Dropping in from above

Although missile decks have become unpopular in the Battletech CCG tournament environment, what attracts people into playing them is that they allow the attacker to deal a large amount of damage directly to the stockpile, regardless of the blocking units. There are very few other cards in the game that achieve this direct approach, Morgan Kell and Inside Job are the only two that readily spring to mind. The detraction of missiles is that as a defending force they are particularly unreliable.  When assigning damage, the missiles are assigned without the knowledge of the damage they deal, the dice are rolled after assignment, unless a mission card, such as Steady…. Steady…. Fire is played. Destroying opposing units is therefore, literally 'Hit or Miss'. The randomness of the die rolls is the final detraction as there is a large 'element of luck' involved.  Sometimes, though, 'When it's you, it's you' as  Dave Hymas said to Tom Smith Worlds Semi Final 1999 (Tom won)

The Direct Approach

Missile decks have to attack to win, their weakness is in defending. However, their particular forte, is being able to deliver a rather large hit directly to the stockpile, say 10 - 15 with a three or four ‘missile boats’, giving them a significant advantage in the scrapped card race. To win a game of Battletech you only really have to deal between 30 - 40 damage to the opposing stockpile to win the game, therefore 2 or 3 good missile hits sees you well on the way to winning. This onslaught can be achieved as early as turn 3 or 4, and can leave opponents in a real quandary, very early on.

Poking the Pile

The potency of this early strike can make the opponent rather defensive, which falls into the missile players hands, as they can just 'poke the pile' with a missile or two, or wait for a the chance to kill the game with another big hit. 

The theory behind poking the pile is this. Image you have an Fenris C, attack 1 and missile 1. It is a 1/6 (Ar/Str) unit.  The game is finally balanced, we each have about the same amount of mechs and the same amount of cards left.

I send the Fenris C over to your stockpile. 

Do you block it? knowing that it will take at least 2 units to kill the Fenris. If you do then this gives me mech advantage, which I can exploit in attacking another unit or resource or stockpile. If a blocking unit is a vehicle, I have a chance of assigning the 1 damage from the Fenris to it (making you roll) and the missile to the pile, or assigning 1 and the missile to a damaged mech. If you block with two undamaged mechs I am likely to deal the damage to the stockpile unless I have a chance of killing either outright. Do you take the chance on the die roll?

Knowing this do you let it through? knowing that you will definitely loose 1 card, and maybe as many as three more. What do you do? 

This technique allows the owner to use the randomness of the missile roll, to sow seeds of doubt into the opponents mind, thus exploiting the weakness of the missile roll to your advantage ( I'm sure Sun Tzu had something to say about this!)

Munitions

As the game stands at the moment, the munitions asset is probably the weakest. There are only a few cards that require munitions, that have a significant force within the game. Probably the most obvious is Strategic Bombardment, in a resource denial deck. The are other cards that supplement this idea, however, they reinforce the theme and building decks around them is unlikely, e.g. Saladin.

The munitions asset tends not to be used in many Inner Sphere decks and is generally the 'third string' asset, behind Assembly and Tactics in Clan decks. Clan missile decks are more prevalent simply as there more  mechs with the missile option.

Munitions for the missile player is vital. Not only do the majority of missile mechs have large M buyouts, but the asset boosts the damage from 1 and 2 on a die to 1,2 and 3. This increases the average damage of a missile from 0.5 to 1.

Feeling Lucky?

The average damage from an unmodified missile is 1.

Roll 6 dice, by the laws of averages you should get: 1,2,3,4,5,6

The total missile damage, assuming munitions is in play is 6 (1,2,3 all count the remaining die rolls are ignored)

Dice rolled =6 

Average = total damage/number rolled = 6/6 = 1

A lot of people actually think that missiles do more damage than this, however with some help you can pretty reliably achieve a higher average.

Beefing up Missiles

It is the modifications to missile mechs e.g. NARC and Targeting Ace that seriously increase the damage potential. 

