Dark Ranger Guide:  

Strengths: 
Pushing early, mid, and late game 
Support/laying on the damage in multi-hero battles 
Blitzing unguarded towers 

Weaknesses: 
Fighting multiple enemy heroes 
No idiot-proof quick nuke 
Low hitpoints 

How to counter the Dark Ranger: 
I include this section first because, frankly, it’s more important. Only one person has to know how to play the Dark Ranger, whereas all six allies need to know how to counter her. 

Rule 1) Travel in groups. The Dark Ranger can shut down one and only one hero at a time with silence; at level 5, there are a couple seconds after the spell wears off before she can cast it again. The Ranger is not all-seeing; you can sometimes trick the Ranger into casting silence on the wrong hero if the decoy confronts the Ranger before she knows the other hero is in the area. 

Rule 2) Bring a tank. Or two. Or even three. Early on people will be spread across the lanes to level up and traveling in groups just isn’t feasible. A tank is the next best thing. None of the Dark Ranger’s spells affect tanks. Cripple does not affect tanks. Slow DOES affect tanks, but that is of no concern for the allies unless the Ranger has stolen a sorceress. The Ranger can silence your hero; your tanks can still fork lightning her ass. The ranger may try to destroy your towers with skeleton swarms; they become free money if you have a tank firing on them. You don’t want that sorceress or peasant to be charmed? Put it in a tank when the Dark Ranger is near. A dash cunning Dark Ranger will try to trap and kill your hero with silence/cripple/unholy frenzy/black arrows. Note that you cannot enter a tank while silenced. Apparently, the door to the tank must have a proprietary unlock mechanism that's voice-actuated. Interestingly, while all the Dark Ranger's spells give the "must target an organic unit" error when pointed at a tank, Life Leech (via Warlock's Legacy, Mask of Death, and Vampire Skull) DOES affect tanks. 

Despite their suggestive tooltip, Molotov Cocktails do not affect tanks. Apparently they are neither organic nor mechanical. Go figure. 

Rule 3) Dark Ranger has nothing on the Inquisitor. Okay, that's not entirely true. Occassionally she might silence him to avoid getting purified. Silence does not disable Inquisition Aura or the Inquisitor's magic resistance [Thanks to PeteGLHF@Azeroth for helping me test that and a few other little things]. A dash cunning Dark Ranger will always carry Anti-magic Espresso; she has few hitpoints and often must run away if fire is focused on her. Purify cuts through anti-magic and slows the Dark Ranger all in one shot. Smite works well on the Dark Ranger for the same reason it works on anyone. 

Point of clarification: Silence prevents the inquisitor from casting Smite, but once it has been activated, it will still discharge on the ranger even if Ash is Silenced. AMS does prevent Smite from discharging and also blocks Inquisition Aura. 

Rule 4) Ride the lag. The Dark Ranger is the bane of Leto and Sashi’s existences, right? Silence disables their teleport spells and much of their combat ability, and cripple disables the rest. However, either Leto or Sashi can teleport in behind the ranger and immediately cast their magic immune AOE spell (The Golden Path or Fire, respectively). There is always a split-second delay between the Bindu (or Wind) and Golden Path (or Fire); command delay makes this insufficient time for the Dark Ranger to cast silence unless she’s pinging zero. If you do this from the top expansion, you can have a sorceress cast Slow from on top of the hill (not visible to the Dark Ranger and hence not subject to Charm). 

Rule 5) Tired of walking... Both Black Arrows and Life Drain require that the Ranger stand still (she can’t shoot while she is moving; compare to Call The Moon where the spell is cooling down while the Disciple of the Moon falls back), yet the Ranger has very few hitpoints. Blitz her with multiple heroes; she’ll either back off or go down fighting. 

How to play the Dark Ranger: 

Skills: 
I never vary my skill build under any circumstances. 
1) Black Arrows whenever possible 
2) Charm whenever possible 
3) Silence whenever you can’t put a point into Black Arrows or Charm 
4) Life Drain isn’t started until level 13 (after BA and Silence are maxed). 

Why? Black arrows is a much stronger nuke than life drain, especially if you use frenzy. Black arrows gives you an army for pushing (don’t forget to unsummon before they die if there’s an enemy hero around). 

Silence is likewise better for both offense and defense than life drain. It prevents people from binduing, winding, firing, jumping into tanks, activating AMS, etc. so you and your allies have time to kill them. It protects your skeletons from the wrath of Jean’s or Bloodmage’s wake. Finally, it covers your ass when you don’t feel like getting nuked again 

Charm is crazy. Extra units during a siege, plus you can always pile up an army and warp it in with blimps. 

