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      Prologue


      “Master Light, we have received information regarding the whereabouts of your younger sister, Yume!” Mei informed me. I was sitting in my office in the Abyss, listening to the Forbidden Witch Ellie’s postmission report after the successful conclusion of our quest to defeat Sionne the dark elf and the Soul Dragon, when the Ever-Seeking Maid, Mei, burst through the door and delivered this piece of shocking news. I consequently put my conversation with Ellie on hold and focused my entire attention on Mei as she relayed the information she had received about my sister, who I hadn’t seen for three long years.


      “So she’s being kept as a ward in the Human Kingdom’s palace?” I said once Mei had finished.


      “Correct,” Mei replied. “Miss Yume is currently working as an apprentice maid for the royal family.”


      By this point, Ellie was absolutely fuming. “How dare those people keep the sister of our almighty Blessed Lord Light as a lowly maidservant! How could anyone be so disrespectful? I don’t care if they’re humans! They must pay for this outrage with their lives!”


      “Ellie...” I said with an air of irritation. “Mei’s not finished with her report yet. Do you mind not interrupting?”


      “F-Forgive me, Blessed Lord Light!” Ellie replied, getting all flustered before hanging her head glumly like a puppy that had been told off by its owner. Normally, I would have attempted to cheer her up, but there were bigger fish to fry, so I refocused my attention on Mei, who on seeing that I was waiting, promptly continued with her report.


      “Princess Lilith of the Human Kingdom was traveling by carriage when she spotted Miss Yume lying motionless on the ground due to some serious injuries she sustained. They were reportedly able to save her life by giving her a healing potion,” said Mei. “The princess is known for her strong moral compass, as shown by some notable acts of charity, such as personally paying for a food distribution program, which has led some citizens to refer to her as a ‘living saint.’ I believe the princess is ostensibly keeping Miss Yume as an apprentice maid so that she can pay back the cost of the healing potion, but the real reason might be that your sister simply had no other place to go.”


      I’d been on the hunt for information regarding Yume and my brother, Els, for a while, but my allies and I had spent most of our time sniffing around orphanages and slave markets for clues on their whereabouts. The idea that my sister would be serving the royal family in the Human Kingdom palace had never entered into my mind.


      “Not that I’m doubting you, Mei, but are you sure this girl is actually my sister?” I asked.


      “I am certain,” Mei stated. “The description of her physical appearance is an exact match for Miss Yume.”


      “If the princess has custody of Yume, that means she must be in the capital of the Human Kingdom,” I mused. “That’s really far from my home village. We’re talking about a monthslong trip by carriage.”


      “Please forgive me, Master Light,” Mei said. “I am afraid I have not ascertained how your sister came to be so displaced from your village.”


      To be honest, I was just glad Yume was still alive and breathing. But how in the world had she ended up in the Human Kingdom capital?


      “What about my brother?” I asked. “Wasn’t he with her?”


      “I regret to tell you that we have no information regarding your brother,” Mei apologized. “This intelligence concerns only your sister, Miss Yume.”


      I had assumed that the discovery of Yume’s whereabouts was a sign that both of my siblings had managed to survive the attack that had devastated my village, but since my brother was still missing, that would indicate that little Yume had become separated from him in some way—and the worst-case scenario would be that this was because my brother had died. No, there’s no use lingering on thoughts like that without any kind of proof, I told myself. Anyway, I’m pretty sure Yume will fill in the blanks when I see her again.


      “In any case, thank you for your report, Mei,” I said. “It’s a huge weight off my chest knowing that Yume is alive and well in a place where we can get to her. Of course, the next step is to immediately send clandestine operatives to the palace to monitor and protect Yume for the time being, while we make the necessary preparations to bring her here to the Abyss as quickly as possible.”


      “In that case, allow me to take charge of the operation, Blessed Lord Light,” Ellie said, looking to redeem herself after my reprimand.


      “I am afraid that we need you to remain at the Great Tower to govern the location and maintain quality of life for the community of humans that has formed around it,” Mei told her. “Your presence is also needed at the tower so that you can exercise your authority over the Elven Queendom.”


