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No. 1 - Building a Bridge from RPG to Minis

Welcome to the glorious return of "Tips and Tactics"! This column originally ran on the Star Wars RPG website as a monthly feature designed to help players get the most out of their Star Wars Roleplaying Game characters and campaigns. Roleplayers still will find the column helpful, but the new "Tips and Tactics" will focus on the Star Wars Miniatures game. Each installment, I'll look at ways to use your miniature collection to its fullest, including writing up scenarios, building squads that are effective and fun, and bending the rules to create more play options.

This first installment explores ideas for using the roleplaying game and the miniatures game together.
Use of Materials
Obviously, in a roleplaying game, Star Wars Miniatures can be used primarily as figures for heroes and Gamemaster characters. In addition to specific Rebellion era and Clone Wars era personalities (including Jedi, Bounty Hunters, and Rebels), there are numerous useful generic figures. Not even counting named aliens such as Chewbacca, you can use the miniatures as stand-ins for Wookiees, Twi'leks, Bothans, Ithorians and other alien figures. A roleplaying game session has a far more satisfying Star Wars feel if a party with a Duros, Mon Calamari, and Gamorrean have species-correct figures to represent them.

In a similar vein, the terrain cards can enhance the visual appeal and speed with which a roleplaying session runs. Not only do they look good (providing full color images straight from the Star Wars universe), but it's quicker to lay down tiles than to draw out a map or place lots of 3-D terrain.

You can create many large areas by laying out the 5 x 7 tiles, combining such iconic items as detention blocks, catwalks, cargo bays, and turbolift clusters. The card with a scale image of an X-wing alone is worth the price of a set of figures for games with numerous pilots. In a running fight (as might occur during a raid of an Imperial base), a GM can simply lay down new cards randomly, allowing the players to fight from room to room until they've covered a set number of cards to reach their goal.
Entrance into Storylines 
Of course, you can do more with the Star Wars Miniatures game than just raid it for props. Use a minis game to let players get involved in scenes for which their characters aren't actually present, but that still have an impact on the heroes' actions. Similarly, if you don't have time or the right number of players to run a roleplaying session, you can run a minis game instead. This can be a good way to get players involved in campaign back story without boring them.
For example, imagine that you're a GM running a Rebellion Era campaign. The heroes are the crew of a Rebel starship used to smuggle messages and weapons to small Rebel groups on Empire-controlled worlds. During one roleplaying session, the heroes successfully make a weapons run, bringing a Rebel cell much-needed blasters and old battle droids, rescuing a few Imperial scientists who want to defect, and taking their new allies off planet. The heroes have done their job and get the scientists safely back to the Rebellion.

But what happens to the Rebel cell they just armed? Obviously, the heroes aren't around to see the next stage of the conflict, but surely the weapons they brought will be put to good use. As the GM, you can run a scenario in the Star Wars Miniatures game to represent an attack on an Imperial compound by the newly armed Rebels (conveniently composed of droids and soldiers you already have on hand from your starter set and booster packs). The players get to run a Rebel squad and take part in a level of the story that their heroes only hear about later. This "side" game can be a diversion or change of pace, or it can entertain players whenever it's not possible to run a regular roleplaying session. (For another example, see "Setting the Stage," which starts with a miniature battle as a means to kick off an RPG adventure.)
Stat Conversions
As a more extreme example, you could use the Star Wars Miniatures game to run fights that include the players' roleplaying game characters. One way to do this is to convert all game mechanics of the RPG characters into miniature stats, which is perfectly feasible (in fact, the latest conversions are up now, at: "Icons of a New Hope"). However, it's easier to use existing miniatures and their powers to represent RPG heroes and other noteworthy characters. This avoids the question of how to handle abilities not represented in the miniatures game, and it retains the speed advantage of the faster miniature combat system. Yes, the heroes will be limited in their actions, but their foes will be equally limited.

Most Star Wars Roleplaying Game characters can be simplified to a one-word description, and matching that description to an appropriate miniature isn't too hard. Since all miniatures have a point value, it's easy to ensure that characters of the same level in the RPG end up with similar point totals -- and thus, similar power levels -- in the miniature game. The values and abilities of a figure can be used with any other figure to ensure that the RPG heroes match the minis visually and in terms of game stats. For example, a group consisting of a 6th-level Jedi Guardian, a 5th-level Soldier, a 5th-level Scoundrel, and a 5th-level Noble can use the game rules for the Dark Side Acolyte, the Elite Hoth Trooper, the Aqualish Spy, and the Clone Trooper Sergeant (because it has a command ability).

