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  Foreword


This book intersects with two other series in my fantasy universe:  The Druid Detective Agency and The Fury of a Vampire Witch.
If you haven't read the other series, you can pick them up at any time at theophilusmonroe.com.  
All three series share a common villain / story arc, and while I'm writing them so that you can pick up what was missed if you're aren't reading all three, there may be some spoilers if you read some of the installments between the three series out of chronological order.  
This book follows the events that occur in The Curse and the Cradle (Druid Detective Agency #7).  
If you are also reading the DDA series, I suggest  you read The Curse and the Cradle before beginning this book, Deadly Dolls.
Here is the chronology of the three series after the "Lucifer" villain arc first appeared:
Death to All Monsters (Sebastian Winter #1)
Bloody Fortune (The Fury of a Vampire Witch #9)
Blood Pact (Sebastian Winter #2)
Game Over (Sebastian Winter #3)
Wild Hunt (Druid Detective Agency #6)
The Curse and the Cradle (Druid Detective Agency #7)
Deadly Dolls (Sebastian Winter #4)
Bloody Rebels (The Fury of a Vampire Witch #10)
Devil's Due (Sebastian Winter #5).  
You can find all of the above books at theophilusmonroe.com or by searching for them at your preferred retailer. 
Happy Reading
Theo 






  
  1. DDA


I guided my '70 Chevelle up to the curb as the imposing mansion—the headquarters of the Druid Detective Agency—came into view. The place had an otherworldly aura about it, though I suspected it was because of the architecture more than anything specifically mystical. It was located in St. Louis’s Central West End, probably built around the time of the 1904 World’s Fair. It was a time when magic was  in the air, less on account of devils, demons, monsters, witches or wizards, and more on account of the optimism of the human spirit at the end of the gilded age and the dawn of progressivism—before the World Wars reminded everyone that humans could still be major shit heads. 
I parked behind Sloane's 2020s Dodge Charger, a far cry from the classic muscle car the Charger used to be. I’d seen rumors online about a 2025 70/SS Chevelle remake—I was cautiously pessimistic about the modern re-make coming close to the grandeur of the original. 
Some things just can’t be effectively revived. I don’t care how many different men might put on the tights. They could never do better than Christopher Reeves’ Superman. There’s no improving on the original Ghostbusters. 
The sole exception to my rule might be the McRib. Though, I suspect, that’s because it’s never been a remake at all. It’s the same sandwich, produced ages ago, and preserved by magic properties. The same taste, the same texture, the same hurried trip to the John a few minutes later. 
As we climbed out, Sloane emerged from the front door, her no-nonsense demeanor on full display. Aisling glided beside her, eyes scanning the skies for no apparent reason. Ned lumbered behind both of them, his hillbilly swagger a stark contrast to the women's grace.
"Uneventful trip?" Sloane asked.
I nodded. “For the most part.”
Donnie snorted. “He’s still upset I got the bean burrito at the Quick Trip. He thinks I ruined his leather upholstery for good.” 
Sloane tilted her head, not even mildly amused by Donnie’s lack of cordiality. “Come on inside. The place has been a mess since we had to move everything to the Ozarks. After Eimear’s birth, Elijah sent most of the stuff they wouldn’t need ahead. It’s just us three and you guys until the Wadsworths are ready to go back to work."
Angi stepped forward, her hand finding mine. "We appreciate the welcome, Sloane. Anything we can do to help get things back in order?"
Sloane shook her head. "Nah, Ned and I got it covered. Well, mostly me, since this one can't seem to focus on anything for more than two seconds."
As we entered the main hall, my eyes were drawn to Aisling as she glided past, not even offering a simple greeting. It wasn’t that unusual—we met her in the Ozarks, when we went there to help protect the Wadsworth’s new daughter from Lucifer, who hoped to abduct the baby to use her innate power to resurrect his Prime Demons. Aisling had been odd, then, though certainly kind and powerful. She was about as introverted as anyone I’d ever met—but I suspected her behavior was less on account of a personality quirk as it was her strange, mystical history. She was a descendent of the Tuatha Dé Danann, a supernatural race from Ireland, revered by some as demigods and goddesses. 