      Ellie grumbled something incoherent and was visibly seething after hearing Mei’s inarguable reasoning for why she couldn’t spearhead this new operation. “Honestly!” she finally spat out. Apart from being my deputy, the Level 9999 Forbidden Witch, Ellie also served as the ruler of the Great Tower, which had sprung up near to the Elven Queendom capital. Calling herself the “Wicked Witch of the Tower,” Ellie had single-handedly conquered the queendom and subsequently forced the nation to liberate all its human slaves. The former slaves had then migrated to the forest surrounding the Great Tower and were presently in the process of building a community there, under the protection of the so-called Tower Witch.


      Before Mei had rushed into my office with news of Yume’s whereabouts, Ellie and I had been discussing the possibility of her engaging in a face-to-face meeting with the authorities of the Dark Elf Islands, since it had become apparent that they knew something about Masters. In other words, Ellie had far too much on her plate already, and she couldn’t be in multiple places at once even if she did have an SSR Teleportation card.


      “I believe the realistic option would be to have myself approach Yume instead,” Mei stated.


      “Yes, I reckon I can trust you with that job,” I said. “Please take care of Yume for me.”


      “I swear on my honor as a maid that I will bring your sister to you without fail, Master Light,” Mei replied with a gentle smile. Hearing her say this gave me heart, though I still had questions about the mission.


      “There’s still the issue of how to actually get Yume to the Abyss,” I said. I didn’t feel as if storming the Human Kingdom palace and spiriting Yume away like a captive would really be the best approach. For one thing, the princess had saved my sister’s life and taken her in as an apprentice maid, and I didn’t want to repay that generosity by laying siege to the palace. And what’s more, the truth of the matter was I wanted to be one of the first to see Yume, just so I could confirm for myself that it really was her.


      Sensing my mixed feelings, Ellie raised her hand to speak. “I suggest we get the Elven Queendom to extend an invitation to the Human Kingdom to send a delegation for a tour of the Great Tower. Perhaps that might work, Blessed Lord Light?”


      In her guise as the Wicked Witch of the Tower, Ellie had declared “absolute autonomy” for all humans, which had led to what could only be described as a brand-new nation of emancipated human slaves forming around the tower. It would therefore stand to reason from a humanitarian perspective that royals from the Human Kingdom would jump at the chance to see how members of their own race were being treated.


      “Even though we have essentially turned the Elven Queendom into a vassal state, it still retains much of its influence up on the surface world because we didn’t turn the nation into a full-fledged colony,” Ellie stated. “As such, we can have the queendom use its sway for our own ends and issue an invitation to the Human Kingdom to come and inspect the tower. Given that the princess appears to care deeply about the welfare of humans, it seems unthinkable that her kingdom would turn down the offer.”


      I mulled over the viability of this idea. We could further seal the deal by offering to cover the cost of travel, as well as by guaranteeing their safety and putting on a lavish reception for the delegation. Since Princess Lilith would be pretty much duty bound to come, all we would really need to do is ensure that Yume accompanied the princess. Then, once Yume arrived at the Great Tower, I’d finally get to see her again face-to-face, allowing me the opportunity to bring her to the Abyss. I greeted Ellie’s cunning plan with a broad smile.


      “You always come up with the most brilliant ideas, Ellie,” I praised her. “How soon can you put this plan into motion?”


      Visibly trembling with joy, Ellie stifled a squeal before blurting out her excited reply. “It will be done as soon as possible, Blessed Lord! I’ll travel to the Elven Queendom at once and get the process of summoning the Human Kingdom underway!”


      And with that, Ellie practically flew out of my office to prepare for another meeting with the elf top brass. Now that we were alone, Mei and I started discussing how I would go about confirming Yume’s identity on seeing her, plus ways in which we could immediately ferry my sister to the bottommost level of the Abyss.


      ✰✰✰


      Later that night, after that life-altering discussion with my deputies had wrapped up, I retired to my bedroom, where I slumped down on my sofa and started thinking about a whole range of things. Yume was one of them, naturally, as well as the remaining enemies I still had to get revenge on, plus what lay after that.


      There’s little to no reason to disbelieve Mei’s report on Yume, but I should also brace myself for the possibility that we’ve got the wrong girl, I thought. If I get my hopes up too much and then find out it’s not her, the disappointment will absolutely break me. And if she does turn out to be the real Yume, I must keep my promise to my mom and dad and do everything in my power to protect her.


      When I had partially unsealed my God Requiem Gungnir to kill the Soul Dragon in Sionne’s lab-turned-dungeon, the power unleashed by the genesis-class spear had caused me to momentarily lose consciousness, and during that brief blackout, I had a vision of my long-dead parents for the last time.