This kind of substitution works particularly well if the RPG heroes are supposed to be part of a larger battle. Because the miniatures game plays faster, it handles larger fights more efficiently. Additionally, the point total system makes it easier for a GM to balance opposing forces. Indeed, once you determine the game stats for the RPG heroes, you can simply tell the players how many points their squad is supposed to have and let them do the work of selecting allies. You're free to put together opposing squads, and the end result is balanced with only half the work.

Hopefully, this first "Tips and Tactics" column has given you a few ideas for building a bridge between the Star Wars Miniatures game and the Star Wars Roleplaying Game. In future installments, we'll look at more ways to use miniatures to represent forces other than those for which they're designed, and how to build interesting and varied scenarios. Each month, the advice will be geared specifically toward players of the miniatures game, but fans of the roleplaying game will find plenty to chew on, too.

No. 2 - The Joys of Cannon Fodder

This second installment considers the value of adding lower-point characters to your squads, instead of just concentrating on the rare high-point minis.

The Right Mix

When building a squad, it's important to get the right mix of high-point characters with lots of bonuses, special abilities and hit points, and cheaper characters that can be used to augment their more expensive allies. It's very, very tempting to grab the two or three highest-point figures you have and build a squad with little more than that. After all, who is likely to take down Emperor Palpatine and Darth Vader, Sith Lord? Two figures, 100 points, and surely a powerful combination. But not always the best choice, for numerous reasons.

First, there's the very real problem of finding those two particular figures. Obviously, you can't play with miniatures you don't have in your collection, but rarity has some side effects as well. The more you use the same squad, the more chances your opponents have to find an effective combination to counter it. If you depend on very rare and powerful miniatures, you can't vary your squad by much, leaving you vulnerable to squads designed with just yours in mind.

If instead you dedicate at least some squad points to supporting characters, you can keep your squad flexible and less likely to be exactly the same. If you want to base all your squads around either the Emperor or Darth Vader, Sith Lord, you have 40 to 60 points you can spend on a Royal Guard, Imperial Officer, and various Stormtrooper miniatures. And, of course, if you have a miniature that specifically works well with one of your core squad members (such as Mara Jade, Emperor's Hand), you can slip it into your lineup once in a while for a nasty surprise.

Second, there are tactical concerns when using fewer figures, regardless of their rarity and cost. If your opponent's squad is significantly larger than yours, he can activate a lot of figures during the end of a round when you can't respond. Thus, he can:

- Send ahead waves of cheap figures to slow you down while he secures cover; 

- Use his own figures as cover to protect valuable resources; 

- Use combined fire to increase the chance of hitting and eliminating your fewer, more costly characters.

It's also possible for a squad with lots of cheap characters to win on points; it can suffer many losses worth just a few points while focusing on removing a single high-point character from your squad. If the game is won or lost on points, your single loss may add up to more than his many small ones.

If you do base a squad around one or two high-point figures, try to keep them protected. Any figure with the bodyguard special ability can extend the lifespan of an expensive miniature. A Royal Guard (for the Emperor), Aayla Secura, or Captain Typho figure does this task well if they match your faction, but anyone can take a Twi'lek Bodyguard to fill the same role. (And, of course, Captain Typho is particularly effective if backed by many cheap Naboo Soldier characters.) A few throwaway figures can also be used as cover, or moved close to an attacker while your valuable character takes cover (preventing the attacker from shooting the more valuable character).

Also, make sure you're not wasting commander effects or even taking needless risks of loss from special abilities with a small squad. A Stormtrooper Officer works best if you have plenty of troopers nearby (who can gain even bigger bonuses by using both his commander effect and combined fire, giving a simple Stormtrooper a +8 or better attack in the right circumstances). Any character with commander effects that enhance troops within a certain range needs at least a few such troops to follow him around and take advantage. The need for some cheap troops is more pronounced for characters with commander effects (and similar abilities) not so limited by range, including Jabba the Hutt, Lando Calrissian, Captain Typho, General Kenobi, Battle Droid Officer, Darth Sidious, and the Super Battle Droid.

