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CHAPTER ONE

Neighborly Concerns
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At first the game was fun, and Oliver was fine with it. The men in his bar made a game of chugging an entire glass of lager before the steam dissipated. There seemed to be nothing wrong with that. It turned something inconvenient—steam billowing in from the smithy next door—into something fun.

But it soon became a problem for Oliver. They held onto their lagers until there was steam, and they didn't even all do it—only one person usually drank during the steam at once. Oliver tried to make it a race in which all of them drank, but it wasn't as much fun for them because it meant nobody could chant or stomp their feet until the steam was gone.

So it was unfortunate. It meant they didn't drink as much. Oliver's bar was full of people, and yet virtually none of them bought more than one drink. These rough-and-tumble men normally got so drunk they passed out here every night, but now they just sipped one drink for hours awaiting the "steam game".

That made Oliver very unhappy indeed. He resolved to do something about it in the morning, no matter how intimidating the blacksmith was. He didn't often speak to the man whose home and smithy was next door.

They called the blacksmith Ogre—children did—and they said he ate a woman once. Oliver knew that was just silly rumormongering, but knowing that didn't make the words ring in his ear any less.

It was because the blacksmith—who had introduced himself as Plomp—was big and a bit hairy and had a nasty splotchy scar on his neck, which extended up to his face.

Around here, a lot of people saw scars and disabilities like that as a sign that the afflicted individual had been cursed by the gods for some wrongdoing. Oliver didn't much believe that either.

But he had to admit Plomp was scary. He was pale-skinned but swarthy-eyed, with an ever-glowering face like a rusty battle-axe above arms that could choke a tree. He spoke like a rumbling thundercloud in the distance, his voice loud and booming, ever-present in the ear, and yet indeterminate and inarticulate, hard to understand because of his echoic, cavernous chest.

It was a marvelous chest indeed, Oliver had thought last time he saw Plomp without his tunic on. He was as broad as a bear, and hairy like one too. He had thighs like tree trunks. That scar on his neck was definitely intimidating—it looked like something molten, perhaps iron, had dripped onto him.

If you looked just at that spot, sure, he looked like an ogre—figuratively, of course, since Oliver had seen actual ogres and they didn't have neck-scars. But Plomp was so big and hairy and bereft of common courtesies that he certainly had an ogresque mien that Oliver couldn't deny.

Oliver had to force himself to take a breath when he went next-door to see him. The longer he'd lived next to Plomp, the more he thought he was sexy. Plomp used to not come outside as often, so Oliver didn't see him as much, but lately, he seemed to be out there every time Oliver looked out the door.

And he was often shirtless, not that Oliver would go just to sneak a peek at him.

One morning Oliver happened to spy Plomp beating the dust off a rug with all the clumsiness of a man who had never cleaned a rug in his life. Plomp wore a fine tunic and trousers then. He was not busy, and he appeared to be content, in good mood.

That seemed like a perfect opportunity for Oliver to go over there. He had been increasingly nervous about this steam issue for a few days.

But when he arranged for his barmaid to watch the tavern and stepped out, Oliver was just in time to watch Plomp drop his trousers. His head was down, his bare shoulders and shaggy-haired head aimed at Oliver. Those shoulders were so broad, stacked with muscles and a few stray hairs from his chest, that Oliver was agape with desire. He wanted to massage those shoulders all night long. He wanted to kiss him on the back and feel that broad body flex beneath his grasp.

And now he was trouserless as well. He wore a plain white loincloth. That was what he usually did his smithing in. The smithy was wide open to the alley too, so anyone in the bar could see him here in his loincloth and little else save for the apron.

That was what the drunkard Alfen was doing at the window. He snickered as he sipped from his whiskey—he was always in here first thing to drink—and he looked around for someone to make snide jokes about "the ogre" with. But no one was there except the barmaid Sharilyn who just scowled at him.

Oliver was going to have to do something about this. My bar has rights, Oliver thought, I could go to court. He's got to fix this.

"Hello, uh... excuse me?"

