Earth and Caverns Unchoked are for. 

Gangways is more than Basic Utility. It's a card you shouldn't even think about. We have Gangways, let's start building a deck (a Balrog deck, of course). And nothing can change that. 

Not even the fact that you're taking far more m/h phases than org phases, which means your opponent has all the time in the world to murder some of your minions. And certainly not the fact that there is a restriction in this card. For every m/h phase taken this turn by the company, the roll required to move yet again goes up by one. So you might not make it to your desired destination. Don't try Remains of Thangorodrim from the Under-gates, for instance. 

Nevertheless, the ability provided by GotF is simply too essential (if there can be such a thing as more essential than essential) for your miners. Maybe the Fellowship escaped safely because the Great Trolls were too late building their Gangways, but for every single MP in your hand, there's no way out. They shall be played this turn. Providing... 

Fram Frumgarson 

Rating for Gangways over the Fire: 

Fram - 9 

Fram's Middle Earth Card of the Day #849
Challenge the Power

Today the Middle Earth Card of the Day presents the final MEBA review, and actually the last ever 'normal' Card of the Day. As a mailing list, after today there are still 51 more issues to come. But those will all be slightly different. Becasue, from #850 onwards, the CotD will try to give a comprehensive overview of nearly four years of Middle Earth cardgaming. It will do so by presenting fifty crucial cards, which are all either the centerpiece of, or vital to, some part of this greatest of games. Of course, nearly all of those cards will have featured in this forum before. Don't expect literal re-runs, though, this simply has to go deeper. Those of you with a crush on advanced maths will have deducted that those fifty will leave the CotD one short of the 900 mark. That one will be the Grand Finale, and something else altogether. For now, though, let's wrap up the MEBA expansion with one issue to rule them all:

Challenge the Power - MEBA - F - Minion Resource Permanent-event (2) MP "Balrog specific. Playable on The Balrog if he bears The One Ring. Make a roll adding one for each sage in his company and each Challenge the Power in play. If the result is: less than 7, The Balrog is eliminated; 7 or 8, discard this card; 9, or 10, you gain 2 marshalling points and The One Ring affects the Balrog; greater than 10, you win the game. Cannot be duplicated on a given turn." 

A One Ring-victory is among the most coveted in this game. Sure, total annihilation of your opponent is fun. Having a stored Fate of the Ithil-stone making a 7 MP difference is not bad either. What about King under the Mountain, Army of the Dead, winning without ever even moving, winning in two turns when you've just cycled, winning without characters, winning with 20 MP worth of characters. All fun. But nothing beats the fun of winning by The One, the central object of Tolkien's epic tale. 

For Heroes, it's fairly easy to get The One and hard to achieve the victory condition. For Minions, it's exactly the other way around. For Fallen-Wizards, getting it is not impossible, but actually winning is more than a pain. The Balrog is, well, somewhere in between. 

Challenge the Power is what The Balrog does with the Ring. Sounds simple. This is what he has to do to get that far. 

First of all............he has to get a hold of the One. Gasp! For regular Minions, it's the hard part, but for The Balrog, courtesy of the Under-grottos, it's quite within reach. It is advisable not to let him hunt for the One himself, since all Ringtests in his presence are severely punished (-2 to the roll). So if you want to have a decent change of grabbing the One, you'll have to send out the Hog's servants. 

After such a faithful Orc or Troll has successfully hunted for The One, he has to return from The Under-grottos to hand it over to The Balrog at the Under-gates (yes, you can do this anywhere you like, but let's not get foolish, shall we?). Normally, the 7 CP monster would make the transfer a dangerous affair. Fortunately, there's The Balrog's own presence to quell all thoughts of selfishness in the poor servant's mind, and things can only go wrong at a roll of 2 or 3. Some tapping in aid of will take care of that remaining chance. 

So then, The Balrog has The Ring. No more fear of corruption, the mind can be firmly set on Challenging the Power. It all comes down to a single roll now, basically. But not a roll you'd want to blow. 