Aisling settled by a window in a small padded chair. She fixed her gaze on the cityscape beyond the glass. The late afternoon sun cast a golden halo around her raven hair, lending an otherworldly aura to her already enigmatic presence.
Beside me, Angi tensed, her own eyes narrowing as she studied Aisling. I knew my wife had her own dark past, the horrors she endured as Lucifer's concubine in Hell leaving an indelible mark on her soul. It was as if she sensed a kindred spirit in Aisling, a shared understanding of the weight of secrets and the scars they each left behind. The question was, what had Aisling gone through that left her like that? She first appeared in St. Louis, commanding the Wild Hunt—a horde of ghostly riders that gathered souls into their ranks—wreaking all kinds of havoc. 
The legends of the Wild Hunt were downright terrifying. When the Wild Hunt rode in ancient times, its primary purpose was to gather souls. Any soul it gathered was damned to ride with the hunt for eternity. With every soul it claimed, it gained power for the lead huntsman. With the helm, apparently, Aisling was the huntsman—or huntsperson, if you insist on being PC about it.  
She could command the hunt, still, but had apparently refused to do so since she joined the DDA. 
I imagined whatever haunted Aisling had something to do with that. You don’t touch magic so dark as that of the Wild Hunt and come away without spiritual scars. 
"Sebastian, check this out!" Donnie's excited voice broke the moment, drawing my attention to the massive fireplace dominating the far wall. He stood before the ornate mirror hanging above the mantel, his face mere inches from the glass. "There's totally a person inside this mirror, dude!"
I stepped closer, my brow furrowed as I studied the mirror. “Of course, there’s a person in there. It’s a mirror. If you’re looking directly at it, you’ll always see a person.” 
"No, man, I swear there was someone else!" Donnie’s eyes were wide with excitement. "Whoever it was totally turned around and mooned me!” 
"You're seeing someone's ass in the mirror?" Wheatley chuckled. "Hate to break it to you, Donnie. That's just your face." 
I laughed a little. Donnie probably saw something—the DDA was full of enchanted items—but that didn’t mean we couldn’t have some fun at Donnie’s expense. It was pretty much our favorite thing to do.
Sloane cleared her throat, oblivious to our banter. "About that mirror," she began. "It's not just a quirky decoration. There have been times, during particularly challenging cases, when it's shown us glimpses of things we couldn't explain."
I raised an eyebrow, my curiosity piqued. "What kind of things?"
"Visions, clues, sometimes even warnings," Sloane replied, her gaze drifting to the ornate mirror. "It's as if the mirror is connected to the very essence of the supernatural world we investigate."
Wheatley leaned forward, glaring at the mirror. "Has it ever given you false information?"
Sloane shook her head. "Not that we've encountered. It's always been reliable, though it’s not always obvious. The hints, the clues, are usually cryptic. Not a huge deal. As a detective, finding clues in the things other people ignore is what I do best."
"So, what you're saying is that we should keep an eye on it, just in case it decides to show us something important?" I asked, doing my best to hide the skepticism in my voice. I’d seen so many things you’d think I wouldn’t rule anything out. But I’d also seen so many things that when I encountered something new, I had to wonder why. I’d hunted so many monsters, and been on so many cases, it was rare that anything took me by surprise. A magic mirror that played detective for actual detectives? Never heard of it. 
"Precisely.” Slone nodded. “It may not happen every time. Usually, it doesn’t give us anything at all. But when it does, it's always significant."
As Sloane turned her attention to the bookshelves, I noticed Ned already sorting through the stacks of leather-bound tomes, paperbacks, and yellowed scrolls. He was pushing aside books left and right, organizing them not by author or subject, but by their physical dimensions. They’d taken most of their books with them to the Ozarks—just in case we needed them when defending them against Lucifer’s attack—and now they had to be returned to their proper place.
