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Tserigern was a crank, but he wasn’t a complete crank. He turns up within seconds of my appearance in the pool! That can’t be a coincidence. He says he’s been following some kind of prophecy, and I’m destined to save the Kingdom and blah blah, all the talk that I took very seriously a thousand years ago and now makes me want to bash his head in.

I’m not sure I believe in destiny. If it was destiny that I save the Kingdom, you’d think I would have fucking managed it one of these times instead of getting painfully murdered over and over. But what I definitely believe in is intention. While the loop remained exactly the same, I was prepared to accept that this was just the way things were, somehow, that I’d gotten caught in some cosmic spin cycle and it was all just the forces of the universe doing their thing. But now? I become Dark Lord, and the forces of the universe change underneath me?

No way. No fucking way. Tsav said it first—it feels like there’s some purpose there. Intention. The existence of a Chosen One implies the existence of a Chooser. That someone out there did this to me. I don’t know who that is, whether it’s God or Mega-Satan or the dreams of a thousand cats, but whoever it is I am going to find them and unprintable unprintable unprintable to their unprintable unprintable with a teakettle.




Praise for

How to Become the Dark Lord and Die Trying

“Tremendous fun”

Kirkus (starred review)

“Takes the old saying ‘If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em,’ to the next level. A sarcastic, action-packed, intrigue-filled (mis)adventure. One of the funniest books I’ve read in a long time”

Matt Dinniman, author of Dungeon Crawler Carl

“All hail Dark Lord Davi! How to Become the Dark Lord and Die Trying is outrageously fun, filled with campy humor, action and unexpected warm-heartedness. I grinned from the first page to the last”

Fonda Lee, author of Jade City

“Funny as hell, multilayered, and affecting. Wexler’s irreverent demolition of the fantasy genre doubles as a reverent exploration of where the magic comes from”

Scott Lynch, author of The Lies of Locke Lamora

“By turning the themes of chosen-one fantasy on their head, this sardonic romp from Wexler brings out the smiles … Wexler balances the snarky asides with the angst of Davi’s repeating existence and evolving awareness that her actions have consequences. Under the flippancy, a truly touching grimdark story lurks, complete with hilarious footnotes. Readers will be wowed”

Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“All-afterburners isekai adventure—twisty, pacey, and full of reverent irreverence for fantasy. I can’t get enough”

Max Gladstone, New York Times bestselling author

“Wickedly sharp, funny, and raunchy. Wexler delights in punching holes in the beloved clichés of fantasy, and I adore this. If you ever thought, If I was the villain, I’d actually be smart about things, then this is the book for you”

Jenn Lyons, author of The Ruin of Kings

“Davi’s first-person narration is electric, filled with obscenities and hilarities … [Her] questionable ethics, active libido, comfortable bisexuality, and leadership skills combine for a fresh and exciting take on the fantasy adventure”

Shelf Awareness (starred review)

“Fast-paced, brilliantly raunchy, unforgettable. The Pratchett-esque American isekai you didn’t know you wanted. My favorite read of the year”

Seanan McGuire, author of Middlegame

“A howlingly funny romp about a lone woman’s quest to become the dark lord and her surprisingly endearing minions”

Aliette de Bodard, author of The Red Scholar’s Wake
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Content Warning

Thanks to her unique, fantastic circumstances, Davi speaks casually of self-harm and suicide. In real life, however, there are no time loops and no healing spells. If you struggle with thoughts of this nature, visit blog.opencounseling.com/suicide-hotlines to find help in your area.

This book also contains depictions of violence, sexual content, and explicit language.




Previously on “The Unending Torturous Hellscape That Is My Life”

Hi! I’m Davi. I’m just your ordinary “girl next door who got stuck in a time loop and spent a thousand years dying in every possible agonizing fashion.”1 I finally reached my breaking point when walking ironmonger’s advert Artaxes locked me in my own dungeon on behalf of the latest Dark Lord and let snake-lady Sibarae eat my fingers. After cunningly killing myself to escape, I settled on a new plan: Since my efforts to save the Kingdom from the Dark Lord had repeatedly, repeatedly failed, I was going to switch teams and become the Dark Lord myself. This would involve gathering a horde and crossing half the world to reach the Convocation, where they hand out the pointy helmet, but I’ve never been one to shy away from a difficult job.2

Step one of this plan was intercepting Tserigern, the beardy mentor figure who usually tells me to save the Kingdom and then does fuck all to help, and mashing his face into paste. Step two was acquiring my first followers. I settled on a band of orcs living nearby and went about recruiting them via the brilliant strategy of having them kill me over and over again.3

Eventually, I gathered enough information to convince Tsav—the head of the band, and also a deeply sexy orc lady in a choke-me-out-with-those-biceps-and-tie-me-up mode—to let me challenge one of her people to a fight for the right to be taken seriously. I got killed a whole bunch more times, blah blah blah, and finally I killed him. Everyone seemed pretty happy about it, he was a dick apparently.