Life drain is occasionally useful, but once you get good, you shouldn’t really ever be tanking damage anyway. 

Dark Ranger techniques: 
Silence is your friend. It disables all kinds of random crap that don’t seem to have anything to do with the victim being able to speak. This includes ALL of Leto’s skills, including Weirding Way and Sandtrout Skin, all activated items, even the immolation from a Lavaforged Shield and the ability to board a tank or airship or get eaten by Jimmy. 

Hero nuking: 
To nuke, rush the enemy hero with the ranger and a necromancer. Cast cripple on the target and frenzy on the ranger. If the target has a teleport skill (Leto, Musashi, or anyone with a blink dagger), or is carrying something to dispel cripple (Wand of Negation, Antimagic espresso, Antimagic potion), cast silence immediately. Fill the target with frenzied Black Arrows. If you’ve got a tank, shoot people with it. 

The second cripple: 
If the target has no teleport, you might attempt a second cripple to give yourself more time to get the kill. Before Necromancers had their mana pools nerfed, it was possible to get off two cripples with a single necromancer. Now you need two necros whose mana pools you don’t mind draining. Keep them in a tank when not in use. 

If you ping over 500 ms, queue all the above commands. 

As a final note on nuking, a good opponent will know all the Dark Ranger’s tricks and be extremely difficult to catch off guard. Don’t be afraid to ask your team’s Warden for that coup de grace Shadow Strike. The slow effect may also let you get in a couple more black arrows. 

Emasculating Leto: 
Often Leto or Sashi (or any physical combat hero) will rush you and try to rip you apart. This is when you use life drain on a hero; cast cripple and silence just as if you were nuking, then use life drain rather than black arrows. Know when the silence will wear off; Leto or Sashi may attempt to use The Golden Path or Fire as soon as they can; unless you can make the kill before silence wears off, move the necromancer out of the way immediately, and be ready to run with the Ranger (or just use Anti-Magic Espresso against Fire). 

Tanking Necromancers: 
Buy a tank, and put into it 2 necromancers and 1 acolyte. The tank makes it feasible to keep necromancers on the front lines even on the center lanes. Just be careful; if your opponents are dash cunning, they will try to gang-rape the tank from behind. In the case of hero nuking (see above), have the tank follow the necromancer casting the second cripple to pick him up. The acolyte is to repair the tank in the field. The fourth slot is for the Dark Ranger herself to jump into (I’ve saved her low-hitpoint ass many times this way). 

The job of the enslaved sorceress: 
When you play as the allies, you can afford to lose a sorceress here and there; they're basically a dime a dozen, if by a dime I mean about a thousand gold and by a dozen I mean three. As the Dark Ranger, however, you need to take care of your little pretties; most allied teams don't bother to keep sorceresses on the front line in the late game, especially if the undead have a dark ranger. The following techniques work for the allies, too; I just cite them in the context of charmed sorceresses because this is the Dark Ranger's guide. 

Invisibility whore 
Check the ally heroes for a Mask of Truth. Chances are, they didn't even bother-- after all, invisibility whoring is an ally tactic, not available to the undead. If they don't have a MoT, whore invisibility like there's no tomorrow; a cripple nuke is easier if your opponent doesn't see you coming and if Slow is stacked on top of that Cripple. Let your allies whore invisibility, too. The goal is to piss the allies off to the point where they fork out the 1350 for Masks of Truth. 

Expo assault (or, the 330 HP blockade) 
This isn’t an expo assault guide. My mercenary/tower guide includes a section on assault with mercenaries, if you’re anxious to know the tricks there. You can buy yourself a few extra seconds by stationing a sorceress set to autocast slow in the path of any heroes who would try to save the expansion. This technique may also be attempted when you penetrate an expansion through the front door; hide your sorceress off to the side of the path (and invisible, if possible), ready to slow a recently revived hero at a critical moment. If you can make this technique work well while still managing your hero and strike force, you get a micro-master award. You get bonus style points if you can keep an enemy hero slowed yet still get the sorc out alive. 

Cockroach Hotel Syndrome 
High level melee heroes will sometimes pursue you or your ally all the way to your expansion's healing well. Having a sorceress standing by autocasting slow can mean the difference between life and death for both you and your pursuer. The same goes for a necromancer and cripple. The advantages of the sorceress are that the spell is autocast, so the technique works even if you're not paying attention (you should be paying attention, though, ready to throw the sorc into a tank if things get dicey), and if multiple heroes enter your base, they will all be slowed (whereas cripple has a comparatively long cooldown plus a prohibitive mana cost). 