      “It’s time for us to go now, Light,” my dad had said in the vision. “Els and Yume are counting on you.”


      “Both of them are still alive,” my mom had said. “So please go and find them for us, Light.”


      “I promise,” I had said to my parents as they prepared to drift off into the void once more. “I swear I will save them.”


      I simply refused to dismiss what I’d seen as just some dream, or a hallucination, or a psychotic episode. To my mind, I had made a real promise to my mom and dad, even if it had been inside what had ostensibly seemed to be a dream created by my long-held desires.


      I will save Yume and my big brother, even if it means making powerful enemies along the way! I thought to myself. I’d managed to build up an army of overwhelming might in the three years since I was accidentally teleported to the bottom level of the Abyss, and this was precisely one of the moments I had been waiting for to put my resources to use.


      This train of thought made me reflect on the years I had spent down here. Now that I think about it, I’ve struggled massively to even get this far—especially during those first months, when it was just me and Mei. Yep, it all started when I summoned my first SUR warrior immediately after the Concord of the Tribes had left me for dead in the Abyss...

    

  

  
    
      Book 1: Dungeon Building


      Chapter 1: Level 15


      More than three years ago, my trusted companions in the Concord of the Tribes had tried to kill me in a wicked act of betrayal. I managed to survive by the skin of my teeth by unwittingly triggering a teleportation trap that sent me much deeper into the Abyss, but the next thing I knew, a giant snake-tailed monster showed up, ready to make brunch out of me.


      Out of desperation, I activated my Gift—the Unlimited Gacha—and pressed the button a bunch of times until a burst of light gave birth to a Super Ultra Rare card: Level 9999, Ever-Seeking Maid, Mei. She wasted no time in dicing up the monster—saving my life in the process—and once Mei had healed me, the two of us had started discussing what my plans would be from that day forward.


      “I just want to grow stronger and take revenge on them all myself,” I said to Mei. “I also want to find out why a nation would seek out and befriend a so-called Master, only to turn around and try to kill him.”


      “You should summon more allies using your Unlimited Gacha and build your very own kingdom in this dungeon, Master Light,” Mei suggested.


      I couldn’t wrap my head around how anyone could even think to build a kingdom in this dark, spooky place, but I listened to Mei’s advice all the same and started pushing the Unlimited Gacha button. But after pulling just a few cards, my legs gave out from under me.


      “What the...” I breathed as my sudden dizziness sent me collapsing to the floor. Luckily for me, Mei reacted quickly enough to catch me before I hit the ground, and she just about managed to keep me on my feet.


      “Are you all right, Master Light?” Mei asked me. Due to our height difference, my face was completely buried in her substantial bosom, but I was too drained to even think about blushing from embarrassment.


      “Please forgive me, Master Light,” Mei continued, her brow furrowing with worry. “You survived being betrayed as well as being attacked by that monster, yet I urged you to activate your Unlimited Gacha again without taking any notice of how completely exhausted you are.”
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      Mei’s words made me realize that an hour hadn’t even passed since my former party had tried to assassinate me, and during that brief period of time, I’d also escaped being gobbled up by a Level 1000 monster, thanks to my near-miraculous encounter with Mei. I was a Level 15 adventurer, which was considered high for a human my age, but humans were still the weakest of all the nine races, and this whole ordeal was way too much for a kid like me to withstand without feeling completely burned out.


      “But...” I managed to mumble. “But I can’t sleep here.” I wasn’t entirely sure, but I was probably in the lowest level of the Abyss, which was reputed to be the world’s largest and deadliest dungeon, and other than Mei, I hadn’t pulled any gacha cards that would prove even remotely useful in protecting me. So if I did flake out, how would Mei be able to protect herself and me from the monsters lurking around down here?


      As if to allay my fears, Mei hugged me tighter and stroked my hair lovingly. “I assure you that I will make sure you stay safe. Not one scratch will blemish your skin, so I implore you to sleep peacefully.”


      “M-Mei...” The last thing I had seen before darkness flooded my vision was her saintly smile as my head slowly filled with her flowery aroma and the pleasantness of her body heat. I soon surrendered to the soothing effect of the gentle strokes of her hand and fell into a deep sleep.


