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  Morocco Star 





Morocco Star was the most lavish and celebrated new restaurant in Washington, D.C., and thanks to Otis's influential White House ties, he secured a coveted reservation. 

Deena was thrilled. “Are you going to tell me what we are celebrating?” she asked while turning around and checking her red dress in the mirror.

“No, it’s a secret.” Otis looked smug. He had made this reservation to ask Deena to marry her and had a diamond ring in his pocket.

“And did your mother confirm that she’ll come too?” Deena chose large golden hoops and a thin golden necklace.

“Yes, Estelle is coming with her newest boyfriend, Theodore.” Smiling, Otis shook his head, reflecting on his mother’s endless line of boyfriends. He hadn’t even bothered to ask Noah to check who this Theodore was. He could do it later, though. Nothing like having his mother kidnapped once to make you overly concerned about who she was dating.

“Noah sends you regards,” Otis mentioned. “I spoke with him today.” He’d told Noah about his plans and promised to call after dinner and tell him Deena’s reply.

“Thank you,” Deena said. “I would like to see him more often. I don’t think it’s good that he’s always alone in his big house.”

“You know how he is. He loves his research, his innovations, and his computers. It would be hard to get him out of that house now that he upgraded the security.”

After the abduction, Noah enhanced his security to make it resemble an impenetrable castle. No one would step foot on the lot without Noah knowing about it. The alarms would go off immediately. He also repaired his robodog, Elmo, and planned to upgrade Elmo so that he could move more smoothly and look more like an ordinary dog. He was particularly impressed with Jacob Steel’s research on clones and hybrids. However, his interest was solely in robotic animals used in battles and carriers, rather than humans or real animals.

Otis checked his image in the mirror. His body looked trim and fit in a slate gray suit with light grey chalk stripes. “Are you ready?” He stood behind Deena and kissed her on the neck.

“Yes, I am.” Deena turned around, and they kissed passionately, holding each other tight.

After the kiss, Otis held out his hand and said, grinning, “Let’s go then. Otherwise, we’ll be late.”


      [image: image-placeholder]When they arrived at Morocco Star restaurant, Otis parked in front of the front door and handed his keys to the valet.

As they walked through the exotic-looking Art Deco doors of teak and brass, their eyes darted around, taking in the 1920s atmosphere. The interior design exuded elegance with rich jewel tones such as emerald, green, sapphire blue, and ruby red, accented with brass. Polished wood was used for furnishing, and leather for chairs. Geometric patterns and bold, symmetrical designs adorned the walls, parquet floors, and ceilings, creating a sense of drama.

The restaurant's sleek design featured a dual-level layout. The second floor provided a distinctive bird's-eye view of the bustling lower dining area and entrance below. A graceful brass staircase, elegantly twined, served as the pathway to the upper level.

The host, a tall man with a ponytail and white gloves donning a dark green jacket, greeted them upon arrival, confirming their reservation details, and assisted in seating them at their designated table in the back of the dining room. The waitress was immediately there, asking what they would like to drink.

Otis ordered a bottle of champagne, and Deena’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Champagne?” Deena said after the waitress left. “Are we celebrating something? You’ve been so secretive. Why here, and what’s the occasion?”

“You’ll hear it soon.” Otis’s eyes went to the doorway, and his smile brightened. “Estelle is there. I guess that salt and pepper-haired gentleman is her date.” As the newest boyfriend got closer, Otis assessed him to be in his sixties; he was handsome with light blue eyes, high cheekbones, a square jaw, carved lips, and a narrow nose. His hair was full, swept back from his forehead. The man’s sharp eyes met Otis’s, and he nodded, greeting him. “You must be Estelle’s son, Otis. She has told me so much about you. I’m impressed.” He extended his hand, “Theodore Dermott,” and his handshake was strong.

Otis liked Theodore immediately.

“And this is Dr. Deena Donovan.”He introduced Deena.

Deena smiled and shook his hand. “It’s nice to meet you finally,” Theodore said.

When they sat down, Otis commented, “I guess Estelle has told you more about us than we have about you.” He gave his mother a sly look.

“Oh, Otis, you will learn everything you want to know tonight. That’s why I brought Theodore with me.” Estelle patted Theodore on his arm.

The waitress returned to their table, pouring the champagne into tall crystal glasses.

“Hold on,” Otis said and stood up. “I have something to say. He put his left hand in his pocket and grabbed the small case containing the ring when a commotion and screams made him look upward, just like everyone else in the lower level did.