Similarly, any squad with Darth Vader, Dark Jedi should have as many cheap followers as it can. This is because Vader's commander effect works best with lots of troops that might activate it (by rolling a 1) and then take advantage of the bonuses gained when that happens. In a squad with just a few characters, the chance is too great that someone useful may activate the commander effect and remove themselves from the game without giving much benefit back. It's possible to avoid this by only choosing characters with Force ratings as allies, but doing so would negate one of the special powers of Darth Vader, Dark Jedi.

That's not to say every squad must have 5 to 11 point characters. If you prefer tougher, more versatile characters in a squad, there's nothing wrong with using higher-point options -- just have more than two of them. An excellent squad can be built from 11 to 30 point characters, either by themselves or to augment a single 31+ point character. For example, a force built around Obi-Wan Kenobi (38 points) could include Princess Leia, Senator (13 points), Luke Skywalker, Rebel (17 points), Dengar (15 points), and Bossk (17 points). You have two characters with Force ratings to take advantage if you lose Obi-Wan Kenobi and a fair number of figures to help secure goals and cover a large area, but no one that can be easily taken out in one attack. If you wanted an all-Rebel force, replace the two bounty hunters with cheaper characters, such as the Elite Hoth Trooper, two Elite Rebel Troopers, and C-3PO.

The important thing to remember is that support forces make your high-point characters more effective, and prevent all your enemy's forces from focusing on a single target. Look for characters that:

- Take advantage of special abilities your core characters possess; 

- May help protect your core characters; 

- Have useful abilities not possessed by your core characters.

The Empire keeps lots of Stormtroopers around for a reason, and it obviously isn't their sharpshooting skills!
No. 3 - Shaking Things Up

This installment considers ways to build scenarios by tinkering with the rules for squads and characters.

At its simplest level, Star Wars Minis is a skirmish combat game simulating possible conflicts from the Star Wars universe, with victory going to the player who eliminates more of their opponent's characters. Once players have mastered that level of the game, it's a good time to begin to vary the basic rules to allow for a wider range of play opportunities. Some examples of how to do this are covered in the game rulebook, including special scenarios (with varying victory conditions), three-way skirmishes, team play, and out-of-the-box scenarios. A player who has grown familiar with all these options is likely to be interested in creating new special scenarios, which are the focus of this article.

When designing your own scenarios, it's best to start small and work up to more complex scenarios after you've had some experience. Trying to design a fair, fun, and balanced four-player team special scenario with unusual victory conditions is a challenging task. Beginning with variations to the basic two-person skirmish game allows you to become more comfortable with what does and doesn't work well. Once you've mastered making small changes to the basic setup of the game, taking on more complex scenarios is easier.
Larger Squads

The most obvious way to change the feel of a skirmish game is to change the number of points used to build each squad. Increasing points allows for larger squads with more powerful characters. This can be fun (and a lot of scenarios are built around this idea), but there are potential drawbacks. First, such games take considerably longer, especially if more than two players are involved. Second, they require considerably more figures, which may be a problem for players who are just starting.

This last is especially difficult with groups that include both dedicated and casual players, as larger point squads give more of an advantage to a player with more figures. This can be somewhat alleviated by using the out-of-the-box rules, where factions are ignored (since a player is likely to have characters from many different factions, and can more easily put together a high-point squad if he can use any of them). Even if players aren't actually limited to characters taken from a new box, allowing new players to ignore faction limitations helps them build larger and more varied squads earlier in their involvement with the game. This can also be used as a sort of handicap for less experienced players (allowing new players to ignore factions, while holding more skilled players to the normal rules).

Ignoring factions can also change the feel of the game without changing the size of squads. For example, a scenario could allow each player to select any two factions and build a squad with characters from both. In a game of this type, a player can't use Fringe characters unless that's one of the two factions he selects. This type of scenario can be particularly fun if players are required to come up with some Infinities-style alternate Star Wars history to explain how their squad came into existence.

For example, a player building a Separatist/Rebel squad might decide the Old Republic Jedi managed to overthrow Count Dooku, but at the same time were betrayed and outcast by the formation of the Empire. Gathering the Separatist forces they just defeated, the Jedi built a Rebellion from the remains of their former enemies, and turned to overthrow the new Empire. (Obviously, this player wouldn't put Count Dooku in his squad.)
Different Point Totals

Although trickier to balance, it's not even mandatory that squads use the same number of points, as long as victory conditions are kept balanced. For example, a game could allow teams to build squads with any number of points in a range, say from 50 to 300 points. However, a squad's victory condition is when it has taken out a number of opponents equal to half its starting value, or the last character of any opposing squad. Thus, a 300-point squad has quite a bit of firepower available, but an opposing 50-point squad need only take out 25 points of characters to win. Since the 300-point squad must eliminate 150 points of characters to win on points, it instead needs to eliminate the last character of an opposing group -- without losing too many of its own characters.

