
  
  
      
        
          Killer Sillage

          
		      
          Kat LaGue

        

        
          [image: ]

          Kathryn W. Patterson

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Kat LaGue 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews or scholarly works.
For permissions, contact: katlagueauthor@gmail.com
ISBN 979-8-9999210-0-0 (paperback)
ISBN 979-8-9999210-2-4 (ebook)
Library of Congress Control Number: 2025918115
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Cover and book design by Kathy Patterson (Minxgrafix)
Published by Guilford & Greenway
An Imprint of Kathryn W. Patterson
Baltimore, MD
https://katlague.com






  
  In memory of my mom, Teresa Wielech. 

She loved mysteries.

I think she'd be proud of me.
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  Sillage (see-yazh) 
n. The lingering scent trail left in the air when someone wearing perfume passes by. From the French for “wake,” as in the trail behind a boat. In perfumery, it’s what remains. What follows. What betrays presence long after absence.
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one

With the folded top of the small white paper bag clenched between her teeth, Clare Buchowski juggled her extra-large latte and ring of keys before managing to unlock the door. “Good boy!” she told her terrier mix, who had already sat at attention. Vetiver bounded through the entrance while Clare set the bag on the front counter beside a tray of perfume bottles. She slipped the leash from her wrist, then locked the door, leaving the bustle of Broadway Square behind. 
It was a cool mid-October morning in Fells Point, the breeze off the Patapsco River sharp and fresh. Clare would have loved a few quiet minutes in the backyard with her coffee, but time was tight. According to the grandfather clock in the corner, she had about an hour to eat her pain au chocolat, fuel up on caffeine, and get yesterday’s delivery unpacked and shelved before opening.
Scenting herself for the day was Clare’s priority. She’d switch to something different before tonight’s event, but for now she wanted light and floaty. She scanned the tidy shelves until her gaze landed on June Chapel Lethis Water. Perfect: submerged rose petals in glassy aquifers, cold light refracted through temple ruins. Bergamot, aldehydes, ozone, white rose, iris, mineral musk, and cedar, it was pale, pure, and just a little haunting.
Coffee still in hand, Clare went into the back room for Vetiver’s water. Without putting the cup down, she pulled the bowl from the sink, filled it, and set it on the floor. She rewarded herself with a long sip before returning to the shop. With a sigh, she set the cup aside to pick up her trusty box cutter and slice open the waiting cartons. One held two new scents from a promising Italian indie house; the other, a new eau de parfum from the less-than-charming Baltimore-born perfumer, Guillermo Flares.
At first, Clare had been flattered that Guillermo chose Good Scents for his debut launch. But the more she thought about it, the more it made sense. Her boutique was the only niche perfume store in Fells Point—indeed, in all of Baltimore—and Guillermo had grown up in nearby Highlandtown.
Back then, he was William Leight. Clare and Billy had met in parochial school and bonded as outcasts, obsessed with Star Wars action figures, old comics, and, thanks to her grandmother, perfume. Busia Manya, as everyone in town called her, came from a long line of Polish herbalists and was the original owner of Good Scents. Though healing was her craft, she also dabbled in perfumery, keeping bottles of oils and fixatives in the back room for whenever inspiration struck. Clare and Billy were thrilled to serve as her lab assistants. They also loved sneaking into the local drugstore to test fragrances, though the clerks treated them like petty thieves if they came alone. More often than not, they had to coax Busia Manya out of the shop to chaperone. Afterward, the three would tumble back onto Broadway reeking of cheap perfume and carrying a bag of chocolate bars.
Years later, Clare was surprised to discover that the Billy Leight she knew and the perfumer Guillermo Flares were the same person. His new name certainly had more gravitas than his original and seemed to fit better within the pantheon of perfume gods he admired, creatives with elegant names like Étienne Valois, Delphine Sorelle, Wren Kalder, and Samine Moreau. Perhaps if she had followed Flares’ popular Instagram account, @theguillermoflares, she might have made the connection earlier, but Clare tried to spend as little time on social media as possible. It was a time-suck, and she had a business to run. She knew she should post more to the store’s account, @goodscentsbaltimore, but she figured she could never beat the dreaded algorithm. Her apathy for forums like Instagram notwithstanding, the store had a pretty decent following without her intercession, including Guillermo and several other independent perfumers.

