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Chapter 1 

The Sweet Taste of Success

Six months after the warehouse incident that had transformed his
life, Marcus Boudreaux stood in the kitchen of Rousseau's Table,
watching the morning sun paint the French Quarter in shades of gold
and amber. The restaurant had become more than he'd ever
imagined—part culinary destination, part art recovery headquarters,
part symbol of hope for families seeking lost treasures.

"Chef," called Maria Santos, his sous chef, "the reporter from
Wine Spectator is here for the ten o'clock
interview."

Marcus checked his reflection in
the stainless steel surface of the commercial refrigerator, still
adjusting to his new role as a public figure in the international
art recovery world. The past six months had brought interviews,
documentaries, and speaking engagements that would have terrified
him a year ago. Now they felt like opportunities to tell Helena
Rousseau's story and honor her legacy.

"Tell her I'll be right out. And Maria? Start the mise en place
for tonight's wine dinner. We're featuring the Bordeaux selections
for the Rothschild family event."

The irony wasn't lost on him. Tonight, the restaurant would host
a celebration dinner for the descendants of Holocaust survivors
whose stolen wine collection had been returned through the
Foundation's work. Twelve bottles of rare Bordeaux, hidden in a New
York warehouse for eighty years, were finally going home to the
families who'd thought them lost forever.

Marcus moved through the dining room, noting the photographs
that lined the walls—each one documenting a successful recovery, a
family reunited with their heritage, a piece of stolen history
returned to its rightful place. Forty-seven pieces recovered so
far, worth over fifteen million dollars, but the real value was
immeasurable.

"Marcus!" Dr. Celeste Boudreau looked up from her laptop at
their favorite corner table, where she managed the Foundation's
research operations while keeping an eye on the restaurant's
morning prep. The engagement ring on her left hand caught the
morning light streaming through the tall windows, a constant
reminder of how much their lives had changed since that terrifying
night in the warehouse.

"How's the Vienna case progressing?" Marcus asked, sliding into
the chair across from her.

"Three more synagogue pieces identified in private collections.
The Austrian authorities are being cooperative, but the collectors
are claiming good faith purchases." Celeste's expertise in art
provenance had made her invaluable to international law enforcement
agencies. "Agent Morrison wants us to testify at the Senate hearing
next month."

"About time Congress started paying attention to art recovery
funding."

"Speaking of funding, we just received a grant application
approval. The State Department wants to sponsor our next
international case."

Marcus felt the familiar flutter of excitement mixed with
apprehension that came with each new case. The Foundation's success
had brought opportunities to help families around the world, but it
had also attracted attention from the criminal networks they'd
dedicated themselves to fighting.

"Any leads on what that might be?"

"Actually, yes. There's a situation developing that—"

"Dad!" Tyler Boudreaux burst through the restaurant's front
door, his backpack slung over one shoulder and his laptop bag over
the other. At eighteen, he'd grown into his role as the
Foundation's primary research assistant while finishing his senior
year of high school. His acceptance to Tulane's history program
meant he'd be staying in New Orleans for college, much to Marcus's
relief.

"You're early," Marcus observed. "Don't you have calculus this
morning?"

"Dr. Peterson canceled class. Said something about needing to
recover from grading our tests." Tyler's grin suggested the tests
hadn't gone well for anyone. "Besides, I wanted to show you what I
found."

Tyler pulled out his laptop and opened it on the table next to
Celeste's workstation. "Remember that wine collector case you
mentioned yesterday? The one where the daughter thinks her father
was murdered?"

"Henri Dubois," Celeste said. "Found dead in his wine cellar
three days ago. Natural causes, according to the preliminary
report."

"Maybe not so natural." Tyler's fingers flew across the
keyboard, pulling up a complex genealogical chart. "I've been
researching the Dubois family history, and it gets interesting
around 1943."

Marcus leaned closer to study the screen. Tyler's research
skills had proven invaluable to the Foundation's work, his natural
curiosity and digital native instincts uncovering connections that
older investigators might miss.

"What am I looking at?"

"Henri Dubois's grandfather, Claude Dubois, was a wine merchant
in Bordeaux during World War II. He specialized in 'acquiring'
collections from Jewish families who were being deported."

Celeste's expression sharpened. "Acquiring or stealing?"

"The paperwork from the time is conveniently vague, but the
pattern is clear. Between 1942 and 1944, Claude Dubois purchased
seventeen major wine collections from Jewish families at a fraction
of their value. All transactions occurred within weeks of the
families' deportation to concentration camps."

Marcus felt the familiar chill that came with uncovering
evidence of systematic theft from Holocaust victims. "And Henri
inherited these collections?"

"Not just inherited. Expanded. Henri Dubois was one of the most
successful wine collectors in the South, specializing in rare
Bordeaux vintages from the 1940s." Tyler pulled up another screen
showing auction records and insurance documents. "But here's the
interesting part—several of his most valuable bottles have gone
missing over the past two years."