Controlling Rarity

In addition to playing with squads of different point totals or drawn from multiple factions, it's possible to force players to build unusual squads by controlling rarity. For example, a scenario might require that all squads be comprised only of common and uncommon figures. (This works particularly well for scenarios using smaller point-total squads). By the same token, a scenario might forbid common characters, forcing everyone to focus on fewer, higher-point characters. Two players might even agree to a game where squads have the same point total, but one is all common and uncommon, while the other is all rare and very rare. The advantage of scenarios of this type is that they force players to build unusual squads, changing the flow of the game and the overall feel of battle.

Keeping a Balance

Whatever changes you make to spice up your games, remember to keep them fair and (if possible) balanced. It's no fun to have one player consistently set up scenarios he wins. If there's any question about the fairness of a given scenario, use the bidding system for balancing scenarios. If possible, have all the players in a group devise new scenarios, and randomly determine which scenario is going to be played on a particular occasion. This prevents any one player from having to do all the preparation for an evening of gaming, and helps everyone gain more experience devising scenarios. This, in turn, increases the chances of more interesting battles, and makes it more likely for everyone to have fun.

Which is, after all, the whole point

No. 4 - Special Scenarios

This installment considers tips on building new scenarios using terrain and victory conditions. First, though, I'm going to pass on a great idea that was sent to me regarding balanced scenarios using unbalanced sides. (See Tips and Tactics 3 for more on this subject.) Simply put, a reader suggested that any battle between two forces, no matter how lopsided the point totals or starting positions, could be run fairly by playing the scenario twice. After the first run-through, the players switch sides and play the same scenario again. Afterward, the players total up all the points of characters they eliminated in both sessions, with the highest total determining the winner.

Creating scenarios based on specific terrain or victory conditions opens up many tactical opportunities and can create challenges that require different sorts of squads other than those for standard shoot-outs. Special abilities, such as stealth, override, Force leap, and flight can become especially important, as can characters that work well as a small group or solo (allowing a squad to effectively undertake two or more tasks at once). As with any player-made scenarios, it's important to keep them as fair and balanced as possible, using point-bid or play-twice options to settle questions about any one player having an advantage.

Placing Tiles First
In scenarios that place special importance on terrain tiles, it's best not to roll randomly to see who gets to place the first tile. The tactical value of the tiles in these scenarios is greater than normal, and thus should be used as a balancing element between squads. Instead, a player with a disadvantage gets to decide to place a tile first, or force another player to place the first tile. In most cases, this disadvantage is very slight, but every element that levels the playing field helps.
· If one player's squad has fewer points, he is considered disadvantaged.· 

· If squads are equal on points, the player with the lowest-point single character is disadvantaged.· 

· If lowest-point characters are equal, the player with the fewest characters is disadvantaged.· 

· If all squads are still equal, go ahead and roll a d20, with the highest-rolling player placing a tile first.

After the first tile is played, the player to the left places the next tile, and so on until every tile is placed.


Rally Round the Flag 
In a "rally 'round the flag" type of scenario, each player gets to choose three terrain tiles. Each player also designates a single space on one of his terrain tiles as his "flag." This must be a normal space, not a low object, wall, or pit space. The first player to get one of his characters on the opposing flag space wins the game.

As a more difficult variant, an entire tile may be designated as the "flag," and a player wins if he is the only one with characters on an opponent's flag tile. Alternatively, each side can have more than one flag space, and a player wins only if he has a figure on two or more of them. These scenarios force a squad to defend a home base and strike out to take an opponent's home. Fast, flexible squads handle these games best, but choosing a good, defendable flag tile can be as important as building your squad.

Unusual Victory Conditions
Victory conditions need not stick to those based on defeating opponents or controlling a given space or tile.
A scenario could grant one point for every save a player makes and every save his opponent fails. This requires that both sides build squads able to force saves and, if possible, resist them. Maneuvering then occurs as each player tries to eliminate opposing pieces able to make hard saves (characters with Force points, for example) while protecting his own resilient characters.