As she unpacked the carton of Lycoctonum, Clare admired the posh packaging that must have set Flares back a pretty penny. The boxes were matte black-on-black with an embossed image of a wolf within a rectangle, the name of the perfume and its creator beneath in glossy ink. The bottle was a slim rectangular vessel capped with a silver sphere—pure elegance. And the fragrance itself, although not to her taste, was actually quite good in a witchy sort of way. It was rather dramatic, starting out tart and green, moving into bitter and dark, and would be the perfect scent for Lady Macbeth or Clare Underwood from House of Cards. Guillermo had brought her a lab sample of Lycoctonum when he stopped by early last month to propose that he introduce the fragrance at Good Scents. 
The tall, dark-haired man had perused her wares at length before Clare recognized him. As he was spraying Midnight Black’s Silhouette Mourante—a haunting bouquet of dried blood orange peel, Damask rose absolute, Lapsang Souchong, violet ink, sandalwood, myrrh, labdanum, patchouli, and a black dahlia accord—on a blotter, Clare approached. There was something familiar about him, and something unpleasant too. He wore no fragrance, yet Clare swore he emanated guilt. He was very well-dressed and highly polished, yet after a few moments of observation, Clare realized who he really was. “Is that you, Billy Leight?”
He turned to her. “Guillermo Flares,” he corrected. Clare tilted her head one way and then the other, much as Vetiver did when he was trying to understand something. The man almost smiled. “Yes, Clare, it’s me, Billy.”
“But you’re also Guillermo Flares? The Guillermo Flares?” Clare tilted her head yet again. He nodded. “You might say this is my nom de plume, if I were a writer. Though these days, I use Guillermo exclusively.”
“Ah, your nom de fumée.” She wasn’t sure what else to say. Billy had been a cute kid—she’d always had a bit of a crush on him—but now he was a beautiful adult with ridiculously long eyelashes and a whisper of stubble on his angular jaw. “Let me tell you why I’m here, Clare. Good Scents is the perfect place to launch my newest and most magnificent creation. Think about how business will increase once Lycoctonum by Guillermo Flares is introduced to the world. People will flock here, to this lowly shop in a dying city, to experience the inception of greatness. I wouldn't be surprised if people erected a memorial here to commemorate the occasion.” He gestured toward the front of the shop with a sweep of his arm.
 Clare rolled her eyes. “Ah. I get it. You changed your personality along with your name. I’m giving it a 2 out of 10.” When they were kids, one of their favorite pastimes was rating things on a scale of 1 to 10, mostly perfumes, but also food and people. 
“I’m thinking the first weekend in October might be good.”
Launch parties always drum up extra business, but that was the worst possible weekend to do anything in Fells Point. Clare practically shouted, “Are you kidding? That’s the weekend of the annual Fun Festival. It’s always total mayhem around here. There’s too many people, not enough parking spaces, and most years it’s either 1000 degrees or it rains buckets. Or both. And it’s not all that much fun for those of us who live and work here near Broadway Square. Don’t you remember that Busia Manya didn’t even open the shop that weekend? I follow her example. I don’t need browsers knocking over expensive bottles of perfume.”
Guillermo sighed dramatically and threw up his hands. “Then let’s do Halloween weekend. Even better.”
“You’d think you didn’t grow up around here, Bil…er, Guillermo. That’s just as chaotic as the festival weekend, maybe even more so. At least the Halloween insanity goes on mostly in the evening, but I’m betting you don’t want to have an afternoon party.”
“Definitely not. It must start at dusk and will last for at least 2 hours.” 
“Then all I can give you is one of the three weekends between the festival and Halloween. How about the week ending the 18th? We could host the event on Thursday or Friday, when parking is a tad less impossible to find.”