Therefore, in the early part of the game, you'll have to get yourself some sages. Two of those are easily found: Umagaur and Doeth can both be used a starting characters by The Balrog. And especially Umagaur is an excellent choice as prime Ringhunter, being a very strong character and able to play the Test of Fire. Two others can be found in the form of big allies: Evil Things Lingering and Last Child of Ungoliant. I guess Last Child is a bit difficult, given her difficult playability and restricted movement range. The Lingerthing isn't exactly easily playable either, but he's definitely one you will want to have around. This gives you three sages (Doeth, Um, Lingerthing), which means you lose The Balrog on a roll of 2 or 3, and you win the game on a 7 or more. Pretty good odds. If that's still not good enough, though, you can manufacture your own sage fodders with the appropriate Magic Ring of Utter Sageness. You'll be testing Rings anyway, so why not? With maybe one or two more sgaes, there's no chance of losing, and a very good chance of winning on the first attempt. For having these Magic Rings available, a Whisper of Rings comes in handy. 

Given the requirements for winning with The One, as a Balrog, I guess he comes second in the Ease Rankings. Normal Minions still have the easiest task, Balrog comes second, Hero third and a Fallen Wizard has to do some insane things before he succeeds. 

Of course, you could forget all of the above and play a humorous deck where you follow the Black Rain strategy. That will certainly have the advantage of being totally unexpected. 

But there is one strategy that should really be highlighted. And that is trying to Challenge the Power without actually trying to win the game from that card. Make sure there is one Sage in the Balrog's company, make the roll and hope for the most common result (7) or one more (chance of succes 30.6%) You will then gain 2 MP's (big deal) and your Balrog is affected by The One Ring. Which means he becomes a monstrous 13/16 p/b (12 while remaining untapped against a strike). For the cost of 0 CP. Yee haw. Now, THAT is fun. Oh, and there's some extra DI involved as well. Now give him Flame of Udun (16/16 p/b) and go kill Itangast or something. Don't forget to play Stinker at Moria, though (on another character, yes), and make sure your hand is filled with Rings, to avoid the Ringsnatching Sea Horses. 

Have fun. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Ratings for Challenge the Power: 

Fram - 8
Sly Southerner - 6

Average - 7

Reader Comments

Sly Southerner: I've tried a Balrog One Ring deck a while ago and I can tell you, it's still damn hard to get The One out, even with one company testing at the Under-grottos and another company using Black Rain at Dimrill Dale. 

Fram's Middle-Earth Classic of the Day #850
Rivendell

The Middle Earth Card of the Day returns, and finds itself on the home stretch. This is the first issue of fifty, which will try to deliver a comprehensive overview of MECCG as it was, is and will never be again (or "status quo vadis", as it is known). It will do so by featuring fifty cards which have, in one way or another, made their mark. If you're looking for kinky new combo's or explanations, you may be less interested in this run, but if you're ready for a sentimental journey through the life of Middle Earth Cardgaming, well, ol'Wormtongue and me hope we can deliver. We just hope you'll get that same warm fuzzy feeling again you had when you opened that booster or starter with The One in it...Today it kicks off, and where else to begin than in 

Rivendell - METW - F/C - Hero Site
type: Haven
region: Rhudaur
site paths: to Lorien: w-w-b-w, to Grey Havens: w-w-f
draw: you draw 2, opponent draws 2 

Let's go back to the very beginning. The first time I ever heard about a CCG based on Tolkien's works, I was buying some Jyhad boosters in a local store. And it wasn't exactly a positive first encounter. "Did you hear that?", said the man behind the counter to a veteran MERP and Jyhad player accompanying me, "WotC and ICE hate each other's guts now. Something to do with the Tolkien CCG they were planning. I hear it's off". Say what? A Tolkien CCG? Now, that's something else than a bunch of stupid vampires! But apparently, it won't be. About six months later, I'm on the phone with a good friend, and after discussing all the important things (like concerts, films, Beavis and Butthead, recent acts of intoxication through various substances, and whatever other non-subject we can think of), he casually asks me if I've already bought some METW. It's late '95, and I've just been hit in the stomach by a Wizard's staff with the words "have a nice day" engraved in the knob. 

Anyway, about three days later I'm ready to play my first game, having bought two starters, read the rules (without the majority making any sense), looked at the art, and of course tried to build a deck. Which wasn't too difficult, all I had to do was get rid of the useless rares requiring other cards as yet not in my collection, and The Witch-King of Angmar, whose cardtext made even less sense than most of the rulesbook. 

And that's where Rivendell entered the scene. Like some in-bred blue-blooded nitwit who throws a bottle of champagne to the newborn ocean steamer, I flipped one of my four copies of Rivendell on the table, and declared myself as Genuine Middle Earth Player! 