Early strategies: 
Pushing with black arrows is crucial, but be sure to unsummon the skeletons before they die. Unlike in version M, towers DO give partial experience points when they kill any player controlled unit, so don’t think you can just clear out your skeletons by charging them into towers. If you let your skeletons give experience to your opponent, it defeats the whole point of successfully pushing him into his own towers. 

On the push, your ranger and any druids you bring along will be behind the undead spawns, naturally. As you pile up a large number of skeletons and spawns, the melee units will get in each others’ way. Once you have six or more skeletons, send them ahead of the spawns and a bit to the side; attack an allied spawn wave from the side as it walks by. 

Buy a necromancer as soon as possible and keep him well behind you and the Undead spawns. If you are on an expansion lane, you can start cheesing frenzy/cripple/black arrows immediately. If you are on a center lane, the necromancer is fine for frenzy, but be cautious about using him for cripple before you have a tank. 

Where the money goes: 
1) Mana potion and single shot AMS (the mana for one more silence may make the difference between life and death) 
2) Necromancer, tank, boots of speed, mask (sobi or MoT, if needed), and antimagic espresso 
The order on these depends on your immediate needs. 
3) Airship 

Mask of Truth: 
Two functions; sustain mana pool and spot invisible sorceresses. Sobi is plenty if allies aren’t whoring invisibility. 

Boots of Speed: 
Everyone and their mother buys boots. I think the extra thousand for invisibility or sprinting boots is better spent on a tank early on. 

Coffee: 
She looks like hell if she doesn’t get her morning perk. No, seriously, it sucks to get raped by nukes, so bring protection. 

Necromancer and Tank: 
See above. 

Bow of whoopass. Not its real name, but the Dark Ranger loves to kick the shit out of people with arrows, making it the most economical first choice for boosting her damage. This item is entirely optional. I recommend it for less experienced players or for if you know you will be working closely with mortars/meat wagons. In experienced hands, the same money could be more lethally spent on mercenaries. 

Thereafter, do what it takes to destroy expansions, keeping in mind that the Dark Ranger is good at creating a meat shield for mortars/meat wagons. 

Mid-game Strategy (AKA tricks for soloing towers): 
First, a disclaimer. Middle towers fall pretty easily; the Dark Ranger can take them out as well as anyone. Expansion towers are a different matter; people guard and repair them with greater zeal. While you can’t be guaranteed to solo a tower in an expansion, it is still good strategy to apply pressure, forcing the other team to counteract your pushes. Also, the following techniques still apply as you start building spawn towers and pushing with four or more heroes. 

If you are on a middle lane, it is possible (depending in part on your opponents) to destroy towers as early as your first push. The Dark Ranger has two main ways to destroy towers; either attack them with skeletons and Charm victims while the Ranger carves up enemy spawns, or attack the tower with the Ranger while the skeletons tank damage. 

Either way, Unholy Frenzy is a must-have. With Black Arrows and Unholy Frenzy (and charm whenever it cools down), a Dark Ranger can push a lane to the towers and accumulate a dozen skeletons in short order. For the middle lanes and the top expansion, order your skeletons to focus fire on the tower(s), and have the Ranger Charm or Black Arrow enemy spawns. 

Against the southern expansion and sometimes if there is an enemy hero guarding the towers, switch roles. When you hit the expansion, use the attack location command to have your skeletons engage whatever they encounter (this will keep the spawns busy and draw guard tower fire). Do not bother to penetrate the base; the skeletons’ job is to block enemy spawns and draw tower fire. Meanwhile, have the ranger shoot at the tower (frenzied, of course). There will often be one or two skeleton archers alongside your ranger at this point, also shooting at the tower; frenzy them, too. If you have a mortar tower, frenzy the mortars, too. If you have a tank with you, have it shoot the tower as well. The Ranger can safely soak up some tower fire, but if she’s tanking too much damage just temporarily move her out of range so the tower picks a different target. When your skeletons are gone, fall back and push again with the next spawn wave. If necessary, replenish your hitpoints by lifedraining a spawn. 

