The Perfumer
Flor Nocturna

The Man Who Smelled of Nothing

The man came into Camille Moreau's perfumery on the first Tuesday of June, at half past nine in the morning, and the first thing she noticed about him was that he smelled of nothing at all.

It was a strange thing to notice, and a stranger thing for a perfumer to notice. Camille had spent eleven years learning to read people by their scent — the baker's wife who wore too much lavender, the schoolteacher who dabbed rosewater behind her ears, the tourists who came in reeking of sunscreen and airplane. She could tell a woman's mood by the perfume she chose and a man's intentions by the cologne he wore. Scent was the most honest thing about a person. It was the one thing nobody thought to lie about.

The man who came in that Tuesday morning smelled of nothing. No soap. No sweat. No laundry detergent, no coffee, no tobacco. He stood in the doorway of her little shop on the Rue des Orangers in Grasse, a tall man in his sixties with silver hair and a suit the colour of wet slate, and the air around him was as clean and empty as a room after the windows have been open all night.

"Madame Moreau," he said. His voice was soft and precise, the voice of a man who was used to being listened to. "My name is Léonard Vasseur. I am a collector. I collect things that no longer exist."

Camille wiped her hands on her apron. She was twenty-nine years old, and she had run this shop for three years, ever since she had saved enough, working in the big perfume houses down in the valley, to buy the little shop with the blue shutters and the copper stills, and make it hers. That mattered to her. Nothing in this shop had been handed to her. She had earned every bottle on the shelves.

"Then you have come to the wrong place, Monsieur Vasseur," she said. "Everything here exists. I make it myself."

He smiled, and the smile did not reach his eyes. "I hope so. Because what I want you to make has not existed for sixty years."

He set a small leather case on the counter and opened it. Inside, on black velvet, lay a single glass vial, empty, its stopper gone, its label yellowed to the colour of old teeth. Camille leaned closer. She could just make out the words, written in a careful hand in faded ink.

NUIT ARDENTE.

"I have been looking for this perfume for forty years," Vasseur said. "It was made once, in this town, by a perfumer named Henri Aubert, for a woman named Solange Delacroix. One batch. Twelve bottles. Eleven are gone. This is the twelfth, and it has been empty for a very long time."

Camille picked up the vial with two fingers, the way she had been taught, and held it to her nose. Nothing. Not even a ghost of a scent. Sixty years had eaten it clean.

"I cannot recreate a perfume I have never smelled," she said.

"You can," Vasseur said. "Henri Aubert kept notes. I have them." He took a bundle of papers from inside his jacket, tied with a ribbon the colour of dried blood, and laid them on the counter beside the vial. "Every ingredient. Every measure. Every step. There is only one thing you will need to find for yourself."

"And what is that?"

"The flower." He looked at her, and for the first time his eyes were not cold. They were hungry. "The recipe calls for a flower that blooms only at night, in the fields above Grasse, for one week in June. It has no name in any book. The people of the fields call it the fleur de lune. The moon flower. It opens after midnight, and by dawn it is gone."

Camille felt something stir in her chest, the way she always felt when a scent was near — a tightening, a quickening, as if her body knew something before her mind did.

"Why me?" she asked. "There are bigger houses in Grasse. Richer ones."

"Because you are the best nose in this town," Vasseur said simply. "I asked. Everyone said the same name. And because you are young, and you still believe a perfume is only a perfume."

He took an envelope from his pocket and placed it on the counter. It was thick. Camille did not open it. She did not need to. She could see the edge of the banknotes inside.

"Fifty thousand euros," Vasseur said. "Half now. Half when the perfume is finished. You have until the end of June. The flower will not wait, and neither will I."

Camille looked at the empty vial. She looked at the papers, tied with their dark ribbon. She looked at the envelope, fat with money she had never held in her life.

She thought of her little shop, of the copper stills that needed replacing, of the rent that rose every year, of the winter when she had eaten soup for a month so she could pay the gas bill.

"One question," she said. "Why does it matter so much? A perfume that has been gone for sixty years?"

Vasseur's smile faded. For a moment, the man who smelled of nothing looked almost human, and almost afraid.

"Because," he said quietly, "the woman it was made for died wanting. And some hungers do not die with the body. They only wait for someone to give them a shape again."