      ✰✰✰


      “Nmm...” I’d mumbled, still dozing. As I slowly regained consciousness, I became increasingly aware of a warm, fuzzy feeling I had all over, and it seemed as if I was enveloped in a soft, pleasing scent, especially around the head region. I had an overwhelming urge to bury my head deeper into that pillow and never leave that spot.


      Hold on. I don’t remember my pillow ever smelling this good, a voice in the back of my dazed mind said. My bedroom in the lodgings I shared with the Concord of the Tribes pretty much consisted of just an old wooden bed with a threadbare blanket on it, and my pillow had never felt this nice. Besides, wasn’t I just betrayed by my party?


      My eyes snapped open and I jumped to my feet, instantly wide awake. I was trapped in the world’s most dangerous dungeon. It was most definitely not the time to be taking a nap.


      “Good morning, Master Light. It is not safe to move around so much so soon after waking up.”


      “M-Mei?” I said, half-surprised.


      “Yes, it is Mei, your ever-loyal maid.” A beautiful woman with raven hair tied into a long ponytail was kneeling beside me. She gazed at me warmly with a smile on her face, greeting me like an actual maidservant who had just woken up her charge.


      I hazily replayed what had happened to me: first, I was betrayed by the Concord of the Tribes, then I’d summoned Mei with my Unlimited Gacha—and as a result, survived a monster attack—and finally, I’d passed out from exhaustion. Yes, the voice in my head had been right. The Concord had indeed double-crossed me, and I could still remember the words of my former party members as they viciously mocked me before trying to snuff out my life.


      “Nonsense!” the leader, Drago, had said. “We dragonutes simply have too much pride to consort with you inferiors on equal terms. I only consented to this charade because I had orders from above.”


      The beastman, Garou, had howled with laughter. “Oh man! This is the funniest thing I’ve seen in my life! Yer killin’ me!”


      “Why are you marveling over this display?” Sasha the elf had said, her nose wrinkling as I dragged my wounded body across the ground. “I swear, humans are vile, revolting creatures! Why don’t the authorities just eradicate these inferiors once and for all?”


      “C’mon, kill him already!” the dwarf, Naano, said, egging on the others. “This kid’s not a Master. He’s nothing to us! We’re burning daylight as we speak!”


      Along with the other four members of the Concord, they had conspired to kill me after welcoming me into their party with open arms. Back before they took me in, I’d been an adventurer who only got hired to perform menial, low-level jobs, but during my time with the Concord of the Tribes, the other members of the party taught me skills and trained me without showing even a hint of disgust at my presence. Whenever others made fun of me for being a human “inferior,” they’d shout angrily at the bullies on my behalf and drive them off. They consoled me whenever I was feeling sad, and laughed along with me during the good times.


      I groaned loudly and crouched down, cradling my head.


      “Master Light?” Mei asked, but I continued to wail like a wounded sheep, in total disbelief at how my friends had played me for a fool. I may have been the only human in the Concord of the Tribes, but I’d trusted those turncoats right up until the moment they tried to assassinate me. According to what they’d said, they had determined I wasn’t a “Master,” but had decided to kill me just to be on the safe side, specifically by bringing me to the Abyss so they could pass off my murder as an accident. It all seemed like some horrible dream, but it wasn’t. I had been stabbed in the back by all eight other members of the Concord of the Tribes! This realization crushed me all over again, to the point where I was crying bitter, ugly tears without caring if anyone was watching. Mei came over to hold me and stroke my back, like a mother consoling a fussy kid.


      “I can only imagine the pain of being betrayed by those you trusted,” Mei sympathized. “But everything is all right now. I am here for you, Master Light. Even if the Goddess herself forsakes you, I shall never leave your side.”


      Mei pulled me tighter into her warm, gentle embrace, her soft hands stroking me. “Mei...” I managed to get out before the tears started flowing again. I thought I’d lost everything. I thought I was a goner. But now I had Mei, who swore she would never leave me, even if the gods themselves were against me. “Thank you, Mei...” I sobbed, my face pressed tightly against her chest.


      I had no idea how many minutes had passed by the time I’d cried myself out and come back to my senses. I sat down in front of Mei and turned crimson over what had just transpired.


      “Sorry for acting so weird,” I said. “I’m fine now, honest.”


      “There is no need to apologize to me, Master Light,” Mei said. “In fact, I am immensely glad that I was able to witness this equally precious side of you.”