“That Thursday will be fine, I suppose.” Guillermo didn’t seem fond of not getting his way, but Clare wasn’t about to let him step all over her. 
Guillermo seemed to soften a bit, then, in a less-imperious tone, said, “I often think about coming here when Busia Manya was still around selling her remedies and fragrance oils. I loved hanging out in the shop and learning about the various ingredients she used. This place always smelled, I don’t know… strange, but also wonderful, the air thick with scents of dried herbs and incense.” He inhaled deeply, as if to find that long-gone aroma that once permeated the small storefront, then frowned. The shop had changed as much or more than he had over the years. 
“Don’t forget garlic. It always smelled of garlic here. It was Busia’s favorite remedy for pretty much everything. Though we ate so much of it, it was probably just our breath.” Clare chuckled nervously and thought to herself, “Ooh, awkward, Clare. Why did I say that?”
Though her childhood crush on Billy Leight was over a lifetime ago, and in the fifteen minutes he was in the shop she found herself on the verge of disliking him, she was touched that he shared her feelings of nostalgia for her grandmother’s shop. Clare suspected that his affection for Busia Manya was the impetus behind his interest in perfumery. It was hers as well, though Clare wasn’t artsy like Billy. Er, Guillermo. She thought it was important to approach fragrance scientifically and got her chemistry degree first before going to perfume school. Only, she didn’t make it to perfume school. After suffering a severe concussion in a car accident on her way to Ocean City the summer after graduation, she was never quite the same. She lost her sense of smell entirely for several months; when it returned, it was patchy. Some smells were wrong; others didn't exist at all. Eventually, she started smelling things that weren’t even there. The doctors referred to this peculiar symptom as “phantosmia.”
Though the accident had ended Clare’s dreams of being a perfumer, it didn’t diminish her appreciation for fragrance. In some ways, she felt her sense of smell was even sharper than most. While she might not tell a Damask rose from a rose centifolia by scent alone, she could detect either, or both, by the way the odor made her feel. It wasn’t synesthesia—where senses overlap, so tastes can be felt or smells can be heard—since it didn’t affect any two senses in particular. One of her doctors called it psychosomatic sensory substitution: when the loss of one sense heightens the others to compensate. Whatever it was, it worked well enough that Clare could help customers choose perfumes without them ever knowing she had any issues. As long as she didn’t blurt things like, “Gardenia looks like mossy blue spirals,” or “Cetalox is a high, chalk-white hum.” (Which had happened once.) That would be like telling people she could talk to ghosts. People already thought she was a little weird, no doubt in part because of the neon green She-Hulk t-shirt she wore to work regularly, often paired with a frayed denim mini-skirt.
Clare removed the remaining Lycoctonum packages from the carton, placing two on the counter and the others on the dedicated shelf. Guillermo had promised to bring a few more cartons later tonight, along with testers so the “teeming throngs eager to buy his fascinating new fragrance”—his words—could try before they bought. Fingers crossed there would be plenty of customers. At $190 for 50ml, it was hard to predict. Clare didn’t expect it to be a crowd-pleaser, though there was a market for gothic scents. More likely, many attendees would just want to meet the handsome perfumer. Most of his Instagram posts were shadowy reels, the light catching his sculpted cheekbones as he spoke about his love of fragrance. Clare found them self-aggrandizing and dull. She guessed the bedroom-vibe of those videos was why he had so many followers.
She had spent countless childhood afternoons in this very store, staring at him while her grandmother taught them about natural ingredients. She shook her head. How had she not recognized him immediately?

