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Cassandra exhaled a
soft breath of smoke. “He’s learning well.”






Lillian smirked.
“Let’s see if he’s ready.”
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Tales from the
Ashtray

 The evening air was thick with cigarette smoke, damp
pavement, and the hum of nightlife. Ethan sat alone at an outdoor
cafe, watching the world pass by as he nursed his second cup of
coffee.

He didn’t belong
here— not really. This was the kind of place where the confident
thrived, where the air itself seemed charged with unspoken
invitations and lingering glances.

Ethan wasn’t one of
those men. He was twenty-three, fresh out of college, still getting
used to the idea of adulthood.

He had always been
the quiet type— polite, unassuming, the kind of guy people’s eyes
skimmed over. He wasn’t unattractive, but there was a shyness to
him, a hesitance in his movements that made him fade into the
background.

And then, she
appeared.

“Got a light?”

Her voice was like
silk dipped in smoke— low, smooth, effortlessly confident. Ethan
blinked up at her, his breath catching. She was stunning. Late
twenties, maybe. Dark red lips curled around the unlit cigarette in
her hand, eyes sharp yet lazy, like a lioness stretching in the
sun.

She wore a sleek
black dress, the fabric hugging her body like it had been designed
for her alone. The neon glow from the bar sign overhead reflected
off her earrings, the tiny diamonds catching the light. The scent
of her perfume drifted toward him— rich, deep, with the kind of
lingering allure that made him want to lean in.

Ethan realised too
late that he was staring.

“I— uh, yeah, sure,”
he stammered, fumbling with his lighter. His fingers weren’t
cooperating, and in his haste, he nearly dropped it.

The woman arched a
perfectly sculpted brow, amusement flickering in her expression.
“Nervous?”

Ethan swallowed. “No.
Just— just not used to being approached like this.”

“Like this?” she
echoed, a teasing smirk playing on her lips.

“By someone like
you,” he admitted before he could stop himself.

That seemed to
entertain her. She leaned in, just slightly, just enough that he
could see the curve of her collarbone, the way her lips parted
slightly around the cigarette. “And what kind of someone am I?”

Ethan’s pulse
quickened.

“Beautiful,” he said,
barely above a whisper.

A pause.

Then, slowly, the
smirk deepened. “Flatterer.”

Finally, he managed
to flick the lighter to life. The small flame danced between them,
casting a warm glow on her face. She leaned in, the tip of her
cigarette meeting the flame, and inhaled deeply. The ember glowed,
and when she pulled back, she exhaled a slow, steady stream of
smoke— right in his direction.

Ethan inhaled
sharply, the scent of tobacco and something undeniably her
filling his lungs.

She watched his
reaction, eyes flicking over him like she was analysing a
particularly interesting puzzle. “You don’t smoke, do you?”

He coughed slightly,
waving the smoke away. “No.”

“Figures,” she
murmured, taking another drag. “You don’t seem the type.”

Ethan frowned. “What
type is that?”

She tapped her
cigarette against the edge of his table, letting the ash fall in
neat, precise flakes. “The kind that knows what he wants.”

There was something
about the way she said it, something that made his stomach
tighten.

“You’re quiet,” she
continued. “But you watch everything. You hesitate before you
speak. You’re careful. Predictable.” She exhaled again, watching
him through the soft curl of smoke. “A little too polite for your
own good, I’d guess.”

Ethan felt his face
heat. “I— I don’t think I’m that predictable.”

“No?” Her lips
quirked. “Then prove me wrong. Have a drink with me.”

His heart skipped.
“Just like that?”

“Just like that,” she
said, tilting her head. “Unless you’d rather sit here, pretending
you belong in the background.”

It was a challenge.
He could feel it in the way she looked at him, in the way her
fingers played lazily with her cigarette. He should say no. He
didn’t even know her name.

But he wanted to.

“...Alright,” he
said.

“Good boy,” she
murmured, amusement flickering in her expression. She took one last
drag, then crushed her cigarette into the ashtray, the glowing
ember dying beneath her touch. “Come on.”

She turned, her black
dress hugging her form as she walked toward the entrance of the
lounge. Ethan hesitated only for a moment before following.

*****

Inside, the place was
an entirely different world. Dimly lit, filled with the low hum of
jazz and the scent of cigars and whiskey. The walls were deep blue,
the furniture sleek and dark, the atmosphere thick with
indulgence.

Selene, as would soon
be revealed, slid into a booth in the corner, crossing one leg over
the other. She was at home here, completely at ease. Ethan, on the
other hand, felt like he had stepped into a dream he had no
business being a part of.

She gestured to the
empty seat across from her. “Sit.”

He did.

A waitress arrived
almost instantly. “The usual?” she asked Selene.

Selene nodded, then
turned to Ethan. “And for you?”

“Uh, just— just a
beer,” he said, realising too late how out of place that
sounded.

Selene exhaled
another plume of smoke, watching him like he was an amusing
experiment. “You really are predictable,” she mused.

The waitress left,
returning moments later with a deep amber whiskey for Selene and a
beer for Ethan. Selene swirled her drink lazily before taking a
sip, the ice clinking softly.

She extended her
cigarette toward him. “Hold this for me.”

Ethan blinked.
“What?”

“Hold it,” she
repeated, pressing it between his fingers before he could
protest.

The warmth of the lit
end was unnerving. The tiny ember burned dangerously close, the
weight of her control pressing down on him. She leaned back, her
smirk deepening.

“You look like you're
holding something forbidden,” she observed. “Tell me, Ethan, do you
always follow orders so easily?”