Taking the above average rolls, the NARC ability (reduce a die roll by one in value) can change the 4 roll into a three. Thus

Total Damage = 9 (1,2,3,3)

Average Missile Damage = 9/6 = 1.5

Taking the above average rolls, the Targeting Ace ability (reduce or increase a die roll by one in value) can change the 1 into a 2, the 2 into a 3, 4 roll into a three. Thus

Total Damage = 11 (2,3,3,3)

Average Missile Damage = 11/6 = 1.83

Combining both NARC with Targeting Ace

Total Damage =  14 (2,3,3,3,3)

Average Missile Damage = 14/6 = 2.3

NARC or ACE?

Although not as flexible as Targeting Ace (plus or minus 1 to the die roll), NARC (reducing the missile damage  by one), applies to every missile fired by the group, whereas the Targeting Ace ability only applies to the mech it pilots. Both are powerful, but when combined, an important point in the game has been reached. At this point the missile player can deliver reliably deliver a large amount of damage, directly to the stockpile.

The advantage of NARC, is that it tends to be intrinsic to the mechs, The NARC retrofit card is rarely used most players would rather have another Targeting Ace, to add to the mech with 3 missiles and a Retro Fitted Missile Rack. This is concentrating your firepower and may or may not be a good thing

Mix and Match

Most Clan Missile players put the Retro Fitted Missile rack on a Puma A, effectively turning it into a 1/5/0 Missile 5, add a Targeting Ace and this a serious threat. However, it is much more reliable when included in a group with a unit that has the NARC ability, such a unit is it’s brother Puma C. 

In this case, the Puma A, is the main threat. A hunting player will attack this mech. (leaving you with an average total damage of 3.6 from the Puma C next turn, but a maximum damage of 6)

If the Missile Retrofit, is applied to the Puma C, then if it is hunted you would still have 3 missiles  from the Puma A for the next attack (average total damage 3, but a possible higher damage quotient, this will play on the hunters mind, this possibility of a maximum 9).

The attacking mechs are still likely to be scrapped and the hunted mech destroyed, if these mechs are not hunted and allowed to attack as a pair, then surprisingly to some, this tactic still achieves a high damage rating (13.7 and 14.5), there is only a 0.8, one card, difference in the average total missile damage. Making one of your missile Mechs a prime target invites hunting, spreading things around gives you options to ‘poke’ and makes the hunting player think and make decisions, some of which may be right some of which may be wrong. 

You may feel that the Puma C in the above case becomes the prime target for the hunt, you could therefore place the Targeting Ace on the Puma A and the Puma C has 4 missiles and NARC (knowing that you can move the pilot back on your next turn). This compounds things for the hunting player, next turn they could be on the receiving end of 4 missiles with NARC or 3 missiles with a Targeting Ace behind the trigger.

The other option is to turn one of your non-missile mechs e.g. a Fenris Prime, into a Missile Mech with the retro fitted missile rack, again diluting your missile base, but allowing you flexibility in which to attack with. The other important thing to note here is the speed advantage of this mech, which is fast, over the traditionally medium or slow missile mech.

Beating Missiles
When playing against a missile deck it is best to stop the missiles before they get the chance to land on your stockpile, or to neutralise their effect when they do. There are of course a number of ways of doing this. 

Resource Denial and hunting the missile mechs are the most popular. 

Hunting exploits the randomness of the missile roll, and is also made easier as most missile mechs likely to be used in a missile decks are either medium or slow speed. However there are a few defensive cards to be weary off, these are detailed below.

Stockpile racing is not generally recommended. Against unmodified missile mechs this is possible, e.g. compare Puma A v's Fenris Prime, damage is 4 (average missile roll) for the Puma against the Fenris' 3 damage. Puma,  is less durable and Fenris is faster.