After shoving the last bite of pain au chocolat in her mouth and washing it down with the dregs of her now-cold latte, Clare dusted off her hands and pulled up the shade on the front door. As she turned the “closed” sign around, her cousin Ivy, who worked with her, pushed the door open, nearly knocking Clare down. 
“I’m so sorry I’m late! I stopped at Pitango to grab breakfast, and there was a longer line than usual. Here,” pushing a small white bag into Clare’s hands, “I got you something.” 
	“Seems like bribery, but I’ll take it.” Despite having just finished her breakfast, Clare opened the bag and broke off a piece of chocolate chip scone, which she popped into her mouth. Speaking with her mouth full, she continued, “Actually, you’re not late. The event’s tonight, remember? We shifted your hours so you could work with me this evening.” 
	“Dannnnnng. I totally forgot about Guillermo the Great. My bad. I’ll stay late, maybe come in later tomorrow if that’s okay?” Ivy picked up a newly unpacked box of Lycoctonum and ran her thumb over the raised wolf. “Cool.” She put the perfume down and watched Clare cram a sizable chunk of scone into her mouth. “Do you actually think anyone will show up for this thing?”
	“I hope so!” Clare frowned. “Billy, er, Guillermo will be even more insufferable if this is a flop. And for sure he’ll blame me for not promoting the event enough.” 
	Clare had considered taking out an ad in the recent addition to the local news scene, the online-only Baltimore Beacon, hoping that enough fragrance lovers would spot it between the news, sports, and slice-of-Baltimore-life stories, but it just wasn’t a budget-friendly proposition. Instead, she promoted the event relentlessly for free to her 15,000 Instagram followers. Her posts—moody PR photos of the perfumer holding the bottle, accompanied by a caption meant to entice—had been shared by Guillermo to his stories, as well as by some of his followers. Surely this had widened their reach considerably.﻿