First, Otis saw a stiletto-heeled shoe falling. Next came the body dressed in a formal pantsuit. It slammed down, crushing a table in the middle of the dining room. The other stiletto shoe was still on the woman’s foot.
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 The Investigation of Marilyn Serpiente’s Death Starts





After that, everything slowed down on the restaurant's first level. It was like an old hand-cranked projection of a silent film from the 1920s. One by one, the customers and servers turned to face the body on the broken table, not believing their eyes. 

Otis pulled out his cell phone and took a quick video before the chaos started because he knew there would be disorder. He stepped further away and zoomed his phone toward the second floor to see the viewers leaning on the railing, staring at the body.

Otis glanced at the host, who was already calling the police.

Next, some female customers screamed, one fainted, and some men in expensive suits rushed toward the door and tried to leave. The host stepped in front of the double doors and said firmly. “The police will be here soon with the EMT. They asked that no one leave the premises until they arrive.”

Otis turned his sharp gaze toward the dead body. He took a few steps to the other side to see the dead woman’s face. A few strands of strawberry blond hair fell across her face, and her blue eyes stared directly at Otis.

I know her. She’s the House majority leader, Marilyn Serpiente, Otis thought. Ignoring the chatter around the restaurant, he studied her face and body. Her pristine white pantsuit bore only the remnants of food from the table beneath her that she had crushed, along with a splash of wine. Marilyn didn’t have any external cause of death except injuries from hitting the table. What could have caused her to fall? Otis mulled over the possibilities. A heart attack, perhaps, or some undisclosed medical issue. He kept his eyes on the host and the door and heard the sirens approaching in the distance. Time to return to our table, he thought, and joined Estelle, Deena, and Theodore. 

Deena leaned closer. “What do you think?”

“She’s the majority leader, Marilyn Serpiente. No signs of external injuries as far as I can tell. Maybe she had a medical condition,” Otis replied.

“Show me the images you took.” Deena held out her hand, and Otis handed over his phone. Browsing quickly to the photos of the dead Marilyn, she enlarged and zoomed in on her face. “I don’t see anything specific on her face. My first thought was poison, but her lips don’t have any discoloration, her eyes don’t have broken veins, and her skin looks fairly normal.” Deena returned the phone to Otis. “We’ll just have to wait for the Medical Examiner to figure out the cause of death. I’m fairly sure that the fall wasn’t what killed her.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Outside, the arrival of the police and EMT with flashing lights and wailing sirens cut through the voices inside the restaurant. The sleek, geometric lines of the building's façade were lit by red and blue lights as the patrol cars parked in front of it.

Uniformed police officers swiftly emerged from their vehicles and headed inside. As they entered the restaurant, their footsteps echoing against the polished floors, they were met by the host, who gestured toward the body. A mix of curiosity and concern from the guests inside the restaurant followed the uniformed officers' every move.

Meanwhile, paramedics in their distinctive EMT uniforms hurriedly gathered their equipment and followed the officers inside.

As the police and EMTs made their way through the restaurant toward the body, their eyes scanned the environment and the guests, making sure they didn’t miss anything vital. The CSI team was also on their way to the restaurant and would pick up any traces that seemed to be related to this incident if it was a crime. However, it was still unclear if any crime was involved.

“It’s not a suicide,” Officer McDuffy commented to his partner, Officer Morgan.

“Yeah, no one would commit suicide in a packed restaurant. Besides, there are easier ways to go if you need to,” Officer Morgan replied. “We don’t know if she took poison or an extra dose of some medication before her fall. Drugs could have caused a medical condition that resulted in her fall.”

“Yeah, you’re right. We’ll leave it up to the Medical Examiner to decide what the cause of death was,” McDuffy commented. “Do you recognize her?”

Morgan didn’t look pleased as his eyes shifted to his partner. “Yes, one of the top politicians, Marilyn Serpiente. The higher-ups, including the chief of police and the mayor, will monitor this case. Any misstep could cost us our careers. And if we determine it's a murder, I wouldn't be surprised if the federal authorities swoop in and snatch the case away from us. No matter how you slice it, we're in deep trouble if we screw this up."

“Tell me about it,” McDUffy muttered. “We should clear this area, mark it with a crime scene tape, and wait for the medical examiner to arrive.”

"I'll begin gathering names from the second floor and speak with the host. Once you've finished with the crime scene tape, start jotting down the names of the individuals seated on this floor," Morgan remarked.

McDuffy nodded, keeping his eyes on the EMT, who had also decided that there was nothing they could do for the victim. Then, he left the restaurant.
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 Otis, Deena, Estelle, and Theodore





After a couple of hours, the customers were allowed to leave Morocco Star. The owner, Said Bouazza, arrived and assured every guest that they could return for a free dinner on another night. 