"Howdy," said Plomp, whose big-boy voice made Oliver's ears shake. He had one arm up, baring a furry armpit, reaching behind himself to rub some sort of liniment on his back. "You lookin' for one of 'em sconces? I can get ya done this week, but I got a big order-"

Oliver's chest bloomed red and hot. He wanted to suck on that massive chest and feel those strong arms wrapped around him. Sweat trickled down his chest, tantalizing Oliver, who could already taste the salty cleanliness of the valley between his pectorals. Oliver cleared his throat. "No, nothing like that—wait, do you mean those new sconces? Like they have at the Duke's estate? Those are beautiful-"

"Aye, those are the very ones. I have a mold and I can make them right quick, suh," he said. "You're the one who owns that bar next-door, right? I'll give you neighbor-rates. Eight pounds and five shillings."

"That's..." Oliver's mind raced—he would have loved those sconces, which were ornate and lacy and delicate and perfect. But they wouldn't look right in his bar. Plus the price was good, but that was for one sconce—Oliver would need about a dozen, which was a lot to spend on sconces that didn't even fit in well at his bar. "No. No thank you. That's not why I'm here."

"Oh. Then what?" His big face looked dumbfounded, which was no doubt why Alfen laughed loud enough to be heard from inside the bar. Plomp frowned in that direction.

"I, uh... I just had some concerns," Oliver said. His voice had never sounded so weak and frail. "Like, uh... steam."

"Steam? You're... concerned about steam?"

"Yes, it's, uh, loud. And-"

"Steam is loud?"

"No, sorry, not loud, like literally, sorry, I mean it's like... it's like a loud noise, in that it's distracting," Oliver said. He blushed.

"I see." He resumed rubbing liniment on his sore muscles, which gleamed as oil dripped over them.

"Sorry, I'm not explaining myself very well," Oscar said. It felt like his tongue was too big for his mouth. He kept tripping over his own teeth. He smiled as politely as he could muster. "I'm saying, uh... You're disrupting my bar."

"Are you even open yet?" He looked out the window into the alley between their buildings. The alley was only a foot or two wide, so the building was right there. He could see Alfen standing there drinking his whiskey—was he drinking from the bottle?

That bastard, Oliver thought to himself. "Hey! Alfen! Put that bottle back! Where's Sharilyn? You have to pay for that-"

"Sharilyn is in the back! I'm leaving money on the bar!" Alfen shouted with a gleeful grin on his face.

"Yeah, right..." Oliver muttered. "Look, Plomp, you're being a pain in the ass. Every time your steam fills my bar up, it makes everyone stop buying drinks until it goes away. You bellow curse words as you smith, which keeps women out of my bar, and when women don't drink, men don't come." He didn't mean that as a pun, but Plomp chuckled to himself anyway. "Shut up, you big galoot!"

"Hey! I-"

"I may be smaller than you, but I'm not putting up with this! You need to fix yourself!" Oliver shouted, his face red. He hadn't been this angry in a long time. Plomp's eyes opened wide and he stammered as Oliver backed out. "You're not going to bully me, you fatbrain!"

He stormed out onto the street, already feeling bad for having insulted him like that. He was at least as angry at Alfen for stealing whiskey, not to mention a hundred other reasons his life wasn't going so well at the moment, so Oliver knew he hadn't meant to direct all that ire at Plomp.

"Alfen, you had better have sixteen pounds and ten pence sitting on that bar, or so help me Incarteros I'll have you placed in a pillory for a week!" Oliver shouted as he went into the bar. Alfen was already slamming more money on the bar—he must have seen Oliver's reaction through the window. Alfen left the bottle with about a third of it left.

"See?! There, I paid! I didn't drink the whole thing!" Alfen shrank back, then headed towards the door, tottering a bit because he didn't typically drink most of a bottle of whiskey first thing in the morning. Once he was away from the bar, he regained his usual swaggerous overconfidence. "Don't yell at me, ya little fartflinger, I got respect. I don't steal bottles of whiskey. Little boy makin' accusations he ain't gonna backup, no way. I put that money on the counter... And after I watched his bar for him so he can go flirt with the Ogre..."

Oliver took a deep breath. He hadn't meant to fly off the handle like that. He had been mean to his neighbor, who now had no reason to help Oliver by fixing his smithy to prevent disruptions. He should have been nicer.