"Hey Ned, maybe try sorting them alphabetically?" I suggested. "You know, by author's last name or book title. That's usually how libraries do it."
Angi chimed in. "Or group them by category first—occult lore, demon bestiary, spell crafting. Then sort by author or title within those."
Ned just shook his head, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Nah, that don't make a lick of sense. See, if I'm needin' me a big hefty book, I'll look top left. Smaller ones'll be down on the bottom right. Much more efficient this way."
I exchanged a glance with Sloane, eyebrows raised. "Clearly, he's not much for reading actual books." 
Sloane nodded. "More of a magazine man, our Ned. And let's just say, given his usual subscriptions, I reckon size is about all that matters. His literary tastes don't extend far beyond girls and guns."
Amused as I was by Ned's unorthodox shelving system, a nagging thought drew me back to the purpose of our visit. I turned to Sloane, my demeanor shifting to one of focused intensity.
"So what are the details on this case you called us in for? Where do we start?” 
Sloane's expression turned grim as she explained the disturbing reports that had been trickling in. "We've been getting calls about puppets showing up at people’s homes and killing their pets. Small animals, mostly—dogs, cats, even a few birds.”
I exchanged a perplexed glance with Wheatley, trying to recall if we'd ever encountered anything like this before. Puppets coming to life? It sounded like something straight out of a horror movie. See my statement above about things I’d never encountered before. 
"I've never hunted any kind of puppet monster," I admitted, wracking my brain for any relevant information. "Wheatley, you're the expert on demons. Could they possess inanimate objects like that?"
Wheatley frowned. "Technically, yes. Demons can possess just about anything. But given the recent uptick in demonic activity under Lucifer's influence, petty pet killings don't seem to fit the pattern. It's too small-scale, too random."
Angi took a deep breath. "It could be demonic, though. Some demons, the ones I encountered during my time in hell, are assigned to torture humans in any way they can. There's a particular class of demon, a kind of 'whelp,' that might be too weak to fully possess a human but could take over an inanimate object, like a puppet."
“Killing pets, though?” Wheatley tilted her head.
Angi paused, pursing her lips. “They might be starting with pet killings to test the waters, to get used to their new vessels. But if these are whelps, I guarantee they'll graduate to human victims soon enough. It's in their nature to escalate, to cause as much suffering as possible.”
Wheatley nodded slowly, considering Angi's theory. "It's certainly possible. We've seen demons use video games as a conduit recently, so it's not a stretch to think they could inhabit physical toys as well. We need to investigate further before drawing any conclusions."
Donnie's eyes widened as he processed the details of the case. "Dolls killing cats and dogs. It's like 'Child's Play' meets 'Pet Cemetery'!" 
Sloane cleared her throat. "As disturbing as this case is, we need to approach it with a clear head and a solid plan. The client who reported these incidents is on their way here as we speak. They should arrive within the hour to provide more details and context."
Sloane must have sensed my restlessness because she turned to me with a wry smile. "While we wait for the client, how about a tour of the mansion?”
I bowed my head slightly. “We’d appreciate that.” 






  
  2. Tours and Toilets


I followed Sloane through the labyrinthine halls of the old mansion, trying to keep up with her brisk pace. Sebastian, Angi, Donnie, and Wheatley trailed behind me as we took in the eccentric decor—a mishmash of antique furniture, strange artifacts, and the occasional out-of-place modern appliance. 
"Keep up, everyone," Sloane called over her shoulder, her voice echoing off the wood-paneled walls. "We've got a lot of ground to cover."
I couldn't help but smirk at her no-nonsense attitude. Sloane was a woman on a mission, and God help anyone who got in her way. As we rounded a corner, Ned came bounding up to us, his eyes alight with excitement. 
"Sloane!" he exclaimed. "Show ‘em the toilet, yet?"
Sloane sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. "There are five bathrooms. One upstairs, one downstairs. One off the master bedroom. The rest are connected to the various guest quarters."