As will have almost all of you. Rivendell is the starting point of all Hero decks, for two years it was the only possible starting point for a game of MECCG. 

Being a site-card, Rivendell represents one of the aspects which made MECCG stand out. Its system of movement and resource gathering is still unique and very elegant. And starting from Rivendell, you can immediately find out what moving in Middle Earth is like. 

Right from the beginning, it was clear that Rivendell may be a very safe Haven itself, getting out of Imladris is a completely different affair. Unless you head for the dangerous darklands in the North, you will have to go through at least two wilderness to get anywhere. A difficult journey for a lot of companies prepared for totally different things, such as Gondorians, prepared to fight Men and Slayers, Spelunkers, or Sailors. Especially the first turn trip to Lorien could really break a company before it had even had time to contribute meaningfully to an avatar's cause. Three wilderness and a border-land allowed a succession of Cave-drakes and Slayers to attack, sometimes even topped by the Great Goblin (a ferocious creature in the early days, a non-player after the great Prowess Implosion of the expansions). And that was with just METW out. No wonder the alternative region movement route through four Wilderness became popular very soon, so that at least the Slayers could be avoided. 

Things got worse with the release of the first expansion, The Dragons. It featured a Men creature keyable to Rhudaur (Dunlending Raiders), some very nasty triple-Wilderness Drakes, a Misty Mountain Marauder by the name of Cave-worm and to finish it all a hunting Dragon capable of hitting Rhudaur, if properly DoNned. 

To this day, the first turn is a very nasty one for a Hero player. He is faced with a site path his deck is often not built for, and some of the most popular creatures in the game roam nearby. Not to mention the most popular of Lures, which will be immediately triggered when leaving Rivendell. 

More Haven erosion resulted from the second expansion, Dark Minions. It featured three controversial evil Elves capable of attacking companies in Havens. Although this doesn't happen too often, it's yet another reason why Rivendell is not entirely the same last refuge, safest of places it is in the books. 

Apart from isolating Rivendell further and further, the expansions had also some good things in store for Rivendell. Since the arrival of Marvels Told, Rivendell is the place where the Sage dwells & tells his Tales to ward off Evil. Preferably Halbarad "The Lone Ranger" or Ioreth, the Kingsfoil Crone. These two sages recanting the Marvels of days past, sitting in Rivendell, have done more for the protection of their avatar's plans than all other support cards in the game put together. 

But mainly, since the early days and Halbarad and Ioreth so happy together excluded, the role of Rivendell has diminished over time. Of course, The Dragons meant that all the fun was in the East, meaning Lorien was the base of choice. Dark Minions led to a gorefest of Undead, which meant Gondor decks (because of relative invulnerability to Undead) became very popular, with its Haven Edhellond suffering from overpopulation. 

And to make it even worse, when Minions got their own version of Rivendell in Against the Shadow, one of the greatest things to accomplish as Minion was the burning down of Rivendell. The Vale of Imladris has seen quite some Smoke on the Wind since that day. 

Rivendell, it's where it all started nearly four years ago. It has seen Elrond wield Vilya. It has witnessed Ioreth and Halbarad telling their tales. It has had the Palantir of Elostirion within its walls before the Arthedain Motorway was closed by order of Chief Constable O'Brien. It has even been visited by Anarin the Elven Assassin from Moria, and torched by Trolls. Many a company has set out from Rivendell to visit the ultimate item-site The Stones, to go down, to dunk, to hug trees, get the Harrison Ford-award or face camels in Gondor, or just to go to the Golden Wood and see what would happen next. Many a character didn't survive the maiden voyage, many an avatar was without hope after turn one. 

But every time, sooner or later, a new copy of Rivendell would hit the table, a new game would commence, and the word "Rivendell" would signal that the time for an evening of METW had come again. 

Come LoRE, there will be no more site cards, no more cardboard Rivendell. It's a shame, really. 

Fram Frumgarson 

Wormtongue's Middle Earth Classic of the Day #851
Gandalf

Without a doubt, Middle Earth is one of the most rewarding card game experiences available. Everything about the game draws you in, making you want to play. Fram just relayed his nostalgic trip down Rivendell Lane. For me, Rivendell didn't get me hooked on the game, it was

Gandalf - METW - F/C - Wizard. DI-10, 6/9 p/b. Warrior/Scout/Sage/Diplomat Wizard. Home Site: Any Haven.
Unique. All of his corruption checks are modified by +1. Can tap to "test" a gold ring. 