      I groaned. This perfectly honest reaction from Mei made me blush even more, and my feeling of humiliation wasn’t helped by my stomach picking that exact moment to growl with hunger. I guessed it was to be expected, though, since I’d had nothing to eat since tripping the teleportation trap the day before. Somewhat unsurprisingly, Mei instantly looked apologetic after hearing the noise my empty belly had made.


      “Master Light, you must have something to eat,” Mei told me. “Unfortunately, I am forced to ask you whether your Unlimited Gacha can summon some proper food or ingredients for us. I know a query of this kind goes against my maid code, but the alternative is to feed you a meal made from the monsters that tried to attack us. I would rather not have the flesh of those beasts gracing your tongue, Master Light, since feeding you such questionable fare would also run contrary to my honor as a maid.”


      Mei’s mention of monsters made me realize that we were surrounded by a bunch of things that looked like cocoons made of white strings, and it appeared that trapped inside of them were all the monsters that had tried to attack Mei and myself. I noticed we were also sitting on a square carpet seemingly made out of the same strings, and lying around us were blankets and other woven things. We hadn’t moved an inch from the spot where the teleportation trap had initially dumped me, and as we appeared to be in the dead center of a vast, craggy terrain, it could only have been Mei who had fashioned these items.


      Wowed by Mei’s talents, I silently activated the Unlimited Gacha and pressed the button. “My Gift used to produce bread on the surface, though it was always moldy and inedible up there. But given how my Gift seems to work, I’m pretty sure it’ll produce real food down here. Anyway, I’ll just keep doing pulls until it spits out something we can eat.”


      “Thank you most kindly, Master Light,” Mei said. “And once you are finished with your meal, we should immediately engage in leveling you up.”


      My hand inadvertently stopped what it was doing. “Leveling up?”


      “Correct,” Mei replied. “At the very least, we need to get you to Level 1000 in order to avoid you being killed instantly by the monsters of this dungeon.”


      ✰✰✰


      Luckily, it hadn’t taken long for the Unlimited Gacha to spit out an N Bread card, and when I released it, it produced a loaf of bread that was white, fluffy, and had that slight hint of sweetness you only get with wheat. It was actually my first time eating white bread, and it totally blew my mind.


      “I can’t believe aristocrats and royalty get to eat stuff this delicious every day!” I marveled. Mei replied with a near-incomprehensible lecture about “yeast” or whatever it was she called it. It turned out Mei wasn’t just beautiful, but also every bit as smart as she looked.


      She’s nothing like the simple farm boy I am, I thought.


      After sitting and digesting for a little bit once we’d eaten the bread, Mei launched into another lecture, this time on leveling up. “The Magistrings I spin are produced using mana. This means I am able to manipulate their softness, their strength, their shape, and the material they are made of in order to fit my needs.”


      That explained how it was possible for Mei’s strings to be used to make the soft blankets I’d slept under and the sheer white carpet I was presently sitting on, while at the same time being sharp and tough enough to dice up monsters or ensnare them.


      “Those objects that resemble white cocoons over there contain monsters that attempted to attack us,” Mei continued. “Master Light, I must ask you to pick up a stone and throw it at a cocoon from a safe distance.”


      “What? That’s all I have to do?” I asked. “We could get a much better weapon if I pulled from my Unlimited Gacha, you know.”


      “You are right that your Gift can produce useful weapons,” Mei said. “But I am afraid you are still only Level 15, and I cannot risk you going near one of those cocoons. Yes, I have sworn to protect you at all times, but I cannot rule out the unthinkable happening. You might view it as me being overprotective, but I must ask that you please understand my erring on the side of caution.”


      Mei did have a point. She may have been Level 9999 and armed with powerful Magistrings, but there was no guarantee she’d be able to shield me from every single possible danger I might be confronted with. A scratch or even a breath attack by a Level 1000 monster would probably be enough to kill me, so I didn’t really blame her for being overprotective at that point.


      “Thank you, Mei,” I said, appreciative at how attentively she was looking out for me. “I’ll do as you say and just throw rocks instead.”


      “I am honored that you would display such magnanimity toward me,” she said from her seated position and bowing her head. While I was busy bashfully laughing off the unnecessary formality, Mei raised her head again and promptly got down to business.