"What kind of bottles?" Celeste asked.

"Château Rothschild 1947, Château Margaux 1945, Château Latour
1943. All from families that were deported during the war. All
worth hundreds of thousands of dollars individually."

"And all potentially containing evidence of their original
owners," Marcus added, understanding beginning to dawn.

"Exactly. Wine labels and cork markings from that era often
included family initials or estate marks. If someone wanted to
research the provenance of stolen collections, these bottles would
be crucial evidence."

Marcus's phone rang, interrupting Tyler's presentation. The
caller ID showed a number he didn't recognize, but the area code
was local.

"Marcus Boudreaux."

"Mr. Boudreaux, this is Simone Dubois. I'm Henri Dubois's
daughter. I understand your foundation helps families recover
stolen art and... and other cultural property."

Marcus met Celeste's eyes, seeing his own thoughts reflected
there. It was too much of a coincidence for Henri's daughter to be
calling just as Tyler was uncovering connections between her
father's collection and wartime theft.

"Yes, Ms. Dubois. We specialize in returning stolen cultural
artifacts to their rightful owners or heirs. How can we help
you?"

"I think my father was murdered, Mr. Boudreaux. The police say
it was a heart attack, but..." Her voice broke slightly. "Someone
broke into his wine cellar the night he died. They didn't take the
expensive bottles, just very specific ones. Old bottles from the
1940s that my father said were part of our family history."

"Which bottles were taken?"

"A 1947 Château Rothschild, among others. My father always said
it was the crown jewel of his collection, worth more than our
house. But Mr. Boudreaux, I've been doing research since he died,
and I don't think those bottles belonged to our family at all."

Marcus felt the familiar surge of purpose that came with each
new case. "Ms. Dubois, would you be available to meet this
afternoon? I think the Foundation might be able to help you find
the truth about your father's collection."

"Yes, please. I can be at your restaurant at two o'clock, if
that works."

"We'll see you then."

After ending the call, Marcus looked around the table at his
family—because that's what they'd become, this unlikely group of
people brought together by a shared commitment to justice and
truth.

"So," he said, "it looks like we have a new case."

"Wine theft instead of art theft," Celeste mused. "But the same
principle applies. Stolen cultural property taken from Holocaust
victims and hidden in American collections."

"The question," Tyler added, pulling up more research on his
laptop, "is who else knows about the connection between Henri's
collection and the original owners. And whether they're willing to
kill to keep that information from coming to light."

Marcus stood and moved to the window overlooking Royal Street,
where tourists were already beginning their Saturday morning
explorations of the French Quarter. The peaceful scene belied the
complexity of the case that was about to consume their lives.

Six months ago, he'd been a simple chef trying to rebuild his
life after personal tragedy. Now he was part of an international
network of investigators, historians, and law enforcement officials
working to return stolen treasures to families who'd given up hope
of ever seeing them again.

It wasn't the life he'd planned, but it was the life Helena
Rousseau's courage had made possible.

"All right," he said, turning back to his family. "Let's see
what secrets the Dubois wine collection is hiding. But this time,
we're going to be very careful about who we trust and what risks we
take."

"Dad," Tyler said, looking up from his laptop with the
expression of someone who'd just discovered something significant,
"I think you're going to want to see this."

"What now?"

"Henri Dubois wasn't the only wine collector to die recently.
There have been three similar deaths in the past six months. New
York, San Francisco, and Miami. All natural causes, all involving
collectors who specialized in 1940s French wines."

Celeste leaned forward. "And let me guess—all of them had
bottles stolen from their collections after they died."

"Not stolen. Specifically selected. Whoever is doing this knows
exactly which bottles they're looking for."

Marcus felt the familiar weight of responsibility settling over
him. They weren't just dealing with a single theft or murder. They
were looking at the edges of another systematic operation, one that
stretched across multiple cities and involved people who understood
both the historical significance and the monetary value of stolen
wine collections.

"Jacques?" he called toward the kitchen, where his younger son
was helping with prep work for the lunch service.

"Yeah, Dad?"

"Call your grand-mère and grand-père. Tell them you might be
spending some extra time with them in the coming weeks."

"Another dangerous case?" Jacques appeared in the doorway, his
expression mixing excitement with concern.

"Potentially. And this time, I'm not taking any chances with
family safety."

As Marcus began planning their approach to the Dubois case, he
couldn't shake the feeling that Henri's death was just the
beginning of something much larger and more dangerous than a simple
wine theft.

But that's exactly why the Rousseau Foundation existed—to shine
light into the dark corners where stolen treasures were hidden, and
to ensure that the people who profited from others' suffering were
finally held accountable for their crimes.
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