Otis, Deena, his mother, and Theodore headed out with the rest of the guests after giving the police officers their names and contact information.

“Where do we go to eat now?” Deena asked while they waited for the valet to bring their vehicles to the front. “I’m starving.”

“How about you all come to my townhouse, and we can order takeout?” Theodore offered. “You haven’t seen it yet, and we could have a private dinner together and get to know each other better.

“Sounds good,” Otis agreed. “Text me the address and we’ll be there,” he added when the valet brought their car first.

After Theodore had given the information, Otis and Deena left.

Deena turned to face Otis in the car. “What was the special occasion? You still haven’t told me.”

“Do you want me to do it in the car while driving?” Otis asked, giving her a sideways glance.

“Yes, I’m dying of curiosity.” Deena looked determined.

“Okay, this is the worst place to do this, but…” Otis started, pulled out the small ring box from his pocket, and handed it to her. “Will you marry me?”

Gasping in disbelief, Deena slowly lifted the lid of the ring box, revealing the stunning 3-carat diamond nestled among a couple of rubies on the exquisite gold band. She was speechless for a moment. "Oh..."

With nervous anticipation, Otis offered her another glimpse, his heart racing. Deena's expression was inscrutable as she took in the dazzling sight before her. "What do you say?"

Deena's eyes lit up. Without hesitation, she breathed, "Yes, of course, yes!" She delicately slid the ring onto her finger, marveling at how perfectly it fit. "It's too extravagant."

"No, it's not," Otis countered softly, his love for her evident in his gaze. "You're priceless. I love you, Deena. I wanted this moment to be unforgettable, so I booked a table at Morocco Star."

Her laughter bubbled forth as she replied, "It certainly was unforgettable. Not every proposal has a front-row seat to the demise of the House majority leader."

Otis chuckled, relieved at her light-hearted response. "True, although I had hoped for a more pleasant surprise than witnessing a... less-than-ideal event."

After their shared laughter subsided, Deena touched his arm gently.

"I wouldn't change a thing," she said, her eyes soft with affection. "Even with the unexpected twist, this moment is perfect because it's ours."

Otis smiled, a wave of relief washing over him. "I'm glad you feel that way. I want to make you happy, Deena."

"You already do," she assured him, gently squeezing his arm. And this ring..." She glanced down at the sparkling diamond on her finger, symbolizing their love and commitment. "It's beautiful, just like our journey together."

Otis glanced at her, and when their eyes met, a silent understanding passed between them. At that moment, even after the disastrous visit to the restaurant, witnessing the death, and then driving to Theodore’s house, Deena and Otis knew that whatever the future held, they would face it together just like they had done before this.

“Let’s pick a bottle of bubbly before we go to Theodore’s,” Deena suggested. “We need to celebrate our engagement. Your mother will be ecstatic.”

“I know she will.” He pulled in front of a wine-and-liquor store and said, “Wait here, I’ll be back soon.” He went inside and returned soon after with a large paperback in his arms. “I got two bottles.” He handed them to Deena and then started the car’s engine again.


      [image: image-placeholder]When they reached Theodore's address, they saw a nice, quiet, historic neighborhood. Theodore’s townhouse was nestled between similar buildings, and the street where it was located exuded timeless elegance.

Otis stopped his car before the brick building. “It seems Theodore and Estelle have arrived.” He pointed towards the vehicle in the garage and the illuminated rooms within the house.

“We took a little bit longer because you went to buy some bubbly,” Deena remarked with a smile. Otis stepped out of the car and circled to help Deena out of her seat. They strolled towards a wrought iron gate leading to a quaint courtyard garden. They continued along the path to the house's front steps.

Theodore must have seen their arrival as he immediately opened the front door and said, “Come in, come in.”
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 The Engagement





As Otis and Deena stepped through the grand entrance, they were greeted by a foyer adorned with polished hardwood floors and tasteful artwork adorning the walls. 

The living room had large windows and plush furnishings around a cozy fireplace. Rich, mahogany bookshelves lined one wall, displaying a collection of the owner’s interests in Fiction, business, and cherished mementos accumulated over a lifetime of experiences. “Please, sit down,” Theodore said, gesturing to the comfortable leather armchairs that beckoned invitingly.

Estelle had already settled into one of the armchairs and arranged her red dress’s hem when they walked in. “What took you so long?”

“We just stopped to buy some champagne. We still have to celebrate,” Otis replied, setting the bottles on the side table.