      “Now, I suggest that you throw this stone at the cocoon nearest to us,” Mei said as she handed me a rock. “If you would, Master Light.”


      “Uh, thanks.” I took the rock and noticed that it had been chiseled in such a way to make it easier for me to throw it. I could only assume that Mei had used her Magistrings to carve out chunks of rock from the walls or floor around us while I was fast asleep. I stood up at the same time as Mei and followed her to one of the white cocoons. The strings had partially unraveled at the top, allowing a glimpse of the monster inside, which made me silently tense up. This creature was the same type of snake-tailed behemoth that had tried to devour me the day before. Mei’s Appraisal skill identified the monster as a Snake Hellhound, but this time, it was securely bound by the Magistrings to the point where even its mouth was clamped shut by the strings and it was unable to make a sound. All the creature could do was gaze at us tearfully, as if begging us to spare its life, and truth be known, that made it kind of hard for me to throw the rock at it.


      “Master Light, you may proceed,” said Mei.


      “Um, uh, you got it,” I replied noncommittally, but I threw the rock anyway. It bounced lazily off the creature’s rock-hard, flinty fur, doing zero damage to the beast, but the important thing was that I had successfully attacked the Snake Hellhound.


      It was common knowledge among adventuring parties that combat roles were not limited to vanguard fighters. In bigger parties, there were also people who did their thing from the rear, and if one were to ask if vanguard fighters were the only ones to gain experience points from battles, the answer would be no. I wasn’t sure about the exact mechanics of it, but everyone who was involved in a battle got a share of the experience points, based on how much they contributed. That meant scouts, healers, and other people positioned on the back line were able to gain experience points by launching minor attacks on a target the vanguard fighters were already engaged with. Even if the damage done was relatively minor, party members in the rear would still gain experience points using this gambit. But if members of a different party were to launch these types of attacks, it would be frowned upon and viewed as self-serving cheap shots—even being denounced as “kill stealing” in some extreme cases—but I deduced that Mei planned to use this approach to level me up.


      “Nice! While that didn’t do any damage, I still got its attention!” I said. You could gain experience just by getting an opponent to look at you, which was how scouts managed to raise their levels without engaging in any actual fighting.


      “Splendid. Now, I shall finish it off,” Mei stated before appearing to pull on some invisible strings. The cocoon enveloped the Snake Hellhound completely once more, and the next thing I knew, the cage of threads shook slightly, then started oozing blood all over the dungeon floor. Mei was able to kill a Level 1000 monster that quickly?


      “Master Light, has your level gone up?” asked Mei.


      “Uh, lemme check,” I said. I activated my stats screen and couldn’t believe my eyes. Just by throwing one stupid little rock, I’d shot up a whole fifty-five levels to Level 70. Was that even possible?!


      “H-Holy cow, Mei!” I cried. “I can’t believe how much my power level has jumped!”


      “Congratulations, Master Light,” Mei said, a faint smile on her face. “However, we have only just begun on this journey. I have prepared a number of other monsters for you to strike with rocks, so I urge you to continue.”


      She handed me another chiseled rock and pointed me in the direction of a mass of cocoons that were waiting for me. It looked as though she wasn’t going to let me rest at all until I was done hitting every single one of those white chrysalises. I never thought Mei would be this strict, I mused.


      I spent the next few days throwing rocks at captured monsters, only stopping to get some sleep. I diligently level grinded my way through this routine, and eventually, I was able to do some real damage to the monsters, even if it was still minor. If I was going to survive in the Abyss, my stats were everything, and even with Mei as my protector, a single attack could kill me if I stayed as weak as I was. I didn’t want to continue being a burden to Mei—after all, I would never be able to forgive myself if I repaid Mei for saving my life by turning her into my perpetual babysitter—so I kept on throwing rocks, and in time, the minor damage became middling damage, until I finally gained the ability to do serious damage to the monsters. The Abyss contained a variety of monsters, and I eventually became good enough to help Mei defeat creatures that would give me a lot more experience points. One day, I activated my stats screen and I couldn’t keep my voice from trembling as I read out what it said.


      “L-Level 1000...” I whispered. “This is incredible. I’m now every bit as powerful as a top-level dragonute, demonkin, elf, or dark elf. Me, a human. Now at Level 1000...”


      “It was only a matter of time before you achieved this feat of greatness, Master Light,” Mei said. “In fact, I believe you have the potential to rise even further. Alas, I am unable to capture stronger monsters for you to defeat.”


