Midnight Blue

A Novel of Perfume, Power, and Inheritance

by Kiki Astor

Book Synopsis (Spoiler-Free)

Julia Cavendish possesses an extraordinary sense of smell—a gift, or perhaps a curse,
that allows her to dissect the world into its molecular components. While she should be
at the helm of her family's storied fragrance house, Maison Peregrine, she finds herself
trapped in a soul-crushing job at Delightful Dupes, reverse-engineering mass-market
copies of celebrated perfumes. Her mundane existence is shattered when she's tasked
with replicating "Memory of the Wind," the mega-bestseller from Gabriel de La Tour—a
man from her past with whom she shares a complex and volatile history.

As Julia delves deeper, uncovering dark family secrets and the truth about a legendary
substance known as the "Blue Oud," she realizes her unique senses make her a target in
a dangerous, centuries-old game. Forced to confront her family's legacy of "madness”
and the profound impact of betrayal, Julia finds herself on a perilous quest that blurs the
lines between science and myth, ambition and integrity, and the very nature of human
connection.

Main Characters
o Julia Cavendish: The protagonist, a perfumer with an extreme, almost painful

olfactory sensitivity. She grapples with her family's "Sickness" and a complicated
past with Gabriel de La Tour.

o Gabriel de La Tour: Julia's past love and current rival. A successful perfumer with
his own luxury fragrance house, but who carries a secret "blindness" regarding
certain scents and is tethered to an ancient lineage of "Stewards."

o Jiaolan "Jiao" Zhang: Julia's colleague and friend at Delightful Dupes. An heiress
to the powerful Zhang-Wei Industries, she is brilliant, ambitious, and wrestling
with her own family's ruthless expectations.

o Désirée Peregrine Beaumont (DPB): Julia's formidable, eccentric, and eventually
institutionalized grandmother, the former matriarch of Maison Peregrine, whose
obsession with Alexandria and the Blue Oud shaped the family's fate.

e Lucien Serge: Julia's estranged godfather, a legendary and reclusive perfumer
whose early dismissal of Julia deeply affected her.



o Dr. Layla Gueddari: An intercultural studies professor at Al-Akhawayn University
who provides crucial academic insight into the nature of the Jinn, the Blue Oud,
and the roles of "Perceivers" and "Stewards."

e The Hound: A scentless operative of Zhang-Wei Industries, described as a
"Void," biologically muted to track and "sanitize" those involved with the Blue
Oud.

o Amina: The serene and knowing manager of Julia's riad in Marrakech, who offers
subtle guidance and warnings.

Key Themes & Motifs

The Nature of Scent: Explores scent not just as an accessory, but as a language,
a weapon, a source of truth, and a pathway to madness.

e Legacy & Inheritance: The impact of family history, genetic predispositions, and
ancestral debts on present-day characters.

e Madness vs. Genius: Julia's struggle with her extreme senses, her grandmother's
fate, and the idea that genius might border on, or even require, a form of
madness.

e Trust & Betrayal: The complex dynamics within Julia's relationships, especially
with Gabriel and Jiao, and how betrayal can be both damaging and, paradoxically,
a catalyst for truth.

o Ambition & Integrity: The tension between corporate success, profit margins,
and artistic purity or ethical conduct.

o Free Will vs. Destiny: The role of the Jinn and ancient pacts in shaping the
characters' lives, contrasting with their personal choices and desires.

o The Blind vs. The Open: The concept of different forms of perception,
particularly regarding the Blue Oud, and how these differences define roles and
vulnerabilities.

o Sanctuary & Exposure: Places (the lab, the riad, the mountains) and people that
offer refuge or leave characters dangerously vulnerable.

Discussion Questions
Getting Started:
1. What was your initial impression of Julia Cavendish? Did your perception of her
change throughout the book, and if so, how?



2.

The novel opens with Julia experiencing an intense sensory overload in her office.
How does Astor use Julia's unique sense of smell to establish her character and
the central conflict?