The winner of a scenario might be the first player to score a total of 100 points of damage to the other side, not counting any damage dealt above a target's total hit points. This often results in squads of characters with low hit point totals (thus limiting the damage an opponent can inflict) scouting and flushing out targets for one or two heavy hitters who deal large amounts of damage.

A scenario can even have a simple condition as a victory, such as the first player to have line of sight on all his opponent's remaining characters, or the first player to have all his characters adjacent to a low object.

Tile Abilities
In a scenario with standard victory conditions, you can make things more interesting by having tiles grant special abilities to a controlling player. (A player controls a tile if he is the only player with a character on the tile.) Using these abilities replaces an attack for one character on the tile. A character can only be affected by tile powers if the tile itself (not the controlling character) has a line of sight to the target character; treat the tile as a very large figure when determining line of sight.
Obviously, controlling such tiles becomes an important goal of these scenarios, though a squad can potentially win without doing so. A scenario can allow each player to place one special tile, or it can have a single special tile placed by agreement of all players.

Here are some examples of tile abilities:

· 

· The battle droid factory tile can create one battle droid character each turn (placed anywhere on the tile), which joins the squad of the controlling player.· 

· The execution plaza tile can issue a death sentence against an opposing character, forcing a save of 10 or the target's attack bonus is reduced by one.· 

· The hangar bay tile can make an attack with the X-wing (the controlling character uses his normal attack bonus, doing 60 damage on a successful hit).· 

· The hyperdrive station tile can remove the flight special ability from a character for one round.· 

· The control room tile can lock any one door on the map (regardless of line of sight) open or shut (though the door remains subject to the override ability).· 

· The cargo bay tile can produce a medpac, removing 10 damage from any one character on the tile once per turn.

Try 'Em All!
Combining these factors results in a wide variety of possible scenarios, each requiring its own kind of squad for the best chance of victory. It's best to discuss proposed scenarios well in advance of playing them, so players can consider the squads they wish to build and ask questions about the scenario's rules. By adding unusual scenarios into the mix, a group can gain additional enjoyment from the game, keeping p
NO. 5 - Breaking Up Is Hard to Do

This installment considers the pros and cons of breaking your squad up into smaller independent units. We look at points, synergy, lone units, and simplicity -- and how to beat an opponent who knows the same tricks.

Victory in the Star Wars Miniatures Game is best achieved by planning a squad that meets the needs of a given scenario and anticipates the squad an opponent fields to accomplish the same goals. Different scenarios call for different capabilities, and no one squad will be able to meet them all. When building a squad, the very first thing a player needs to ask himself is, "What do I want to be able to do?" The answer to that question is dictated by the conditions of a scenario and the tactics the player intends to deploy to overcome them.

Sometimes, that question expands to, "How many things do I want my squad to do at once?" Some scenarios are best won by squads able to break into separate units that can operate more or less independently of each other. One example of this is the "Assault on Muunilinst" scenario, found in the game rules booklet from the Clone Strike starter set. The Separatist side has its forces divided up into multiple smaller units that enter play on different turns. While the Separatist side has a considerable number of total points, each of its units must be able to operate well on its own and can't count on support from earlier or later units. By building each of his reinforcements as a small squad designed to act on its own, the Separatist player maximizes his chances of success.

The Point Spread 
Because multiple units must be built from the squad's total available points, breaking a squad into smaller, distinct units calls for using fewer points. Thus, such units are generally either a single mid- to high-cost figure, or a small group of several low-point characters. If the player chooses to have a single unit break off from a larger "main" section of his squad, it's often better to employ a few low-point characters as the separate unit (reserving more points for the main force). If the squad will break into two or more roughly equal units, it's a good idea to have a mix of single characters and units of low-point characters.

To be effective, units of several low-cost characters must be built to take advantage of some kind of synergy. Usually this comes in the form of a commander of some kind, who can augment other characters in the unit. For example, a group of three Rebel Troopers with a Rebel Officer costs only 28 points and gains the advantage of the officer's +2 to attack. Similar reasonably priced unit leaders include:

· Imperial Officer

· Princess Leia, Senator

· Stormtrooper Officer

· Captain Typho

· Clone Trooper Commander

· Clone Trooper Sergeant

· Padmé Amidala

· Geonosian Overseer

Obviously, many of these characters only augment one character type, which should make up the bulk of your independent unit (if not your whole squad).