      “Oh, no, don’t apologize, Mei!” I said quickly. “It’s really awesome how you got me to Level 1000 at all! I mean, I always thought humans had a level cap of 100, and...” I paused as a thought occurred to me. “At least, that’s what I got told at one of the guilds. So how come I was able to blow past Level 100 like this?”


      Back when I was still in the Concord of the Tribes, I had gotten talking to an adventurer in a guild who had clued me in on the various level caps for the different races. They were also supposedly called “growth limits,” and humans were capped at Level 100. Beastmen and centaurs could only get as high as 200 or 300, while dwarves and onifolk peaked somewhere between 500 and 700. The growth limit of demonkin ranged anywhere from 300 to 1000, and elves, dark elves, and dragonutes could go as high as 1000. These level caps were all just commonly agreed-upon estimates, however, rather than being set in stone. Even so, that didn’t explain how I had managed to reach Level 1000.


      “I am not familiar with the other races, but I suspect that humans—including yourself, Master Light—do not possess growth limits in the first place,” Mei surmised. “The idea that humans cannot rise above Level 100 could potentially be traced to the fact that humans require a lot more in the way of experience points to reach that power level. It was likely due to these constraints that leveling you up took much longer than I had anticipated.”


      Mei paused briefly before continuing her in-depth explanation. “It is my assumption that no growth limits exist for the other races either, and the established level caps are merely ranges of values where an individual is required to accumulate an inordinate amount of experience points if they wish to further raise their power level. However, such individuals tend to find themselves left with monsters that do not possess high enough power levels to grant the experience points required. Or rather, the level adjustments may operate differently in accordance with the individual or the race in question. Please be aware that this is based purely on speculation and there is every possibility that I might be wrong in this.”


      “Hm, I see...” I said. “Well, in any case, I’m now Level 1000, so I think you’re right, Mei.” She may well have hit upon the discovery of the century, but there was no way of telling anyone else about this theory from the bottom of the Abyss.


      “However, as far as I can tell, the monsters spawned by this dungeon are not powerful enough for you to level up to the fullest of your potential,” Mei declared.


      “Mei...” I said, looking at my partner in mild disbelief. “You do realize that this is the world’s largest and deadliest dungeon, right?” To my mind, it was too much of a stretch to assume that the Abyss didn’t contain far bigger monsters that could help to lift my stats.


      Mei discreetly ignored my remark. “Master Light, I believe that ends our session for today. Before we partake in dinner, I would like us to take a bath, so that we may properly wash off all the sweat and grime that is clinging to us.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Bath


      Once Mei had helped me to reach Level 1000, I’d finally earned a chance to rest and relax for the first time since becoming trapped in the Abyss. Mei decided to end my leveling session right then and there and suggested taking a bath before eating dinner.


      “A bath?” I’d asked. “You mean those large tubs filled with hot water that royalty and aristocrats have?” While I’d heard that wealthy people liked to soak their whole bodies in these things called “baths,” I’d never experienced one personally before. Even when I joined the Concord of the Tribes, the only way to wash was by wiping myself down with a wet towel in my bedroom or bathing in a nearby river whenever we set up camp somewhere.


      “Yes, that is precisely the type of bath I had in mind,” Mei answered. “I promise you will find it pleasant, and you will soon forget all about your fatigue.”


      “Mei,” I said, unable to hide my disbelief at her suggestion. “That’s not going to be possible. First of all, we’d need a whole lot of water. And it has to be heated up. And we don’t have a tub or even some kind of box big enough for a person to sit in. It was next to impossible for me to take a bath up on the surface, so how in the world are we going to make a bath down here in this dungeon?”


      “On the contrary, it will be quite simple,” Mei stated. “Allow me to make all the necessary preparations.”


      I watched on in awe as Mei promptly went about making an actual bath from scratch. First, she wove a perfectly solid tub using her Magistrings, and when it was done, it was certainly big enough for at least one person to sit in it comfortably. Next, she snapped her fingers and caused water to appear out of thin air, filling the tub nearly to the brim. A few minutes later, I saw steam rising from the water, which told me the water had reached the perfect temperature.


      “Holy smokes, Mei!” I cried gleefully. “You really made a bath in no time! Wow! How did you heat the water?”


