Rule Whore

by Alexis Long


I've printed up the entire Magic Comprehensive Rules Document. At the time, the thing was about 120 pages, but with all the official Two-Headed Giant rules and just various tweaks and additions over the last couple of sets, it's grown even larger now. I printed it all up and put it in a binder, with each page in a plastic sleeve. Then, for the next couple of days, during my free time at work, I studied it. I read every single page, and I reread the difficult parts to make sure I understood them. It was important to me that I understood rules such as, say, rule 418.5a, which says

418.5a The values of an object's characteristics are determined by starting with the actual object, then applying continuous effects in a series of layers in the following order: (1) copy effects (see rule 503, "Copying Objects"); (2) control-changing effects; (3) text-changing effects; (4) type-, subtype-, and supertype-changing effects; (5) all other continuous effects, except those that change power and/or toughness; and (6) power- and/or toughness-changing effects.

          Inside each layer from 1 through 5, apply effects from characteristic-setting abilities first, then all other effects. Inside layer 6, apply effects in a series of sublayers in the following order: (6a) effects from characteristic-setting abilities; (6b) all other effects not specifically applied in 6c, 6d, or 6e; (6c) changes from counters; (6d) effects from static abilities that modify power and/or toughness but don't set power and/or toughness to a specific number or value; and (6e) effects that switch a creature's power and toughness. See also the rules for timestamp order and dependency (rules 418.5b-418.5g).

I'll admit I picked one of the most complicated rules to quote here, but I think you get the idea of the joys of what I was reading. 


The thing is though, for me, it was a joy. Not only was I gaining a deeper understanding of a game that I am deeply invested in, both monetarily and emotionally, but I was getting to learn rules. I love rules. Whenever me and my friends open up a new board game, the first thing they do is pass me the rules sheet, and I go to town, reading it through and making sure I have at least a decent grasp of what goes on in the game before we get started. If I'm looking for a new board or card game to buy, I look for a PDF of the rules document first, and, based on a reading of that, make my purchasing decision. Nothing sums up the way a game plays better than the rules of that game, and that's what I want to see to know if that's the sort of game I could get into.


Knowing the rules is just very important to me. I want to know exactly the sort of playing field that I am on, because if I know that, then I can start to think about what I can do inside those restraints in order to  win, or have fun, or be a retard, or screw Matt Buchhiet over, whatever my current strategy is. If I look at the board, and I know that there is absolutely no way I can wriggle out of a situation through rules manipulation or just blind luck, then I'm able to relax, and act like a kamikaze moron, instead of sitting there, tense, hoping for an out that simply can't come. Likewise, if I look at the situation, and I can think of a rules situation that would fall in my favor, then I can smile, knowing I have that ace lurking up my sleeve, and feel very clever, even if the asinine, convoluted rules situation I am thinking up never occurs.


One of the games my friends and I have recently picked up and played every so often is Pirates of the Spanish Main and it's various expansions. I never played much miniatures stuff before, but when I had, the games were extremely slow and complicated enough for me to have had to make a serious investment to figure out all the nuances of the game. They never really caught me. Pirates, though, was a breath of fresh air. Instead of getting all wrapped up in having to draw a grid or constantly whip out a tape measure, everything was rated by the length of a side of a card, Short or Long. It was simple enough to jump into immediately, and yet there was definitely deep strategy involved in fleet building and balancing acquiring more treasure and destroying other people. You also got to build little cardboard pirate ships by popping them out of cards. What was not to love? It was tons of fun, and we played it fairly often for quite some time. Even Eric McClain's father got obsessed with it, and played it with us. 


However, just like every game we play, rules questions soon began popping up. Could Sea Monsters gain Fire Masts? If they submerge, do they lose them? Can you use a Sea Monster to ram while submerged? Can you use a Broadsides attack against a Fort? As usual, everyone looked to me to answer these questions, and I, of course, went to the website, looking for a Master Rules document to answer these queries. My search of the website came up empty, though. All the rules documents were just PDFs of the little rules inserts in the packs! This was completely unacceptable to me. Yes, those rules were probably good for, I dunno, 85% of all people who play the game. They also suggest that, with any rules issues, you “parley” and come to an agreement, which should deal with an additional 14% of the players. That wasn't a good answer to me, though. They had tournaments of this game, for crying out loud! There needs to be a rules document to answer these questions. There needs to be a place for definitive answers! Of course, we still play from time to time, since the game is so awesome, but there is no end to my frustration with the game every time a rules question comes up.


I've build up a very strong affinity for rules because I want them. I want rules very badly. When I get into any sort of situation, if I know the rules of that situation, I can look for loopholes. There are few things more satisfying than pointing out how someone's own rules are putting them in the wrong. Rules also give me procedure. If I know the rules of a situation, and I know what I want to get out of it, the rules are going to give me a step by step outline of what I need to accomplish in order to get to that outcome. Without that sort of guidance, I often sit there, stalled, worried about the fact that I don't know the rules, don't know the possible outcomes, and have no guidance. If I know that all I need to do is get permission from person A and fill out forms B and C to get what I want, well, then I leap into action. Rules can be bad, of course. Unfair, lopsided, seemingly insurmountable. Most of the time, though, I'd rather have those sorts of rules than none at all. At least that gives me something to focus on getting around, or focus on leveraging more rules to get it remade in a manner that isn't retarded. When those rules slam down on me and defeat me, at least I know exactly how they did, and exactly what I could have done, but didn't. Next time, I can be more prepared.


Someday, I'm going to be an official Magic Judge. Just Level 1 most likely, nothing crazy. I will get there, though. I will fill out DCI forms, and I will answer rules questions based on many rules clarification and situation documents I will receive and enjoy reading. Someday, I am also going to find work as an official Grammar Nazi, and will wield my amazing knowledge of the rules of the English language with pride, covering pieces of paper with red pen marks. Someday, I will find myself entrenched in some sort of bureaucracy, filling out forms and wading through paperwork to get my job done, singing a song all the while. I will surround myself with rules and I will use them to the advantage of me and those I care about, and I will be beyond happy to do it. When things make sense, even a retarded sort of sense, they are easier to handle.