However the enhanced missile mechs will have a greater damage potential than normal mechs. In the above case, the add NARC and a Targeting Ace and the Puma deals, an average 7.9 total damage, which is more than enough to destroy the Fenris.

Point Defence System is the real bane of Missile Decks, it neutralises the effects of all missiles aimed at the site it protects, most commonly the stockpile. It is reasonably durable as well, need 4 damage to scrap it. 

The most obvious way of removing this is use Aerospace Fighter Mission, however, this card has a substantial P buyout and dilutes he resource base to 4 assets. 

Creative Terraforming also removes this enhancement card, although not as large, it has a P buyout.

The other option not normally used by a number of missile players is to use mechs with a long range option, Two mechs that deal 2 LR can remove the PDS.

Battle Attrition puts the thinking clearly in the court of the missile mech player, asking the question, Is it worth depleting the missile mechs, in order to deal damage? Battle attrition played early in the game, will give the non-missile player time to organise and hunt down the missile decks, minimising their threat. The Battle Attrition can be attacked and destroyed for the depletion of one or two missile mechs.

However, all the missile player need to is to wait out a few turns, surviving the hunting until a point is reached where the damage potential of the missiles is enough to win the game, the depletion is then a minor consequence as the game is won.

Protecting your boats

There are two tactics to deter hunting. The first is to stop the hunting mech dealing damage or hurting the missile mech, the second is to destroy the hunting mech.

In stopping the hunting mech dealing damage the most popular cards are, Feint,  Temporary Cease Fire, Heavy Fog or to have a number of fast blockers.

In trying to destroy the hunting mech Nice Grouping and Reactor Breach are the most popular.

Nice grouping increases the damage potential again. On an average roll the damage dealt is 3.5 per missile (1,2,3,4,5,6 damage and 6 missiles) NARC has little effect in this case as you are trying to increase the damage, whereas Targeting ace is very useful, increasing the average damage to 4.3 (2,3,4,5, 6,6 damage and 6 missiles)

I used to play 4 Feints in my missile deck to deter hunting, then someone invented Nice Grouping, now I play two of each or mix and match, sometimes none, sometimes more of each. Temporary Cease Fire is another option, and maybe deemed to be a little more flexible, as you could use it with any blocking group or unit

By far the best mech for a clan missile deck is the Puma C, because it has NARC built in, Ryoken D is another effective missile mech, but much more expensive. 

Support

The majority of missile decks concentrate on one thing delivering missiles directly to the stockpile, to achieve this accurately and effectively they use, Retrofitted Missile Rack and Targeting Ace, to increase the damage quotient.  Mission cards such as missile spotter, are rarely used because of the 'support slot' restrictions, imposed by additional cards. Generally there are 12 command or mission cards, if 8 are made up with Targeting Ace and Retro Fitted Missile Rack then the remaining four cards are normally defensive cards, e.g. feint, nice grouping.

As well as the missile boats, fast mechs are a must as they are good at deterring hunting and stop the 'turn 2 dasher resource kill'. Fenris Prime, is probably the most flexible and durable, however there are a number of alternatives available to specific Clans and Houses, such examples are Fire Falcon D (Jade Falcon , NARC) Owens 1-D (Kurita, NARC) and Grendel C (Smoke Jaguar)

Field Command Post (Command, and available to both House and Clan), allows the user to re roll and die, and also provides a resource, it's only downside it that it Costs 2 to activate. Smoke Jaguar High Command also gives a similar ability

Playable

Missile decks, like may other decks have their own specific forte. Again, like all other decks they are strong against specific deck types and weak against others. Although they are not common in tournaments, they can be a potent force, and the random die rolling introduces an element of exciting play.

Some players long for the game where the Night Gyr D, is activated and they can grasp 6 Dice in their hand hoping to unleashes a bombardment of 18 damage directly to the stockpile. One wonders at the conversion of Night Gyr… which is 6 LRM 15 racks equates to Missile 9. We shall see.
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