      “It is rather a simple process,” Mei said. “Since this tub is made from my Magistrings, I simply converted the mana in the strings into thermal energy in order to convey heat into the water.”


      Mei had lost me the moment she had said the words “thermal energy,” but I still found the whole thing totally amazing. I couldn’t believe I was getting the opportunity to do what only rich people usually got to do!


      “Come, Master Light, it is time we prepared to enter the bath,” Mei stated. “First, we must wash ourselves thoroughly before we submerge ourselves in the water to soak. Allow me to assist you, Master Light.”


      “Hey, wait a minute!” I gasped. “Are you saying we’re gonna take a bath together?”


      “Of course, Master Light,” said Mei, who had suddenly started disrobing. Or to put it more accurately, she instantly disintegrated her maid outfit, since it too was apparently made from Magistrings, leaving herself only in her underwear. I got a real eyeful of her huge breasts, slender waist, and curvy thighs, and this time, there was much more skin on show than I could handle. I quickly turned around as I felt my face going red to the tips of my ears, but that didn’t stop Mei from approaching me from behind and wrapping her arms around my chest.


      Her... Her skin is so soft! I thought wildly. The next thing I knew, Mei had started moving her fingers to undress me.


      “Master Light,” Mei said, “it is natural for a maid to wash the body of her charge and bathe with him. Because I serve you, Master Light, me entering the tub with you is simply a matter of course. What we are doing is as natural as the water in a river flowing downstream, or birds soaring through the air, so there is no need to be ashamed. I am simply doing my job as your maid.”


      I couldn’t help noticing that Mei was talking somewhat faster than usual through that mess of words. But I was twelve years old, had lived most of my life on a peasant farm, and had no idea how people in high society lived. Since Mei was the ultimate maid, maybe what she was saying was true?


      “Um...” I said hesitantly. “Are you sure this is normal?”


      “Yes,” Mei asserted with a pointed look. “I swear it on my honor as a maid.”


      Okay, that meant we were in the clear, right? Against my better judgment, I decided to trust Mei’s justification for taking a bath together.


      “B-But Mei, at least let me take off my own clothes!” I protested.


      “I am afraid this is also part of my duties as your maid,” Mei said. “I do not intend to spare any effort when it comes to serving you.” As she spoke, she magically dissolved her underwear and instantly covered herself with a towel made from Magistrings. She helped me to remove my own clothes, and even though I had misgivings about that, I was in no position to resist since her power level was way higher than mine. At least she was gentle about it, and once she had removed my last piece of clothing, she wove me my own towel to cover my lower half. When all of that was done, she pulled me backward by my shoulders and sat me down on her lap.


      “Since this is your first time taking a bath, allow me to explain the process as I attend to you,” Mei said as she tenderly wrapped her arms around me. “I hope you are not feeling cold at all, Master Light. My body heat should help to keep you sufficiently warm.”


      I could definitely feel Mei’s body heat flowing into me, and it really was pleasant, like I was covered in a layer of pure warmth. “Mei, this feels nice and warm. Relaxing, even.”


      “I also feel at peace when I hold you like this,” Mei told me. “This way, I know that I am truly protecting you with my entire body and soul, and I could not be more content. I am truly blessed to have been summoned by a master as sweet and genuine as you, Master Light. Fate has brought us together, and you are my reason for existing. Everything I do is for what I have right here in my arms. You are my life, Master Light.”


      Mei’s gentle embrace tightened, allowing me a better feel of her soft, warm, supple skin, which sent a jolt coursing through me in a very obvious way, as if my heart was about to leap out through my throat. Why’s this making me feel so weird? I thought. Is it because nobody’s ever held me like this before, besides my own family?


      “Master Light, have you grown accustomed to this position now?” Mei asked. “Then first, we should rinse you with hot water to remove the majority of the dirt from your body.” Mei stretched her hand out toward the tub, then formed a bucket using her strings, scooped up some water, and poured it over my head.


      Oof, hot! I thought. But that actually feels pretty nice. The water had been heated to just the right temperature, and I started to feel flushed everywhere. Adding to the water’s heat was Mei’s soft skin pressing against the back of my head—not to mention the bottom of my thighs touching her own damp ones—and the warmth she was giving off felt heavenly.


      “Please close your eyes, Master Light. I am going to pour water over you again,” Mei said. “Yes, very good. And quite adorable, I might add.”
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