Oliver thought all day about what to do better. He didn't complain when the bar filled with steam once more—perhaps Plomp was making those sconces—nor when Plomp's baritone voice filtered out, cursing the god of mistakes and clumsiness, Rattertan. He verbalized some particularly choice comparisons to Rattertan's butthole until he heard the bar erupt in laughter as a result. Then Plomp blushed even though he was alone. And he fell silent.

It wasn't until well after nightfall that Oliver returned. The bar was still open, but only a few drunks were left and the waitress Sherilyn could handle them. Oliver stepped into the alley and went to the smithy entrance.

"I'm sorry about earlier," Oliver said. "I didn't mean to say all those things to you." He blushed and looked down at his feet. "I mean... I shouldn't say that, it wasn't an accident. But I didn't mean it. I was angry at someone else." He paused. "But I was right that you were being disruptive. It's a real problem over there. Every time you dunk something in water, the steam comes out the window and goes into my bar."

"Aaaaaaaah," Plomp said, clutching his own flat belly. He smiled. "I am sorry, I did not know that was happening. And I did try to stop with all the cursing today. I cursed only Rattertan, that is not offensive, it is his purpose for existing-"

"You cursed his butthole."

"Okay, well, yeah, that... I can see how that might keep women away from your bar. I do not think much of attracting women because they don't buy ironwear at smithies," he said with an awkward smile and a stiff bow—he was so tall that, even bowed over, he towered above Oliver. "I will try to curse only Rattertan's head and his-"

"Can you just not curse? At least not out loud. Don't you have a quiet voice?"

"I can... try," he whispered, but even that thunderously rumbled.

Oliver sighed. "What has changed? You did not used to be this disruptive."

"My apprentice left. Tanderwin. He was very good, and very helpful. He left to open his own smithy in Candleburg," Plomp said. He stroked his scruffy chin. "Now I have no apprentice. I had to move the bucket over here because I can not wheel it out of the way when I am smithing, see? Tanderwin used to be able to do that. So it is over here by the window when I dunk hot items in it."

"Well... I'm sorry to hear about Tanderwin. He was nice," Oliver said.

Plomp nodded. He frowned. "I can not get a new apprentice. I have asked. No one..." His voice trailed off, but it was obvious why he had no new apprentice—Plomp had a reputation as an ogre who ate children and smelled like Rattertan's armpit. Neither of those things were true, but Oliver was not surprised that no one wanted to sign their sons over to him.

"Plomp... I'm sorry. Let me help," Oliver said. He realized how dilapidated the smithy was. A few dirty clothes were scattered over the floor, amid empty bowls with remains of food crusting over it. "You need someone to take care of you."

Plomp smiled bashfully. "Yeah, I guess. Sorry."

"You're going to attract mice," Oliver said. "Let me help." He didn't normally do this kind of work—that was why he had Sherilyn back at the bar—but he felt bad for Plomp. Oliver busied himself with the clean-up and felt good about himself.

This, he thought, was a better solution than angry shouting and calling him a fatbrain.

He scrubbed the bowls clean with a sponge from the bar, and gave Plomp a sponge as well. He swept and mopped and showed Plomp how to do it, since he hadn't done it since he was an apprentice himself. He smiled and nodded the whole time. It was a real smile too, relieved, plaintive, inviting, like he had been waiting for some kind soul to show him this stuff for a long time and was exhilarated that it finally happened.

Oliver wiped down a part of the wall near the entrance. That was where the wash-basin used to be, so that was where the steam used to spill out. The wall was stained there, and Oliver soon gave up on getting it clean. He just started moving the basin.

It was too heavy, so Plomp came to move it for him. He brushed past Oliver and apologized as he did so, but Oliver was stricken with desire at the feel of his bare, sweat-dappled arms. Plomp was stripped down to that loincloth that barely covered him, and which showed off a hefty bulge in his crotch. Oliver licked his lips as Plomp's fleshy muscles turned into iron when he moved the heavy wooden basin.

"Hmmm..." Oliver fingered the spot on his arm where Plomp's sweaty body had rubbed off.

"Sorry," Plomp said. "I'm sweaty, I got you dirty." He blushed and ran his fingers through his hair. "I should bathe, uh... myself."

"Do you, uh... have a, uh... washing... basin for you? Or do you just use this one?"