He left the shop, and the little bell over the door rang, and Camille stood alone among her bottles with fifty thousand euros on the counter and the smell of nothing still hanging in the air where he had been.

That night, she untied the ribbon and read Henri Aubert's notes by lamplight, and on the last page, in the old perfumer's shaking hand, she found a single line that had not been written in ink but scratched into the paper, as if the writer had been afraid to write it and unable not to.

*Do not wear it. Do not let it wear you.*

The Recipe

Henri Aubert's notes were the notes of a man who had loved his work and feared it in equal measure.

Camille read them twice, then a third time, sitting at the workbench in the back of the shop while the June dusk gathered outside the windows and the swallows cut the air above the Rue des Orangers. The recipe was precise in the way only a master perfumer's recipes are precise — not just measures, but warnings. *Add the jasmine slowly. The rose will fight you. Do not rush the base. The base is where the truth lives.*

The heart of the perfume was jasmine and tuberose and a dark rose that Henri had grown himself, in a walled garden that no longer existed. The base was amber and sandalwood and something he called only *le fond* — the depth — a resin he had bought from a trader in Marseille who had since died. Camille could find substitutes for all of it. She knew the suppliers. She knew the houses. It would take work, and money, and time she barely had, but it could be done.

It was the top note that stopped her.

*Fleur de lune,* Henri had written, in the margin, in a different ink, as if he had added it later and wished he had not. *Seven petals. Picked by hand, after midnight, before the moon sets. The flower gives the perfume its hunger. Without it, Nuit Ardente is only a pretty scent. With it, it is a door.*

A door. Camille turned the page, and there it was, written plainly, the thing Vasseur had not told her and Henri Aubert had been too frightened to hide.

*Nuit Ardente does not make a woman beautiful. It makes her wanted. Any man who smells it will want her, and any woman who smells it will want to be her. The desire does not fade. It grows. It follows her home. It waits outside her door. It is not love. Love is patient. This is hunger, and hunger does not know how to stop.*

Camille set the papers down. Her hands were shaking, and she told herself it was only the excitement, only the challenge of the work. A perfume that made people desire the wearer — every perfumer in history had dreamed of it. It was the oldest dream in her trade, older than Grasse itself. A scent that could make a plain woman a queen for a night.

She thought of the fifty thousand euros. She thought of the copper stills. She thought of the winter and the soup.

And she thought of the line scratched into the last page.

*Do not wear it. Do not let it wear you.*

She laughed at herself, a short, sharp sound in the quiet shop. It was a perfume. It was chemistry and flowers and oil. It was not a ghost story. She was a perfumer, not a child afraid of the dark.

But that night, she dreamed of a woman she had never seen, standing in a field of white flowers under a full moon, wearing a dress the colour of night, and the woman turned to look at her, and the woman had no face — only a mouth, open and waiting, and the mouth was smiling.

Camille woke at three in the morning with her heart pounding and the taste of flowers on her tongue, and she knew, with the cold certainty that comes in the dark, that she had already decided. She was going to make the perfume. She was going to find the flower.

She was going to open the door.

The Flower That Opens at Midnight

The fields above Grasse belonged to the flower farmers, and the flower farmers belonged to the night.

Camille had grown up in this town, and she knew the rhythm of it the way she knew her own breathing. By day, the valley was jasmine and rose, the air thick and sweet, the pickers moving through the rows with their baskets. By night, the fields went quiet, and the only people who went up there were the ones who had business with the dark.

On the third night of June, she went up there herself.

She drove her small car up the winding road past the last houses, past the stone walls and the cypress trees, until the town fell away below her and the sky opened up, huge and black and full of stars. She parked on the edge of a field she did not own, and she walked into the rows with a basket and a pair of scissors and a lantern, feeling foolish and exhilarated and a little afraid.

The field was planted with jasmine, and in the dark the jasmine was only a smell, sweet and green and everywhere at once. Camille walked slowly, breathing it in, letting her nose lead her the way it always had.

It was Mathis Berger who found her.

She heard him before she saw him — a man's voice, low and amused, coming from somewhere between the rows.

"You are either lost, or you are stealing my flowers."

Camille turned, and the
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