Were you familiar with the concept of "dupe” fragrances before reading? How
does the novel use this industry as a backdrop for Julia's personal and
professional journey?

Deeper Dive:

1.

The "Blue Oud" is central to the plot. What do you understand its true nature and
power to be? How does it differ from a conventional perfume ingredient?

Discuss the "Peregrine Sickness" or "madness." Is it truly an illness, a gift, a curse,
or something else entirely? How do different characters interpret and experience
it?

Explore the complex relationship between Julia and Gabriel. What drew them
together initially, and what forces (both internal and external) continuously pull
them apart and back together?

The novel introduces the concepts of "Perceivers," "Stewards," and "Voids" (The
Hound). How do these classifications help you understand the characters' roles
and motivations? Who else in the story might fit into these categories?

Jiao's character arc involves significant betrayal and ultimate sacrifice. How did
you feel about her actions, particularly her initial betrayal and her final choice?
Was her sacrifice justified?

Lucien Serge tells Julia she "lacks madness" and then later admits he created a
"safe" path for her out of fear. How does his character challenge Julia's
understanding of mentorship and artistic integrity?

The Jinn play a significant role as unseen architects of destiny. Do you believe
their influence negates the characters' free will, or do the characters still make
meaningful choices?

How does the setting of Marrakech and the Atlas Mountains contribute to the
novel's atmosphere and themes? What role does the environment play in the
characters' journeys?

The discovery of DPB's diary in the epilogue sheds new light on the family's
history. How did these revelations change your understanding of DPB, Julia's
mother, and the entire Peregrine legacy?



10. At the end, Julia loses her hyper-sense of smell but gains a "normal” one. Was
this a victory, a sacrifice, or both? What does this imply for her future as a
perfumer and as a person?

11. Gabriel temporarily regains his sense of smell for the Blue Oud and realizes his
feelings for Julia are genuine. How does this moment redefine his character and
his relationship with Julia?

12. What lingering questions do you have after finishing "Midnight Blue"? What do
you imagine for Julia and Gabriel's future, both personally and professionally?

Favorite Quotes
e "To draw air was to map the rot."

e "You lack madness."

e "Scent was not merely an accessory, but a secret language, and she was
desperate to master its most dangerous dialects."

e "The market for that is saturated. My boss runs a 'dupe’ factory. It's soul-crushing
creatively, but it teaches you precision. It teaches you how to dismantle and
rebuild. Might be a useful stepladder for someone who wants to understand the
industry from the inside, before they take it over."

e "Some perfumes don't seduce. They remake you."

e "The greatest perfumes do not possess you, Julia. They illuminate you. To chase a
scent that commands is to surrender your own will."

e "The Jinn do not care for your pedigrees. They care for the empty spaces inside a

man.

e "You can't build something real on a lie. Scent, Gabriel, is the ultimate truth. It
penetrates.”

o "The sickness isn't just the nose. The sickness is also the fear. And I'm done being
afraid.”

o "The mountain will show you the answers. But never ask the mountain for profit.
If you do, its cost will be everything. And always, it will demand a sacrifice you
believe you cannot make."

e "The Blue Oud is a parasite of perception. It found the Peregrine talent and
twisted it into an alchemy of obsession."



"I know what the design says we are. But | don't care. If this is a trap, I'm stepping
into it because | want to, Gabriel. Not because they told me to."

"The fire seeks to consume... the leash seeks to bind... the balance must be
maintained..."

"This is going to be hard for you to hear...but | regret to inform you... Your sense
of smell is normal. Maybe even a little better than normal.”

Your Notes & Musings

My Rating of "Midnight Blue": %% %% % — An absolute favorite, highly recommended!
* % % % % — Excellent read, thoroughly enjoyed. %% % ¥ ¥ — Good, but with some
reservations. %% ¥ ¥ — Okay, but didn't quite grab me. % ¥ ¥ — Not my cup of tea.