Plomp shook his head. His hair was a tangled mess, smudges of dirt on his shoulders and back. He must have not washed much, Oliver thought, and he obviously couldn't reach his back. That was why he had struggled with the liniment when Oliver came in.

"I can help," Oliver said. He took Plomp by the hand and clucked his tongue. "Come along."

Plomp lived in a small cottage attached to the back of the smithy. There was a stack of stones forming a sort of a path—and a fire-proof barrier—leading to the cottage. Inside was a cold forge and a basin that was empty.

"Fill that. Come on, sweetie," Oliver said. "I'll get the fire started. You shouldn't wait until this late to clean yourself, Plomp."

"Yes, sir," Plomp said. He bit his lip and smiled.

Oliver hadn't mean to act like his mother, but somehow that had happened. He got the fire going and cleaned up the cottage—he didn't know how anyone could live in such a filthy environment—while Plomp filled the basin with water from the well. Any other man in town would have had to fill a couple buckets several times with water, carting it back here to fill the basin. Plomp simply hefted the basin in his arms and carried it easily to the well. Even he struggled to bring it back though.

Sweat trickled down his bare chest—only Plomp would walk to the well in his loincloth, Oliver thought, like a barbarian—and matted his hair to his skin. He was red-faced and heaving. Those great arms shook as he lowered the basin to the ground. A little water sloshed out.

Oliver used pokers to pick up the river rocks from the fire and drop them in the water basin. He put his hands on his hips. "Where's your soap?"

Plomp's face was already red from exhaustion, but he blushed underneath that. "I, uh... am... I ran out... some time ago-"

Oliver sighed. "I'll get some. You need to buy soap, Plomp. People will never stop calling you dirty if you do not get clean."

"Real men are dirty! Real men don't do that!" Plomp said, laughing out loud now, his bashfulness diminishing. He looked around as though expecting a hall of warriors to laugh along with him. Oliver ran next door. He could still hear Plomp. "The little man thinks I should bathe! Bah! My muscles will only be used again in the morrow! Dirt is how a man proves he hath done his daily toil."

Oliver returned. "Dirt be how a man proveth he hath done his daily toil. If you're going to quote scripture, do it right," he said as he showed Plomp a bar of soap. He had thought to himself as he came over, I'll give Plomp this bar but he could see from the look on Plomp's face that he expected that—he assumed Oliver wouldn't want the soap back because Plomp was the town ogre and nobody would see anything as clean once Plomp had touched it.

Oliver didn't want him to think he thought that way. "I expect this bar of soap back. You can use it for a few days, until you get a bar of your own."

"Yes, sir," Plomp said. He looked down at his feet, a nervous grin flickering on his face like he really enjoyed being told what to do. He danced a little on his feet. "Sorry I haven't been bathing every week like I'm supposed to. It's just hard to find the time-"

"I'm sorry, every week?"

"Yeah..."

"No. Every day. Most people do it twice a week, Plomp. Get in the water, sweetie," Oliver said after testing the water temperature. "But you're big and you have a sweaty job, so you probably need to do it every day. Like me. I bathe every day. I just like being clean." He reached out and clutched Plomp's elbow as he stepped into the basin, as though Plomp was elderly and required assistance. Oliver sucked in his breath because he felt Plomp's muscles ripple under his grasp, and he saw his now-bare ass and dangling cock.

"Thanks for your help. Sir."

"Oh, you're welcome, sweetie. You don't need to call me sir, I'm not your dad," Oliver said, blushing powerfully. He stayed behind Plomp, who sighed as he sank into the water. He was so tall he had to curl his legs up to fit in the basin. Oliver's hands touched his shoulder.

It felt like an explosion. Oliver thought that gathering storm had struck lightning on the roof. He gasped and looked up.

But no, nothing had happened. It was just the sheer power of his incredible shoulders and the overwhelming desire wracking Oliver's body. Plomp just closed his eyes and leaned his head forward, giving Oliver ample space to rub his back.

Oliver did so, trying not to let on how aroused he was. He couldn't even understand why—he didn't like big horsey men like Plomp. He liked his men clean and well-spoken and slim like Oliver was. He didn't want to touch Plomp in an intimate manner, and yet here he was, hands rubbing soap into his back.