“What is the occasion?” Estelle’s eyes darted from Otis to Deena, then lowered to her left hand, and she inhaled deeply. “You are engaged!” She jumped up and rushed to hug them both. “Oh, I’m so happy.”

Theodore congratulated them, then went to the side table and swiftly took the bottles. "We need to chill these quickly," he explained, disappearing into the kitchen.

Estelle beamed all evening after Deena showed off the new ring on her finger.

Theodore ordered takeout from a nearby Italian restaurant. When the delivery arrived, they sat in the dining room next to the living room. The starter was bruschetta, toasted baguette slices topped with a flavorful mixture of diced tomatoes, garlic, basil, and balsamic glaze. The appetizer delighted their taste buds with its vibrant flavors. The sumptuous main course was chicken parmesan, expertly prepared with marinara sauce and gooey mozzarella cheese.

As Theodore opened a bottle of Pinot Grigio, lively conversation filled the air. Otis learned about Theodore's past as the CEO of an airline company and his blossoming romance with Estelle.

Theodore grabbed Estelle’s hand when he added, “My wife died eight years ago, and my two adult children live in California. When I met Estelle on the Gold Star cruise, I immediately knew this lady was for keeps. She is charming and the best companion any man can have.”

Otis was sure Estelle blushed when she heard that. She looked genuinely fond of Theodore, and he hoped Estelle had finally found someone she liked.

When dessert, Tiramisu, was served, Theodore declared, "I think it's time for the champagne." He returned with the chilled bottle, pouring each of them a glass.

"Here's to love, laughter, and happily ever after," he toasted, his voice filled with warmth and sincerity. "May your engagement begin a lifetime filled with joy, adventure, and endless love. Congratulations to the happy couple!"

They clinked their glasses, savoring the moment and the promising future ahead. Theodore’s gaze lingered on Estelle as they sipped their champagne, a soft smile playing on his lips. In that moment, Deena couldn't help but notice the affectionate glances between them, a silent affirmation of their growing bond. I wonder if we’ll have another engagement soon, she wondered in her mind. She squeezed Otis’s hand under the table, and when he turned his eyes to her, she gave her a bright smile. 

Otis thought: This evening had been perfect. Deena looked so beautiful and happy. I couldn’t have asked for a more charming fiancée.

As the clock struck midnight, Otis and Deena prepared to bid farewell. Theodore escorted them to the front door, expressing his gratitude for the evening. "I hope we'll have another opportunity to spend time together soon. I truly enjoyed your company."

Estelle's laughter bubbled forth, filling the air with warmth. "I know. Ever since that incident with Sergei, you've been closely monitoring any man I meet or go out with."

Otis nodded, his expression somber. "That experience shook me. I didn't know if I'd ever see you again." With a gentle smile, he bid them goodnight.

After exchanging heartfelt farewells, Otis and Deena made their way into the night, heading back to their apartment near the university campus.
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Otis and Noah





Otis was quiet when he drove the quiet streets toward Georgetown. After five minutes of complete silence, Deena asked, “What’s wrong? What are you thinking about?” 

“Just that sudden death at the restaurant. Do you mind if I swing by tomorrow and see Noah before I go to work? I want him to check up on the restaurant’s cameras and see if he can find something.”

“Yes, go. I think Noah would find it interesting to dive into the sudden death of a House majority leader.” Deena smiled. “You both like to solve mysteries.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Early the next morning, Otis drove to Noah’s house, knowing he would be home. He was always home. Occasionally, Otis pondered whether Noah suffered from ochlophobia—fear of large crowds—or enochlophobia—anxiety about social gatherings and events. Noah seemed to avoid large gatherings, having refrained from attending any significant events since their time in Moscow. Otis couldn't discern if something had happened to Noah during that period. Still, over the ensuing years, Noah had become increasingly reclusive, rarely venturing beyond the confines of his home to places teeming with people.

Otis himself had cleithrophobia, the fear of being trapped, and understanding that fears can change your behavior, he refrained from probing Noah about his reluctance to attend events, empathizing with his friend's disposition.


      [image: image-placeholder]Noah lived in a yellow-brick house in the East Village of Georgetown. His home had a new grey stone wall surrounding it. It was about eight feet tall, and on top of it, Noah had set cameras to survey the wall and the entrance. He had also told Otis that he had motion sensors around the property and on top of the wall so that no one could enter without his knowledge.

The gate featured both a gate intercom and a facial recognition camera, allowing Noah to swiftly identify visitors. Following a previous security breach involving Russians, Noah implemented voice recognition technology into the gate's security system.