In addition to picking a character to lead a unit, you may want to add one that affects your entire squad. For example, a squad with both Princess Leia, Senator and Lando Calrissian -- along with several Bespin Guards -- can break the guards into different units. Those ending their moves within 6 squares of Princess Leia, Senator gain both the additional movement she grants and the +2 attack from Lando. A similar synergy can be gained with the Geonosian Overseer and Battle Droid Officer.

If possible, throw in a character to help protect the more useful members of the unit, such as one with Bodyguard or C-3PO's ability to Draw Fire. This is especially important when you're counting on a commander effect to boost the effectiveness of your small unit. You don't want to allow your opponent to pick off one character and cripple your whole unit.


Lone Units 
Some characters work particularly well alone and can be a good separate unit by themselves. Any character with Advantageous Cover can increase its odds of survival by staying behind cover. Similarly, Stealth can keep a character alive if it can stay behind cover and far from enemy characters. A character with Flight can move past foes and through terrain where enemies can't follow, increasing the odds of getting to cover or avoiding line of sight. (Any special ability increasing speed is useful for similar reasons.) Regeneration, though much rarer, can allow a character that's damaged to seek cover and heal itself, bringing it back into contention.

It's also a good idea for a character designed to act as a unit by itself to have good attacks. Otherwise, it can't do much even if it reaches an objective. Double Attack, Triple Attack, Loner, Strafe Attack, Momentum, Mobile Attack, or Charging Fire helps a solo character deal enough damage to bring down opposing targets quickly (which is good, since the character is often outnumbered). A particularly effective solo character is Zam Wesell -- she not only has Loner and Stealth as well as good hit points, defense and attack ratings, but also has Bounty Hunter and Kouhun Infestation to boost damage potential. A less costly option is a Destroyer Droid, which has decent hit points and damage, but augments them with Shields, Wheel Form, and Double Attack.

Obviously, Jedi often are excellent choices for lone units. Their generic Force abilities can save them in numerous situations. Those with Lightsaber Block, Lightsaber Deflect, Heal, Master Speed, Force Leap, or Recovery are particularly good at moving and surviving on their own. Although it's risky to put too many points into a character designed to act as a solo unit, Master Yoda is an excellent example of a character that can operate well on his own.


Turning the Tables 
If you know a scenario will call for breaking up squads into units, you can expect your opponent to use some of these tactics, and you can plan to counteract them. Anything that increases a character's accuracy or damage can help against lone characters acting far from supporting figures. Bounty Hunter, Cunning Attack, Grenades, Spotter, and Sniper all fall into this category.

When using characters with these abilities, look for opportunities to reduce any synergy your opponent's characters are receiving. Wherever possible, focus your own forces on just one unit and eliminate it. As a general rule, it's better to kill one or two enemy characters than to wound several. Eliminating a few weaker characters may do more damage than bringing down one tougher figure, especially if your opponent's squad is broken into smaller units. After you've stripped away support characters, you can focus your firepower on tougher survivors, and face less return fire.


Keep it Simple 
Finally, don't break your squad into more units than you can mentally manage. Breaking squads up can give you tactical advantages, but all theoretical benefits are lost if you focus on just one unit and ignore the rest of your squad. If you must break up a squad into more units than you're comfortable handling (as a scenario might require), build all but your largest unit to be very simple, with few special abilities or considerations to distract you.

Knowing your own play style allows you to focus on your strengths and minimize your weaknesses, which is always an advantage.
No. 6 –- Out of the box

In this installment, let's consider sealed booster tournaments. How do you build and manage a winning squad using random figures right out of the box?

One common style of tournament play is the "sealed booster" game. These games require participants to buy a set number of booster packs (generally, one to three) and build a squad with a point limit (often 50 or 100) using whatever figures they get out of those packs. Scenarios in sealed booster games tend to be fairly straightforward shoot-outs, though it's certainly possible to have more complex scenarios, too.

For players, these scenarios put everyone on a roughly even playing field. No one has the advantage of fighting with a perfect squad assembled from a hundred different booster packs. For sponsors, the scenarios require the players to buy packs, supporting the locale that's donating space to the tournament.

While the Star Wars Miniatures Game rules mention sealed booster games (as Out of the Box scenarios), the rules are slightly different than those used in most actual tournaments. The Out of the Box scenario assumes that each player uses all the figures from a single booster pack, regardless of point total. This is quick and easy, but it has two major drawbacks.