NEW SCENT DROP 
Introducing Lycoctonum by Baltimore’s own Guillermo Flares. Exclusively at Good Scents. With notes of black rose, leather, oakmoss, and a rare hellebore accord. A fragrance that is as beautiful as it is dangerous. Bottled in shadows. Meant to linger. Limited quantities, available in-store only at our Fells Point boutique. 
#goodscentsbaltimore #lycoctonum #indieperfumery #darkflorals #baltimoreboutiques #witchyaesthetic #guillermoflares

Over the past couple of weeks, Clare had received several comments to the effect of “I’ll be there!” and “Reserve one for me, plz.” which she did. So far, six of the dozen bottles she had received had been reserved, which was honestly not bad, considering. While she was eager to sell Lycoctonum, she was also hoping to get some other sales from tonight’s attendees. There were plenty of great indie and niche brands to be discovered on the shelves at Good Scents, many that would be to the liking of a broader audience. Hopefully, there’d be some general fragrance fanatics in attendance and not just Guillermo Flares groupies who wanted selfies with the man.
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The rest of the day went by uneventfully, and rather slowly, customer-wise. At one point, a couple of young women came in to browse. They asked Clare for several widely available designer fragrances and seemed disappointed that Good Scents didn’t carry any of them. Ivy, sensing her cousin had other things on her mind, took over. 
“You don’t really want to wear something everyone else is wearing, do you? Let me show you some independent perfumes that share a similar vibe but are a little more special.” She took a bottle of Half Moon Atelier’s Cloud Feeder from a shelf and sprayed it generously on a blotter. As she shook the paper to dry the alcohol a bit, she said, “This one is a soft serve dream with jagged edges. It’s marshmallow charred at the edges and just a hint of pistachio butter but balanced with subtle vegetal and musky notes of angelica and ambrette to give it lift and coolness.” Ivy handed the strip to one woman before walking across the room to retrieve a bottle of June Chapel Morning in Provence. “And this one smells of untamed lavender dusted with citrus zest and softened with wild honey and golden hay, and orange blossom rendered earthy via smoky resin and sweetened with tonka. It’s feminine and whispery, yet it roars.” 
One young woman looked puzzled. “What do you mean by ‘it roars’?” 
“Ah, sorry. I mean it has an amazing sillage. Sillage is the trail your perfume leaves behind. Like, you walk past someone and two seconds later they’re still thinking about you. It’s the reason some scents are date-night material, and some are just for yoga and errands.”
It was amazing how easily Ivy conjured up such flowery descriptions, and how her words almost always led to sales. The young women tried a few other scents but went back to the ones Ivy had shown them first. One purchased Cloud Feeder, and the other asked for samples of both scents, promising to come back soon when she had more time to explore. 
“Wow, Ivy. That was great. I was about to suggest they take their pedestrian tastes to the Sephora in Harbor East.” Clare crossed her arms and rolled her eyes at the thought. She realized, however, that her lack of patience and overabundance of perfume snobbery would have lost her the sale and potential repeat customers.
Clare honestly didn't mind that people liked commercial fragrances, but it always surprised her they would expect to find them in a shop that had “Fine Fragrances from Independent and Artisan Perfumers” stenciled on the front window. She sometimes toyed with the idea of changing the name of the shop back to what it was in her grandma’s day, “Eliksiry Maryi,” or Mary’s Elixirs, because it sounded far less commercial than the current name. There had been a much higher population of Polish-speaking residents in the Fells Point neighborhood of Baltimore during the first half of the 20th Century, when Busia Manya—Clare’s and Ivy’s grandmother—opened the place, but nowadays the relatively few Poles in the area were 2nd and 3rd generation and didn’t speak the language, much less read it. Clare herself couldn’t speak it particularly well, but she could mostly understand it. When she was young, her Busia spoke to her almost entirely in Polish. She saved her use of English for the customers, claiming it made her tired to think in another language, and Clare responded to her in English. Clare knew, even back then, that being fluent in another language could be a valuable skillset to have, but their half-and-half communication style worked well enough for the both of them. Besides, taking French in high school ended up being more useful to someone who planned on becoming a perfumer. 