Upon Otis's arrival, he lowered his window, and the camera promptly scanned his face as he spoke into the intercom, "Good Morning, Noah. It's me, Otis."

The gate responded by opening instantly, granting Otis entry. Noah had designated a couple of parking spots near the building to accommodate guests, eliminating the need for them to walk from distant street parking.

As he parked, Otis viewed the building. Everything looked the same as before.

Noah and Elmo waited by the open door when Otis approached.

Elmo sniffed him, and Otis patted him on the head. “Elmo, you look good now.” The robodog had four legs like any other dog. He looked more like a real dog now, except his tail was a tiny stub of metal.

“Yes, he has new fur-like skin. I’ve improved his senses and made him a bigger memory so he can store more images and scents in his database. His body is still mostly made of metal, but I added a different outer layer made of bulletproof material so he would be safer in battle conditions.”

Noah closed the door behind them and headed from the hallway to the living room, and Otis followed him.

In a casual manner, Otis sized up Noah as he was worried about how he coped after the abduction. Noah’s ink-black hair was tied in a ponytail. His almond-shaped eyes hinted at his Asian heritage, a striking contrast to his towering height of 6 feet 9 inches. Noah had inherited his tall, lanky physique from his father. Noah had three small diamond studs on his right earlobe, and they reflected a ray of bright rainbow colors when the light hit them. Otis thought that he should bring some food for himself because he looked skinnier than before. He wore a black T-shirt, black jeans, and bright blue sneakers.

Noah went right away to sit by his large computer screens, and Otis followed him there. The spacious living room had shiny hardwood floors, white walls, and abstract paintings anywhere the walls weren’t filled with computer screens.

“I got engaged last night with Deena,” Otis started.

“Congrats.” Noah beamed. “I assume she said yes.”

“Yes,” Otis replied, smiling. “That’s not why I came this morning. I had a reservation at Morocco Star restaurant, and when we were there, something happened.”

“Tell me.”

Otis’s eyes met Noah’s sharp eyes. “It was a weird incident. The House majority leader, Marilyn Serpiente fell down from the second level of the restaurant to the first floor. She was dead.”

“Ah, that’s odd,” Noah admitted. “Do you want me to investigate it?”

“Could you check the restaurant cameras? Who did she arrive with? Does she look okay? I wonder if she was sick before she entered the restaurant or if something happened at the restaurant,” Otis added.

He took out his cell phone and handed it to Noah. “I took some photos and videos last night. These might be helpful too.” He paused and furrowed his eyebrows. “Although I don’t know why I did that. I just felt that something was off in that whole scene. Why would a high-ranking politician die in a popular new restaurant like that?”

“I’ll see what I can find out.” Noah turned toward his computers and downloaded the images and videos from Otis’s phone before handing the cell phone back to him. Otis took it and placed it in his pocket.

“The police were there, and I overheard them discussing the lack of any apparent indicator factors on the body that could have led to their demise. They emphasized the need for the medical examiner to determine the exact cause of death.”

“What do you think happened?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t believe it was food poisoning or other toxins, instantaneously, because there would be more customers being sick or dead. Initially, suicide crossed my mind, yet the bustling restaurant hardly seemed conducive to such an act. I then pondered whether she had accidentally fallen over the railing, but the absence of any cry during the fall puzzled me. The initial sight was of a plummeting stiletto shoe and the other one she still had on her foot as her body collided with the table. The ensuing screams from other patrons suggested they witnessed her fall. The sequence of events I perceived didn't align—logically, I should have witnessed her body's descent first, possibly some movement if she were alive. The height of the second floor wasn't such that immediate death was inevitable. Moreover, the curious detail of her shoe falling before her troubled me the most.” He paused and added, “Did someone push her? Did she take off her shoe just before she fell? Why did the shoe fall first?”

“Interesting. I see why you are bothered about it. It’s not just that you witnessed it, but your gut tells you that something was off. You can't quite pinpoint what exactly felt wrong, but you sense a lingering unease.” Noah stared at Otis. “Do you think there’s something more to this? I mean, we’ve crossed paths with the Russians now several times, and we found out that they have secret projects ongoing on our soil.”

“You’re asking me if this could be the “Death,” Joe Steel mentioned in the last discussion I had with him,” Otis said. “It was a death, and an important politician died. It could fit that.” He glanced at his wristwatch and stood up. “I have to go now. I have classes starting at nine, and I still need to prepare my lecture on the current NATO situation and what I think are the paths forward with this organization.”

“Sounds boring.” Noah chuckled.

“Yes, it will be.” Otis headed to the door and turned his head to say, “Text me if you find out anything.”

“Sure. See you later.”
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