Disrupting the Repairs: 
When you are almost ready to retreat, make sure charm is almost cooled down, then fall back (halfway across the bridge in the case of the southern expansion), then make a half-assed push. If your feint worked, workers will be repairing the tower; to charm one (yes, there is a good chance that he will die, but it still just cost your opponent 350 gold and slowed his tower repairs), send your skeletons to tank damage, and do a right-click, shift H to make the ranger move alongside the wall and hold position there (can’t have her wandering away). Now cast charm on the worker. If you try to target the worker with charm when he’s not already within range, the Ranger may attempt to walk all the way around the wall—a big no-no if you hope to survive. 

Skeletons or Ranger attacking towers: 
Normally you want the dark ranger to take out spawns to keep your skeleton army replenished. The first two towers in the southern expansion have a wall in front of them, however. To have the skeletons engage the tower sends them around this wall and into fire from the cannon tower. The Ranger, meanwhile, can’t engage the enemy spawns without advancing past the first tower, opening her to attack from as many as three of the front towers. As for confronting enemy heroes, it’s more risky to send the ranger in among any towers; if you can confront the enemy hero in his own base, go for it, though this may invite disaster if he hits you and your skeletons with an AOE nuke. 

How to destroy towers in earnest: 
In a word, siege. In two words, Mortar Towers. The Dark Ranger is great at throwing up a wall of crappy units. If that wall can keep your opponent busy past his own towers, mortars/meat wagons will break down towers fairly quickly. Unholy frenzy can only target organic units, so if you can steal a peasant, mortar towers are preferred. Yes, of course you want to cast unholy frenzy on your siege units; if they start tanking damage, they’re already going to die quickly either way. 

Group combat: 
During a group push, remember the Dark Ranger’s role in the group; Silence to disable enemy heroes (killing Leto and Musashi can be made a lot easier with a Dark Ranger); Charm and Black arrows to bolster your spawns (sometimes they need to focus fire on a hero, and sometimes you’ll need to manually order them to focus on different towers so they don’t get in each others’ way or get distracted by enemy spawns, but otherwise let their standing order be to attack location on the expansion); and Life Drain for the usual reasons. 

How to be a whore with your fabulous charm: 
Charm captains and druids every time you see them, and send them back to the fountain in your main base. Captains are better for their hitpoints, druids are better for their damage. If you see a Knight tower somewhere, go there and start charming the knights. If you see a Mortar tower, you know you've won the game. After you got around 24 captains/~20 knights/~10 Mortars, grab a necromancer, 2 scrolls of protection, a scroll of animate dead, and possibly some scrolls of healing, and wait until no hero with an AoE attack is at an expo (south is easier). Sneak in from the back before making sure there isn't a "captain scout" somewhere to spot your assault. 

This is best done when the enemy heroes are busy somewhere else so you'll have at least 10 seconds of undistrupted time. Silence any AoE heroes that TP in. 

Attack the keep, use a scroll of protection, when enough units have died use the Animate Dead scroll and the 2nd protection scroll. Frenzy the mortars/knights/yourself. Charm the captains that spawn at the expo/the peasants that are sent to repair the castle. 

Even better if you get a SH to come with you for Voodoo. Just hold off on voodooing until an AOE attack hero actually tries to hit your group. Voodoo cancels frenzy, which is essential for destroying the hall quickly. 

The keep should go down in 20 seconds to a minute depending on the units. Kill the remaining towers and let your spawns finish the expo off. 

For more fun, store your charm victims in air ships. This way, you can bring them to bear on an expansion the moment enemy heroes die or run away. 

Main Base Assault: 
The only thing wrong with assaulting the main base is that it usually doesn't work before the expansions have fallen. With a swarm of mortars under your direct control, there’s no reason why you shouldn't be able to take out one of the keeps in the main base by focusing fire, especially if the allied heroes are engaged in intense combat at the expansions. The ranger should have no problem keeping enemy spawns off your mortars. 

If enemy heroes rush to the scene and destroy your push, you have succeeded. Keep pushing as long as you can; the longer you keep enemy heroes occupied, the longer they aren't guarding their expansions 

The big problem with destroying main keeps is that your spawns will usually NOT focus fire on them. Once they destroy the towers out front (or to the sides if the spawns are coming from one of your expansions), they typically proceed to the inner towers. They do this because, even though they can attack the keep without getting in the towers' range, when they engage enemy spawns, they get drawn into the towers' range; once the enemy spawns are dead, they ignore the keep in favor of whatever is shooting at them. 

Throughout all of this, don't forget the Molotov Cocktails; you don't have to waste time killing peasants if those peasants can't repair anyway.