Because the day was shaping up to be so quiet, Clare thought it would be safe to close up shop for an hour in the afternoon so she and Ivy could grab something to eat. It didn’t seem like they’d be able to have dinner at a normal hour, since Guillermo was insistent on having the event at dusk, which at this time of year happened around 6:30pm. It wasn’t a terrible idea, as there would be more people stomping around in Fells Point in the evening than there usually were during the shop’s normal opening hours. Hopefully, that would lead to potential customers finding the event accidentally. And Good Scents would be closed before the usual handful of overly inebriated bar patrons staggered about.
If tonight’s schedule didn’t include a special preview of a picky perfumer’s newest creation, Clare would have no problem with eating lunch or dinner in the shop, but she was pretty sure that Guillermo would have a conniption if the air smelled anything like food. They could have gone up to her apartment over the shop to make something, but she was afraid that cooking smells could drift downstairs. Instead, she snapped on Vetiver’s leash, and she and Ivy popped down the street to Barcocina to enjoy some tacos and margaritas at one of the outdoor tables. Clare had toyed with the idea of serving champagne at the event, but who was going to pay for it, for one thing, and for another, who was going to clean up the inevitable spills? The answer to both questions was “Clare,” which made the decision easy. But she knew she was going to need a drink, and a pre-party margarita or two would do nicely.
“So. Cuz,” Ivy began, “a little bird told me you once had a thing for Billy Leight.”
“Guillermo Flares,” Clare corrected. “I know I’m going to slip and call him Billy at some point.” She sighed. “Who is this so-called little bird with the big mouth?”
“Your mom!” Ivy cackled as she shoved a tortilla chip loaded with chorizo-studded queso into her mouth. “When she dropped off the flyers last week, she stuck around for a little gossip sesh. I never realized that Aunt Terri was into spilling the tea. She could go into the blackmail business with what she knows.”
“Well, you were a boy back then. Mom doesn’t gossip with men. She gossips about men.”
“And everyone else, too. So, you’re not going to deny it, huh?”
“I thought everybody knew. It’s not like I wasn’t obvious about it.” Clare chewed thoughtfully on a piece of fried calamari that she had dipped in guacamole. “We met in the third grade. He had just transferred from another school and didn’t have friends at St Casimir’s yet. Though I had been there since kindergarten and didn’t have any, either.” Clare shrugged as she swizzled her straw in her beverage. “So, we’d sit together at lunch. I’d share my pierogies, and he’d give me half of his bologna sandwich, you know, the usual charming kid-meets-kid story. Eventually, we became friends. I thought he was dreamy. Or as dreamy as a skinny schoolkid can be. He had long eyelashes and full lips, and he seemed really smart, though I was much better at math than he was.” Clare stopped, lost in thought. 
 Ivy laughed at her cousin as she flagged down their server to order another blackberry sangria. “Do you want another margarita?”
“I’d better not. We need to stay focused tonight, so everything goes well this time.”
“It wasn’t your fault that the event for Lys & Fern went all to biscuits.” Ivy said through a mouthful of duck birria taco, “Hey, do you want a bite of this? It’s really good.” Clare grabbed the last taco from Ivy’s plate. “I said a bite, not the whole taco.”
“Sorry.” Clare took a big bite and set the rest down.
“I know, but I still feel bad,” she said, pausing to sip her drink. “Fern Virelle flew all the way from San Francisco, but her shipment didn’t arrive until two days after the event. Good thing I had a couple of bottles in stock so we could make decants for people. She was so nice about it, though, talking about her process and giving her sales pitch as if we had a whole shelf of her line.”
As it turned out, her sunny, summer-ready perfume was a huge hit. Lys & Fern’s PR material helped. The scent was described so evocatively that people would have been happy to blind-buy: “Citrine Reverie is bottled sunlight, the kind that dances on the rim of your teacup and brightens the darkest corners. Juicy Meyer lemon and sparkling bergamot burst at the top, softened by herbal lemongrass and tender mimosa. A heart of white tea and neroli whispers of breezy porches and linen dresses. The drydown is soft as driftwood and silken muslin. An optimistic scent for dreamers, letter-writers, and barefoot thinkers.”
“It’s so good,” Ivy agreed. “Do we have any Citrus Reverie in stock? I want to spritz myself with it when we get back to the shop.” She pulled a piece of duck out of her taco and fed it to an eager Vetiver, whose little nose had been wiggling non-stop, at least when he wasn’t softly growling at the seagulls taking off and landing on Broadway Pier.
“No, we have to smell like Lycoctonum. Or something that won’t compete with it.” Clare frowned. “Please stop feeding him people food. And to go back to what we were discussing before…”
“Billllll-yyyyyy!” Ivy singsonged at her cousin.
“Yes, Billy. He started going with me to visit my grandmother at the shop. She took a real liking to him because he was always so polite and helpful. Eventually, he was there more often than I was. In fact, it was rare that I went to the shop and didn’t find him pestering her with questions about ingredients while he was sweeping the floor or dusting the shelves. He was a good kid. I could tell that she loved his questions, and she loved him, too. His older sister Stephanie, on the other hand, was a pest. Busia was happy when that one took up the viola and was too busy with orchestra practice to be at the shop more than once every couple of weeks.”
“Is Stephanie still a pain in the sticky buns?” Ivy accepted her fresh glass of sangria from the server and took a sip before setting it down on the table. 
“Probably. Last I heard, she and Bil…Guillermo had a falling out, but that was forever ago at this point. Once both of them went off to college, I really didn’t have much contact with either Leight sibling. I knew Guillermo had called Busia occasionally because she’d complain about how much he had changed, how he was no longer the sweet boy she remembered him to be. And the local rumor mill….”