It's sometimes easy to forget that MECCG was originally METW, with TW standing for "The Wizards". Everything about the game revolved around these five old men, shuffling about Middle Earth. They'd stick their noses in other people's business, mutter about the price of ale and give bad investment advice. Yet, it was the wizards who shaped the defence against the dark. Their meddling had wider purposes: Sending a Ranger to Minas Tirith to be named the King. Advising Dwarves on how to recover their magic rings, and their pride. Prodding the docile hobbits into feats of daring as they rescued Palantiri and other treasures from dangerous Orc-holds.

Of these wizards, four were impressive just by looking at them. Alatar was a mighty warrior, skilled in the slaying of beasts that threatened the Free Peoples. Pallando sought out the secrets of the land, forcing others to reveal themselves, while always ending up holding all the cards. Radagast was able to commune with nature itself, letting it aid him in his quest to vanquish evil. Saruman was a mighty sorcerer, able to use the mightiest of magics at a whim. However, the fifth wizard was less than impressive. Gandalf could merely decipher the magics surrounding rings, deciding whether they had some secret purpose within. And yet, somehow, Gandalf was better than the rest. Something about his manner, his fiestiness, his friendship, that continually won him followers.

In game terms, Gandalf is a fun card to play with. First of all, the art by Olivier Frot is excellent (I WANT that hat!). Just playing the card and looking at that knowing face can give a player a sense of renewed confidence. Beyond that, Gandalf gets +1 to all of his corruption checks. Except for Radagast, no other non-Hobbit character in the game gets such a bonus. It is impossible to guess the number of games where this mere +1 has made all the difference between successfully casting Vanishment versus running off into the wilderness! Further, Gandalf can tap to determine the make up of any gold ring item in his company. This speeds up ring decks by reducing both the number of cards needed to support such a deck, and by reducing the number of steps to test a ring.

However, Gandalf's greatest ability is probably the most overlooked. His home site is ANY haven! That's right. He can start at Rivendell, Edhellond, Grey Havens or Lorien. Where ever he is needed, Gandalf appears. It is easy to underestimate how important this ability is. Successfully playing Gandalf in any one of the four corners of the map really opens up both deck development and hazard avoidance. Your opponent is playing wilderness destruction? Pop in at Edhellond! Your opponent is rampaging around Mirkwood with zero General Influence? Show up in Lorien and make a few new friends. You get the idea :)

Further, Gandalf gets one of the best cards in the game (NO, not Hobbit Lore!), Narya. With the Elvish Ring of Fire, Gandalf can boost his prowess and body to a 10 and add 2 to his DI. Not only that, but the rest of his company untaps! Sure, there's a -5 corruption test, but remember that he gets +1 against it! In fact, you can build decks around Narya: Get Gandalf to Sacrifice Form and become the White Wizard. That makes Gandy a very impressive 11/11 prowess/body, with 15 DI and +2 to his corruption test! Yowza - what Gandalf wants, Gandalf gets!

Sadly, though, despite all my bluster, Gandalf seems relegated to 'back-up' wizard. People want the action of Alatar, power of Pallando or Saruman, or the Card Drawing of Radagast. I think that would have changed had the game survived. Rumours of Rings makes a Dwarf Ring deck VERY viable and potentially very fast.

In conclusion, what else can I say? My first starter had Gandalf in it. He's been my long time favourite of the novels and gets almost all of the best lines ("Fly, you fools!" being a good one to toss out as the Cave Drake approaches...). I try to collect him in the different languages because he's so cool (I now have a German, Japanese, and of course English). As long as I keep playing Middle Earth, I'll keep putting Gandalf in my decks. 

Wormtongue 

Reader Comments

Alatar the Hunter: Gandalf is great for heavy ring decks and heavy ring decks are great in METW. There might be lots of interesting decks to build, but ring decks are in my opinion both fun to play and they capture the very essence of the spirit of Middle-Earth better than most other decks. The drama of a One-Ring deck and the power of the Dwarven-Ring decks both justify in my opinion the inclusion of good old Gandalf. Of course there is some old Tolkien-fan nostalgy in these lines I write... I definitively prefer Alatar. But close after him, Gandalf is second on my list... Rating: 8.5 

Wormtongue's Middle-earth Classic of the Day #852
Smaug

Smaug
METW - R
Hazard Creature - 5 MP, 17/8
Unique. May be played at the Lonely Mountain. Dragon. Two Strikes. Attacker chooses defending character. If Doors of Night is in play, may also be played keyed to Grey Mountain Narrows, Iron Hills, Northern Rhovanion and Withered Heath; and may also be played at sites in these regions. 