· Not all booster packs have even close to the same point total, so one player may gain a major advantage.

· It eliminates the tactical aspects of building a squad, which is half the challenge of the game.

In general, Out of the Box scenarios should be used only for new players and quick, casual games where an imbalance of power is acceptable. Serious tournaments should stick to the more complex sealed booster rules, and that's the type assumed for this article.

Keep an Open Mind
When building a squad using sealed booster rules, the first thing to do is put aside preconceived notions of what figures work well together. With factions thrown out the window, some combinations become available that may not be obvious to players who are used to assembling "normal" squads. The Stormtrooper Officer, for example, can grant his commander effect to a Rebel Trooper, but not to a Bothan Spy or a Bespin Guard.
By the same token, some figures that are high-point lynchpins in a normal squad may be nearly useless in a sealed game. Jabba the Hutt isn't worth 50 points if you have no bounty hunters and don't have 30 points' worth of Fringe characters to add after you see your opponent's squad. Instead, maximize the effectiveness of your entire squad by looking for minis that grant each other bonuses.


Stay Flexible 
Next, build the most versatile squad you can with what's available. If you have a few cheap minis that work particularly well against one kind of foe (such as Jawas, which do especially well against droids), it's all right to take one or two, but don't load up on them. There's no telling what your opponent has to work with in building his own squad. That means you can't rule out odd combinations (a squad of all Jedi and droids, for example) or depend on facing any particular type of figure. A few options can give you an edge, but it's more important to build a flexible squad, rather than one designed to face certain opponents.

Often, the best combination for a sealed booster squad is one that maximizes high-damage output and high-accuracy characters. No one is immune to straightforward damage, and if you focus on characters that deal and absorb damage, you don't risk having an expensive figure with a special ability that won't come into play. A well-rounded but boring character may be more useful than an interesting figure that targets unique foes, since your opponent may not have any unique characters in his squad.

Know Your Enemy 
When you first see your opponent's squad, take a moment to look it over and consider its capabilities before you begin placing your squad on the map. If there's a figure you're not familiar with, ask to see its stat card. This should be acceptable in any serious tournament. The point of the game is for players to test their tactical abilities against each other, not to take advantage of an opponent's ignorance of a given figure.

At this point in the game, don't form too complex a strategy, but do consider your early objectives in the first few rounds of the scenario. You should target vulnerable characters first, but also consider point values. Especially in a timed event, you may be able to win by taking out a high-point character that isn't particularly effective against your squad, then stalling for time (or at least fighting cautiously).

If you have figures that work well against your opponent's squad, place them close enough to make a move early in the skirmish. At the same time, keep your vulnerable characters away from opposing figures that have special abilities designed to work against them. Since it's likely that your opponent has never fought with this exact combination of characters before, you might be able to gain an advantage by hitting him hard and fast. The longer your foe has to get used to his squad, the more adeptly he'll use it against you. This is especially true if you're stuck with characters that are simple, or if you've got some experience with your characters -- strike hard and fast to keep your opponent off balance.

Just as you built your own squad without preconceptions, look at possible synergy in your foe's combination of figures. You have just as much information about your opponent's squad as he does (and more than in a normal tournament). Perhaps you'll spot a weakness before he does, or see a potential strength that you can undermine before he takes advantage of it. Try to eliminate these sorts of targets early, before your foe begins using them to their best effect.

Help! I'm Losing
If you seem to be on the losing side of early exchanges, you might need to switch to a less aggressive strategy. Once you've begun to lose more points' worth of characters than your foe, it's hard to battle back to a winning position. If you have reason to think falling back to cover or regrouping into a new formation will help, go for it.
Failing that, your best bet may be to increase your aggression and hope some luck comes your way. Even if your opponent has an advantage, send characters out to attack in force, and hope the dice favor you in the uneven exchanges. This approach makes sense only if you're already losing, and it fails more often than it succeeds. Still, it's a long-shot chance to win from a losing position.

As a variant, try doing this with low-point characters against high-point targets. If you can get a single lucky shot, you may be able to turn the tide in your favor. This tactic is slightly more likely to work in a sealed booster scenario because your opponent won't know if you're acting out of desperation or if you've come up with something clever. What's more, your foe has less experience making the most of his own figures.

This approach can earn you a reputation for being lucky, reckless, or both. But in a tournament, you can use such reputations to your advantage -- especially if they aren't true! However, that's a topic for another time.
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