Ivy interrupted her. “You mean your mother.”  
“Yes, my mother, but also your mother and their former St. Casimir’s lunch lady buddies and even Mrs Leight offered conflicting stories about him working in New York or Rome, or attending perfume school in Grasse or at Pratt, being famous or infamous or quitting perfumery and becoming a stockbroker. But all of them agreed he had become difficult, snobbish, and just plain unpleasant. Which I learned firsthand when he contacted me about the launch party. He didn’t even ask if I would be interested in hosting him, he basically told me I would. After he finished bragging about his talent and how his fragrance would be a bestseller, he then started making demands about rearranging the store and painting it a darker color so his dark boxes wouldn’t contrast so much with the light walls. I mean, come on! Besides, why even have it here when he was allegedly big enough to have it anywhere? And then I realized: He’s no big shot. Nobody really likes him. And then I felt sorry for him and agreed to host the event.”
“So he’s a jerk, but is he still cute?” Ivy wiggled her eyebrows up and down. 
“Oh, come on. You’ve seen his Instagram reels.”
“Yeah, but he sits in the shadows, talking in a low voice, like the love child of Asmodeus and Batman. I can’t tell if he’s really attractive or if it’s just a ‘demonspawn’ filter.”
 “Then it seems appropriate to describe him as ‘devilishly handsome.’” Clare added air quotes for emphasis. “Though he’s not attractive enough to make up for his being so insufferable.”
“Oh, goody.” Ivy shoved a tortilla chip into her mouth. “Can't wait.”
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At 5:30pm, the cousins arrived back at the shop where Clare’s mom was waiting. She was taking Vetiver to her house for the night, as he didn’t like crowds or noise and it wouldn’t do to have him barking during the party. Once they left, Clare headed to the back room to freshen up after their taco feast. She spritzed herself with a dose of Lycoctonum from the lab sample she kept on a shelf littered with other samples before handing it to Ivy, who had just popped a breath mint. Clare thought if they both wore his scent, Guillermo would be flattered, and anything to keep him on his best behavior was a good thing. 
“I’m not crazy about this stuff, to be honest. Whew.” Ivy fanned the air in front of her face as they stepped back onto the shop floor. 
“Get used to it, girlie. You should smell a lot of it tonight. Here’s hoping.” Clare continued, “It’s not my favorite, either, but there’s no denying it’s a very good fragrance. I’m not going to say masterpiece, but…” 
“...Guillermo will!” Ivy chimed in, and they both laughed. At that, they heard a rapping on the shop window. “Speaking of the devilishly handsome,” Ivy snickered as she opened the door for Guillermo, closely followed by a gangly young man carrying a stack of boxes. 
“Guillermo will what?” the perfumer asked as he swept into the shop.
“Be here any minute!” answered Clare, hoping that nothing else they said had been overheard. 
Guillermo looked around the small fragrance boutique. “Where is the lit candelabrum?” he demanded. “The black velvet drapery on the tabletops? The blood-red roses I requested?”
“Dude. This is a tiny perfume shop full of flammable stuff. No candles will be lit in here, ever.” Clare was peeved. She continued, “And where was I supposed to get the candelabrum? Liberace’s been dead for ages. Also, who was going to pay for roses and black velvet? You want grandiose? Have your opening at Harrods next time. As far as I’m concerned, I’m doing you a favor here.” 
Guillermo snorted and said softly, “I was kidding.” He then noticed Ivy and stared hard, as if trying to place her face. After a beat, he barked, “Chuck! Aren’t you going to take the boxes from my assistant?” The young man, Efraim, had continued to stand by the door, arms still full.
“Ain’t nobody here by that name going to help your flunky, Billy.” Ivy bit out. “My name is Ivy, and I’ve been a woman for years. Well, since birth.” She sniffed a bit and stomped into the back room. 
“Honestly, I don’t know why you had to start something. That was totally unnecessary. We want this evening to be as much of a success as you do. Being a hateful, pompous butthead isn’t going to endear you to anyone. Especially not the people who you need the most. I expect you to apologize to Ivy.”
Efraim cleared his throat. “Hi, um, where can I put these boxes? My arms are going numb.” Clare gave Guillermo the eye, and he took two boxes from the young man, putting them on the counter as Clare took the other two. 
Guillermo was about to say something else, but Clare brandished the box cutter in the air mock-threateningly before cutting into the first carton. She pulled out boxes of Lycoctonum and started arranging them on the narrow wooden console table in the center of the room. “Did you bring a tester? I’m not cutting into my profits by opening one of my packages.”
“Oof, left them in the car. Be right back.” Efraim ran out the door, eager to escape the air of tension in the room. At that point, Ivy emerged from the back. “Oh, I heard the door and hoped you had left,” she said to Guillermo. Ivy took a deep breath and continued. “I know you’re trying to cultivate the persona of a villain, and you’re doing a fantastic job of it. So I’m going to be the grownup here, the professional, and pretend you didn’t call me by my deadname.”
Before Guillermo could say anything, Efraim returned with the testers. Packaged in plain cardboard boxes, these capless bottles were going to be the vehicle for getting the scent of Lycoctonum onto the hopefully many bodies that would visit the shop that evening. Clare put one on the counter next to the taxidermy raven she affectionately called Harbaugh, after the Baltimore Ravens longtime head coach, and another on the console table. “Ooh. Almost forgot something!“ She scurried into the back room, returning with a small hand-lettered sign and an ornate easel, which she placed on the table next to the display of Lycoctonum. 
Introducing Lycoctonum 