By predicting the future—which I had already experienced many times, naturally—I convinced Tsav and company that I could see my own destiny, that I was definitely going to become Dark Lord, and that they should get aboard the train early. Choo choo!

Next stop was the Redtooths, a larger band of orcs, fox-wilders, and stone-eaters4 run by a nasty old chief and his daughter. I came up with another genius plan to get Amitsugu, chief of the fox-wilders, to help me kill his superiors in a chain of double crosses that led to me getting elected new head of the Redtooths. Though one element of this plan involved me fucking Amitsugu, which was fine in the moment5 but perhaps not the most genius thing going forward.

Anyway, now I had more of a horde! The stone-eaters, led by Droff, were particularly good to have around since (a) they can’t lie or be corrupted and (b) they’re giant rock-monsters. Mari, one of Amitsugu’s subordinates, also joined up with the rest of the fox-wilders, though I didn’t get to know her until later. I started training the wilders into a real fighting force using my centuries of experience losing battles. We ran into a big cliff marking the edge of the Firelands, a scary zone we’d have to cross to stay on schedule. To celebrate, we had a feast! And some stuff happened that we won’t talk about.6

We built a stairway to get up the cliff. Unfortunately, an ancient beast took exception to this and attacked us, but I was able to totally slay it while quipping with a dry wit any action hero would envy. I think this is when Mari took a liking to me, since I saved her life and stuff. I did have to use magic, which I started to worry someone was going to notice.7

Up in the Firelands, they have rivers of lava! That was supercool, I spent way too much time just dropping things in. They also had pyrvir, who are slightly dwarfish fire people with shark teeth. We met up with their Jarl, who wasn’t going to let us march through until we did a side quest to defeat some bandits. I displayed lateral thinking by getting the drop on the bandits and then recruiting them for my horde. The ex-bandits were led by Fryndi, a crusty old dude who takes a while to warm up to everybody. I also secure the services of Jeffrey, a mouse-wilder cowboy who is just absolutely adorable, I love his widdle ears to death.

Back at the pyrvir city, the Jarl agreed to let us keep going, and also gave us permission to recruit for the horde among his oppressed underclass. We got a lot of takers on our “march into the unknown and probable death” offer, which just shows how oppressed these people were, yeesh. Their unofficial leader was Leifa, who is like a nice old granny with shark teeth. Unfortunately, the Jarl’s asshole son Prince Tyrkell took exception to our whole deal and started agitating against us. When the Jarl didn’t go for it, Tyrkell got all Shakespearean and took over. He captured me by vile treachery, but I escaped because I am cool and awesome and also Tsav helped some.

So we marched the horde away from the city and I was ready to live and let live, but Tyrkell marched his own army out after us and we had to have a battle. They had a lot more guys, but I pulled some clever shit and we were generally winning until Amitsugu fucked things up before I could unleash my masterstroke. Tyrkell and most of his army got away. Turns out Amitsugu had been, like, pining for me, and launching a foolhardy charge was his way of trying to get my attention.8 Yeah. Things got weird.

Anyway, we headed up into the mountains, which was cold and horrible. There was a blizzard and we all nearly froze to death, but Tsav and I got stuck in a tent and finally resolved our unbearable sexual tension, so ultimately, I’m calling it a net win.

On the other side of the mountains, we finally found the Convocation! It’s held in a big ruined city, which is very weird since wilders generally don’t build big cities and it’s a long way from human territory. And who should be in charge of it but my old buddy Artaxes, clanking around in rusty armor and claiming to be some kind of priest of the Old Ones. Sibarae was there, too, she of the finger-eating, along with Hufferth, a minotaur with killer abs. The three of us were getting sworn in as candidates for Dark Lord when Tyrkell appeared; apparently, he’d gotten kicked out by his “allies” as soon as we left and trekked over the mountains with a few followers to try to get revenge. He joined the contest, too, which is bullshit.

Artaxes told us we had to complete some trials, the first of which turned out to be an obstacle course? Or something? Hufferth won because he’s a big manly muscleman.9 And I was all, like, what the fuck is the point of this, are we becoming Dark Lord or competing on American Gladiators? And then the second trial was, I shit you not, solving a fucking Rubik’s Cube. Seriously. And Sibarae won because fuck everything.

I was feeling a bit down at that point, since I was worried this whole Dark Lord project would have been for nothing and I’d have to start over or go back to listening to Tserigern’s bullshit. Tsav did her best to comfort me.10 We were in bed in the middle of the night when some pyrvir came tunneling up from under the floor and very rudely stabbed me. I was kind of hoping to salvage things, but Tsav and Mari both got killed, too, and that took all the fun out of it. This one pyrvir asshole—she worked for Tyrkell, obviously—finished me off.