His pulse quickened.
“I— I don’t know.”

“Mm.” She took the
cigarette back, tapping ash into the tray. “I think you do.”

He swallowed hard,
unsure why her words sent a shiver down his spine. There was
something intoxicating about the way she spoke, the way she
effortlessly knew things about him before he even realised them
himself.

“You never asked my
name,” she said suddenly.

Ethan blinked. “I—
right. Sorry. What is it?”

“Selene,” she said
simply, taking another slow drag.

“Selene,” he
repeated, testing it on his tongue. It suited her— elegant, dark,
untouchable.

“And you’re?”

“Ethan,” he told
her.

“Ethan,” she
repeated, tapping a manicured nail against her glass. “You look
young.”

*Twenty-three,” he
admitted.

She smirked. “Four
years younger than me.”

Ethan straightened
slightly. “That’s not that much younger.”

“No,” she agreed,
swirling her whiskey. “But it’s enough.”

He didn’t know what
that meant, but he knew she was playing with him. Testing him.

Selene leaned
forward, her perfume intoxicating. “I have a private lounge
upstairs,” she murmured. “More… intimate. Would you like to join
me?”

The invitation was a
trap. He knew that. And yet, as she took another slow drag, her
lips forming a perfect ‘O’ as she exhaled, he found himself
nodding.

“Good boy,” she
purred.

Ethan followed, heart
pounding, completely unaware that this night would change
everything.

*****

The lounge buzzed
softly around them— muted conversations, the occasional clink of
ice against glass, the rich scent of whiskey and smoke weaving
through the air. Ethan sat across from Selene again, every nerve in
his body on high alert, his pulse an erratic rhythm he couldn’t
quite control.

Selene, on the other
hand, was perfectly at ease. She swirled the golden liquid in her
glass, watching him with the same lazy amusement she had carried
since the moment she first spoke to him. She had a way of making
him feel both exposed and deeply curious, as if she saw things in
him he hadn’t yet discovered himself.

She took a long drag
from her cigarette, the tip glowing faintly in the dim lighting.
Then, exhaling slowly, she let the smoke curl through the air
before meeting his eyes.

“Hold this for me
again,” she murmured, extending the cigarette between her
fingers.

Ethan hesitated, his
gaze flicking from her face to the smoldering ember. He wasn’t sure
why his chest tightened at the simple request, but it did.

“Go on,” she coaxed,
tilting her head slightly. “You held it before. It won’t bite
now.”

Something about her
voice— smooth, confident— made his fingers move before his mind
could second-guess. He took the cigarette, feeling the warmth of it
against his skin, the filter still slick from her lips.

“Good,” Selene
murmured, leaning back against the booth. She watched him,
amusement flickering in her dark eyes as he held it awkwardly
between his fingers like he did before, unsure what to do next.

The weight of her
gaze made his stomach lurch.

“Now,” she continued,
her voice a low hum of mischief, “go on and take a drag.”

Ethan blinked. “I— I
don’t smoke.”

“I know. You said
that before.” Her lips curved into something between a smirk and a
challenge. “But that’s what makes it interesting.”

A dozen thoughts
tangled in his mind at once. He had never smoked before— had never
even considered it— but something in the way she said it, the way
she studied him like she was peeling back his layers one by one,
made him want to obey.

His fingers trembled
slightly as he lifted the cigarette toward his lips. He parted them
just enough to hold the filter between them, his pulse hammering in
his throat.

But before he could
inhale, Selene reached forward, plucking the cigarette from his
fingers with effortless grace.

“Mm-mm,” she
murmured, shaking her head. “Not yet.”

Ethan exhaled, barely
realising he had been holding his breath.

Selene took another
slow drag, watching him through the veil of smoke as she exhaled.
“You follow directions well,” she mused. “But I like teasing you
more.”

A flush of heat crept
up his neck, but he wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or
something else entirely.

She tapped the
cigarette lightly against the edge of the ashtray, letting a
delicate stream of ash fall. Then, almost as an afterthought, she
extended her free hand, palm up.

“Give me your
hand.”

Ethan hesitated.

Selene arched a brow.
“You don’t trust me?”

“I—” He swallowed. He
did trust her, though he didn’t know why.

Slowly, he extended
his hand across the table, palm open.

Selene smiled,
something slow and knowing, before she turned her wrist and gently
tapped the cigarette over his skin.

Tiny flakes of ash
drifted down, landing in a soft, weightless dusting against his
palm. The sensation was barely there— just the faintest warmth, the
lightest touch of something illicit.

Ethan’s fingers
twitched, but he didn’t pull away.

Selene studied him,
her expression unreadable. “You don’t seem too bothered by
that.”

He exhaled, his voice
quieter than he expected. “I guess not.”

Selene leaned
forward, just slightly, until her perfume mixed with the lingering
scent of smoke in the air between them. “Interesting,” she
murmured.

The way she looked at
him— curious, intrigued— sent a shiver down his spine.

She took another slow
drag, watching him through the curling smoke. “You’re surprisingly
so obedient,” she mused. “I honestly expected more hesitation.”

“I…” He hesitated,
then admitted, “I don’t know why I’m not hesitating.”

Selene tilted her
head, considering him. Then, after a moment, she crushed the
cigarette into the ashtray, extinguishing the ember with a slow,
deliberate motion.

“You don’t like
breaking rules,” she said thoughtfully. “But you like bending them.
Just a little.”

Ethan swallowed. He
wasn’t sure if that was true, but the way she said it made it feel
like it was.

Selene reached for
her whiskey, taking a small sip before setting the glass down
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