by Baltimore-born artisan perfumer

Guillermo Flares

Exclusively at Good Scents

black rose  • oakmoss • tolu balsam

amber • leather •  hellebore accord

Dark, bewitching, and not quite safe 

Crafted for those who crave mystery in every note

A killer sillage

Sniff if you dare

Limited bottles available


Guillermo shrugged at the sign, but Clare could tell that he loved it when he whispered, “10 out of 10.”
Just before 6:30pm, a line of black-clad individuals was seen waiting patiently outside the door to Good Scents. Clare was pleasantly surprised that there were that many people interested in trying Lycoctonum. First in line was Jasmine Reed, fragrance blogger at Black Narcisse. She was the only person in the ever-growing line who was not clad from head to toe in black. Instead, she wore a smart orange leather jacket over a belted grey floral minidress, and over-the-knee boots in burnt umber suede. She wore her hair in a short blonde afro, and heavy Bottega Veneta-style teardrop-shaped earrings hung from her earlobes. Clare was happy to see Jasmine, because even a brief mention of Good Scents on the Black Narcisse blog or Instagram account will bring in a new customer or three.  
Clare had met Jasmine years earlier on a now-defunct online forum dedicated to all things perfume. Cognoscented had been the perfect place for a budding perfumer to chat with like-minded individuals—until it wasn’t. Most of the time, it was a pleasant space for nice conversations with nice people, but as in any social situation, online or in person, conflicts could arise.
Things turned particularly contentious when a controversial new member, Myrrhcury, who styled themself as a perfume critic, began trashing fragrances, including those that were considered classics. Feelings were hurt, arguments flared, and some participants were banned. Eventually, the site owner, tired of playing babysitter, shut it down. Before that, Clare had reveled in passionate discussions with a handful of people who became good friends, people she still chatted with and occasionally met in person, like her BFF Jorge Delgado. And Jasmine.
The blogger had been one of the people banned for taking arguments too far. In a way, it had been good for her. Jasmine discovered she had strong opinions that were as valid as anyone else’s. Unlike Myrrhcury, however, she considered that perfumers were real people whose creations didn’t deserve unmerciful savaging.
Sometimes she thought about Myrrhcury and wondered what had become of them. If she was honest, she rather missed their interactions. Though they had argued frequently on the forum, they also chatted regularly in direct messages. Their private discussions had been far more civilized. And stimulating. Part of Jasmine hoped Myrrhcury was male, imagining an in-person connection—but once the forum was gone, she could no longer find them.
Clare opened the front door a crack and gestured to Jasmine that she should come inside. A collective groan went up from the rest of the people gathered when they realized that they still weren’t allowed to enter.
After embracing her friend and acknowledging Ivy, Jasmine asked Clare, “Is anyone else from Cognoscented going to show up tonight?”
“Not that I know of. Was hoping Jorge would show up, but he’s having relationship issues. Again. And Esther is in Japan, looking for new scents to add to her decant site. I don’t know about Damarion. Everybody was invited.”
“We should reunite the gang for drinks some night, either here or in DC. It’s been too long since we’ve gotten together and lamented about the ‘good old days.’”
Clare, too, would love to spend some time with her old friends. Along with her grandmother, these were some of the very few people who encouraged her dream to be a perfumer, and they were there for her when that dream had been shattered. “That’s a great idea. When I get a moment after this event, I’ll send something out to the group chat.” 
Guillermo paced the shop, hands fidgeting at his sides. He was dressed for drama: a sharp black suit, black shirt open at the throat, and a dark red silk scarf tucked into his breast pocket. The only color in his ensemble, it seemed to vibrate with the tension in the room. His wavy black hair was slicked back from his widow’s peak, giving him the look of a dashing vampire. Clare watched him straighten up and tug at his cuffs as if he were trying to force himself into composure. He moved with the restless energy of someone about to step into the spotlight. Any minute now, it would be showtime.
Moments before letting anyone into Good Scents, Clare pulled up a playlist of Adam Hurst’s gothic cello pieces on her phone. As the haunting music filled the small room, guests stepped in quietly and almost respectfully, as if entering a house of worship. As Clare was about to say, “Welcome,” Guillermo beat her to it, opening his arms theatrically and bowing his head in acknowledgment of his fans. Ivy elbowed her cousin and whispered, “Very Count Creepy. Why do I feel like something bad is about to happen?” 
“Shhhh! Don’t say that!” Clare admonished her assistant. “It’s going to be a great event. We’ll be talking about it for a long time.” 
Jasmine broke the somber atmosphere when she walked over to Guillermo and offered her hand. “I’m…” 
“I know who you are,” Guillermo interrupted her and took her hand, but rather than shaking it, he turned it slightly and kissed the back. Ivy rolled her eyes at Clare, who raised her eyebrows and shushed her before she could say anything snide. Still holding Jasmine’s hand, the perfumer picked up the nearest tester of Lycoctonum and sprayed where he had kissed. “You will love it,” he said, as he looked deeply into her eyes. 
Jasmine nearly swooned. Those eyelashes! She held the back of her hand to her nose and took a deep sniff, as if trying to identify the top notes before they disappeared. She closed her eyes and sniffed again, one nostril at a time, looking for the heart notes. Jasmine then took several quick sniffs in a row, followed by another long one. Meanwhile, she had opened one eye the tiniest bit and searched for the sign listing the notes while trying to avoid looking at Guillermo. Spotting it on the console, she finally spoke. “I am loving the tart blackcurrant opening and the herbal green notes, moving into a dark and thorny rose, and an atmospheric moss. It speaks of the night and all its beauty. It’s stunning, Guillermo, seriously.” Jasmine hoped she got that right, lest he blow a gasket. Unlike Clare, she followed the perfumer’s Instagram account and was captivated by his videos. She knew how exacting he could be and that he was not a fan of criticism of his work. She dared to look at his face but couldn’t tell if he was pleased or not.
During her decade or so as a fragrance blogger
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