When you think about it, life in Middle Earth seems very improbable. There are Nazgul and Undead. Orcs and Trolls threaten everywhere. Giant Spiders and Wolves feast on anyone foolish enough to be lost in the woods. But all of this seems to pale when you realize that, at anytime, Dragons could sweep out of the mountains and burn down whole villages! I mean, think about it... 

Here you are, a bunch of fun lovin' dwarves, just working away. Then, one day, BLAMMO! There's this flying tank knocking on your door. 

"Knock Knock"
Dwarves: "Who is it?"
Dragon: "Travelling Worker's Compensation Insurance Salesman, here to sell."
Dwarves: "Oooh, open the door!"
Dragon: "AH HA!"
Dwarves: "Oh poopies!" 

Yep, dragons are the real 'heat' in Middle Earth. In MECCG, they aren't slouches either. So today, lets meet one of the most famous dragons of all, SMAUG 

There is very little that can ruin your day like a good ol' dragon showing up to visit your party of heroes. As a group, Dragons have better prowess and body than any other creature hazards bar none (Better than Nazgul when you consider that dragons get multiple strikes and get to select their prey). 

Additionally, as a whole, dragons have some of the best ways to enhance their attacks! Consider: 

1. Toss out a Dragon's Blood and see the wacky mayhem that ensues when Glorfindel or Beorn actually defeat a strike! 

2. Have Smaug (etc.) use their Dragon's Breath before an attack to have a decent shot at wounding just about everybody in the company (and to boost your dragon's defense against a failed strike...) 

3. Just depress your opponent with an extremely nasty Dragon's Curse! 

4. Have your dragon attack ANYWHERE with a +2 prowess with a Dragon's Desolation. 

5. Make the dragon do a 'fly over' before attacking and watch the Dragon's Terror tap out the company. 

Now, none of this counts the specific dragon enhancers, like Deftness of Agility. Further, Dragons are extremely playable. Most players think of North East Middle Earth as Dragon country. Well, it is. But using Dragon's Desolation, or Long Dark Reach, you can make a dragon show up just about anywhere. Just playing with Doors of Night expands dragons from site cards to region cards! 

Or, for you creative players, use the Hunting Dragon Manifestations. And then there's the little sister, Cave Drake, which is a dragon. This little worm can show up anywhere you find two forests! Only the nations of Men in the South afford any real level of protection against dragon attacks as even Earcaraxe can show up in coastal waters. But using dragons for defense is not using dragons very effectively at all. Lets look at our old buddy Smaug. Smaug can come into play four different ways: As Smaug, Smaug Ahunt, Smaug at Home, and as Smaug Roused. This allows a clever player to use dragons for deck efficiency and resource gathering. Consider: Regardless of the situation, you can ALWAYS play a Dragon at Home or Dragon Ahunt. This means clearing your hand of cards and cycling your deck. If you manage to tag an opponent, so much the better. Now, if you are running a Dwarf "King Under the Mountain" or Hoard strategy, you've got built in targets for your quests. But what if you are a minion? Just go wake up those scaley lizards and add them as a faction (A faction with a nasty attack ability...) 

Now don't forget, Dragons have the best treasures. You can find all kinds of hoard items at a dragon's lair and this is good for marshalling points and for buffing up characters. A Wizard's Staff can REALLY enhance your wizard, and even minor items such as Scabbard of Chalcedony (My personal favorite) are nothing to sneeze at. Toss out a Legendary Hoard and your characters will never have to move again. 

But how do you KILL off a dragon? Just get lucky? Naw, call upon The Old Thrush, use The Black Arrow, stick Wormsbane in Scabbard of Chalcedony and give it to Fram Framson at Framsburg. Have you wizard Sacrifice of Form and come back as the White Wizard. Or just be sneaky and show up when the dragon is Not at Home. Hobbits can use Burglary to great effect. 

Well, what more need be said? Dragons are extremely versatile and deadly. In MECCG, that is a combination that very few parties can withstand. May your Hobbit never hear: "Well Thief, I smell you and I feel your air..." 

Wormtongue 
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