Which, you know, isn’t anything that hasn’t happened to me before. Frustrating, but that’s my whole fucking life. Except except except instead of waking up back in the pool to wait for Tserigern, like I did after the hundreds of other times I’ve died, I woke up only a day earlier, not long before the second trial!

Naturally, I immediately descended into shrieking existential crisis. Because, fuck, I’d been proceeding under the totally justified assumption that everything I’d been doing was only temporary—it was all for a lark, basically, a way to keep myself from going completely crazy but not anything that counted in the long run. And now I had to face the possibility that it was permanent, that everyone I’d killed was just fucking dead with no take-backsies, and the guilt was like a kick to the guts from Artaxes’s iron stompers. Not to mention that now what was going to happen the next time I died? I had no idea! How does everyone else live like this?!

Tsav calmed me down once I’d run out of energy for screaming. I ended up telling her everything, the time loop and my deaths and how I’d predicted the future and even that I was human-ish. I think part of me wanted her to freak out, but she didn’t, and that kind of got me going again. Christ, where would we be without sexy bald orc ladies?

When I was basically functional, if still inwardly screaming a bit, the first thing I did was win the second trial by copying Sibarae’s solution to the stupid cube puzzle from last time. Then we went looking for tunnels and found a whole network of them under the ruined city. I waited down there with some friends to ambush the pyrvir hit squad and finish off Miss Stabs-a-lot, but that was only half the problem.

See, the pyrvir had to know exactly where I would be, and that meant we had a traitor in our camp. It didn’t take long to figure out that it was Amitsugu. He confessed and said it was all about how I’d treated him badly, which is basically like “Boo-hoo, because you wouldn’t keep fucking me, I betrayed you and your girlfriend to pyrvir assassins,” which has to be some kind of Nice Guy record. But because I am just a big softie at heart, I decided not to kill him immediately.

Artaxes announced the next trial, which was some kind of test-of-courage thing in the tunnels under the city. At this point, I was pretty sure I had it figured out: Sibarae poisoned Hufferth,11 and while he didn’t die, he’d had to drop out of the contest. But Artaxes didn’t seem to give a shit in spite of being all “You’ll be expelled if you attack the others!” like the clanking buzzkill that he is. He talked a good game with this Old One mumbo jumbo, but he didn’t really believe in the sacred process of the whatever any more than I did. Telling us “Okay, go into the underground tunnels together with nobody watching” was basically him saying You guys sort this out amongst yourselves and get back to me.

Sibarae had apparently had some similar thoughts, because she tried to kill me and Tyrkell. Pro tip, though: If you’re going to cheat, cheat for everything you’re worth. I was ready for her and I’d brought along Tsav and a squad to handle it. Sibarae surrendered with bad grace, and I’d gotten her tied up and was moving on to Tyrkell when he ran into the tunnels, screaming like a loon.

I went after him, because I can be kind of an idiot sometimes. Turns out Artaxes had more in mind than jumping out and shouting BOO; there was a giant worm-monster down there with an anus for a mouth,12 and in spite of my best efforts, Tyrkell got chomped. Which is like, on the one hand oh no, on the other hand fuck that guy. I hightailed it down a passage too small for the monster and tried to find my way out again, and in the process, I stumbled into an ancient storeroom and blew my fucking mind.

See, there was an ancient book there. And I happened to glance at it, and it happened to be a good old King James Bible, a nice fancy one from a long time ago. I discarded the “God is real and hates me in particular” theory and the “You maniacs! You blew it up!” theory and settled on the “I’m not the first person from Earth to come to this fantasy world” theory, with the possible addendum that this big-ass ruined city was actually full of humans instead of wilders. Crazy, right?

Not much use contemplating if I couldn’t escape, though, so I get back to it. Turns out, there was no way through without getting past the ass-face worm, so I took my bag of thaumite and made a plan. This involved decking myself out in every protective spell I could muster, letting the thing swallow me,13 and then blasting it apart from the inside with fireballs—2/5, would not try again, I smelled like monster ass for days, but it got the job done.

And finally: the big moment! I climbed out of the tunnels, and Artaxes was waiting to announce that I’m officially the new Dark Lord. Hurrah! Except he immediately started going on about how I was going to lead the wilders to exterminate the human Kingdom, and the crowd was getting really into it and chanting “Death to the humans!” and not listening to me at all. And I might have exterminated some humans for kicks back when I thought I was just going to reset it all someday, but things have changed and I have to try my very best not to die and I don’t want to exterminate anybody, but apparently, I’m Dark Lord of a gigantic horde screaming for blood and what the fuck do I do now?

So. Yeah.
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