He kissed Plomp on the shoulder.

He didn't even think about it, it just happened. He tasted of soap and sunlight and steam and he made Oliver moan.

His hands roamed around to Plomp's chest and belly, massaging him, working soap into his tired flesh. Plomp spread his legs, his knees still poking above the water. There was enough soap on the surface to conceal his manhood, but Oliver's hands snuck lower and lower.

Soon Oliver gripped his dick and gave it a stroke. Plomp sucked in his breath. His head lolled back, then turned to face him and kissed Oliver on the cheek. His big floppy cock twitched, then firmed up in Oliver's hand. His scruffy beard rubbed against Oliver's skin.

"You're so nice," Plomp said. He tried to whisper but all that came out was a hoarse rumble.

"Shush, sweetie... Let me take care of you," Oliver said, and not even he knew what he meant by that. He had never intended to give Plomp a handjob, and yet here he was, doing precisely that.

They were like one beast, all moist muscle and tense sinew, stretching, moaning, grunting and groaning both together and in harmony. His cock throbbed mightily, and every scrap of pleasure that assaulted Plomp's body was palpable in the pulsations of his limbs, which Oliver kissed and caressed with his free hand.

He was still musky and funky in spots, which Oliver found and sucked clean, Plomp rolling around in the water to give him easy access. Plomp shook and trembled beneath his touch.

He had no idea a man with such small, delicate fingers could make him feel so good. Plomp's entire smith-hardened body was at his mercy, writhing so intensely it hurt as pleasure coursed through his veins.

Plomp's muscles all stiffened when he reached orgasm, and Oliver sucked on his scruffy neck, the part that was ruffled and scarred, the part that made everyone call him an ogre. Plomp moaned. Oliver sighed and kissed him again and again, as cum sprayed into the water all around him.

It lasted what seemed like forever. Plomp had never felt like this. His bliss hung in the air like a resonant chord, dangling in his soul, making him wish he could remain in Oliver's tiny arms for all time.

"Aaaaaah..." Plomp sounded relaxed now. He shook his shaggy head like a dog, making bathwater fling away from him. His cheeks were ruddy.

He stood from of the water and stepped out. He blushed, flopping his now limpening dick between his fingers. "Thanks." He didn't know how he was supposed to react, or whether it was okay for him to have really enjoyed that. A real man, he thought, should just shrug it off, so that was Plomp did, as though it didn't matter.

That wasn't how he felt though.

"Don't mention it," Oliver said, and he meant it. "Thanks for listening to my concerns, Plomp."

"Aethelred."

"What?"

"My real name is Aethelred."

"Oh. Well... I'm glad we can work together on these issues, as neighbors," Oliver said. He bowed his head, blushed and backed out. "I will see you later, Aethelred."

"Goodbye."
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CHAPTER TWO

Fruit Salad
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"Ogre! Ogre! Ogre!"

A few bits of smashed rotten tomato splashed onto Oliver's trousers. He frowned and wiped the mess off. He had just had these trousers washed by the laundress down the street. 

"You brat!" Plomp shouted. He had a face full of rotten fruit. His smile was crooked, forced, plastered—he didn't want to look like a bully or a tough-guy picking a fight with children. He grinned like an angry ape at the assembled townsfolk.

Then he took a few menacing steps towards the gang of children who threw from a basket of rotting fruit. There were brown apples and bananas and pears, and they splattered in a rancid mess on Plomp's face.

Or Aethelred, as Oliver tried to think of him. It was such an old-fashioned name, he thought. His only experience with that name was when his grandfather made fun of old people with it—it had been old-fashioned two generations ago, so now it was positively ancient.

"Don't eat us up, Ogre!" The kids laughed.

"He'll put you in his soup-pot and boil you up like a turnip!"

"You brats had better quick it!"

The adults stood and protested when Plomp raised a fist. It was obviously not a real attempt to hit the children—Plomp was too far away, even after taking several menacing steps towards them, and anyway he was so tall that raising his arm was the exact opposite of how he would strike them. He'd need to virtually get down on his knees to hit them.

He was just trying to scare them off. That was the only way he could get them to stop throwing fruit at him. Of course, trying to look scary to frighten children was precisely one of the reasons Plomp had a reputation as an ogre.
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