But Ned was already ushering us into a small bathroom, chattering away about water pressure and dual-flush technology. I exchanged a bewildered look with Angi, who just shrugged.
In the bathroom, Ned gestured proudly to a sleek, modern toilet. "Feast your eyes on this marvel of engineering! The TOTO Drake II, complete with a Tornado Flush system and CeFiONtect glaze to prevent debris from sticking. It's a game-changer, I tell you!"
Donnie stepped forward, stroking his chin thoughtfully. "Fascinating. Tell me, Ned, what's the gallons per flush on this bad boy? And how does the glaze affect the porcelain's specific gravity?"
Ned's eyes lit up. "Well, the Drake II uses 1.28 gallons per flush, which is 20 percent less than the industry standard. As for the specific gravity, the CeFiONtect glaze actually..."
As the two men launched into an absurdly technical discussion about toilet specs, I couldn't help but chuckle. If there were only two men in all the world who knew anything about toilet specs—they were both right here, on our team. A part of me wondered how either of them learned any of this stuff. So far as I knew, toilets were toilets. You do your business, it takes your “business” away. Beyond that, what did it matter? 
“They way I see it,” Donnie added. “When you spend at least ten percent of your day on the John, give or take depending on your diet—fiber consumption and toilet time are inversely related—it pays to have a nice one.” 
“Ten percent?” Wheatley tilted her head. “That’s a little excessive.” 
Donnie shrugged. “When else am I going to pop bubbles?” 
“You pop bubbles in the toilet!?” Sloane scrunched her nose, disgusted.
Donnie held up his phone. "No. Ew. You think I’m a weirdo or something?” 
“No comment.” I cleared my throat.
“It’s a game. You can download the app for free. You pop the bubbles. Go for a high score. The toilet’s the best place to play. Don’t know why, but it is.” 
Ned clearly agreed, extending his hand for a high-five, which Donnie promptly slapped. 
"Alright, boys, that's enough potty talk," Sloane said, herding us back into the hallway. "We've still got a lot to see, and not a lot of time to see it in."
I fell into step beside her as we continued our tour, marveling at the sheer oddity of it all. The Druid Detective Agency was unlike anything I'd ever seen before—a bizarre blend of the mystical and the mundane, where cutting-edge toilet systems connected to century-old plumbing, and magical items hung from walls covered by what must’ve been at least three or four layers of paint and wallpaper. 
As we followed Sloane through the mansion, I noticed Aisling lingering at the back of the group. She trailed her fingers along the walls, her piercing green eyes seeming to penetrate the very essence of the building. Given her lineage, a few oddities about her personality were to be expected. Nothing about her screamed she was malicious. Angi was pretty sure something was bothering her, something deeply painful. 
That’s not exactly something you can force someone to talk about, though, and we barely knew the semi-mortal Aisling. 
"The walls whisper of secrets long forgotten," Aisling murmured. "Echoes of the past, rippling through the present."
I raised an eyebrow. "Care to share with the class, Aisling?"
She turned to me, an enigmatic smile playing on her lips. "In time, Sebastian. The mansion will reveal its truths when it deems us worthy."
Before I could press her further, Sloane led us into a room that took my breath away. The walls were lined with shelves, each one laden with an array of magical artifacts that glittered and hummed with power. It was like stepping into a mystical treasure trove, the air thick with the tangible presence of the arcane.
Donnie's eyes widened, his face lighting up like a kid in a candy store. "Holy shit, this is better than Comic-Con!"
As an enchantress herself, Wheatley’s interest was more professional and academic. “These are incredible enchantments. Who did them, exactly?”
"We don’t know.” Sloane shook her head. “Alessandro was the last surviving member of this chapter of the Adepts of the Vesica Piscis. The midwife Emilie had back in the Ozarks was a member, but we never had a chance to ask her about all this. We’re still experimenting with these devices, learning more about what they’re meant to do all the time. Of course, when you’re dealing with enchantments, it’s sort of like tinkering with explosives. They could be harmless, inert, or they might hold enough power to blow the entire city into smithereens.” 
Wheatley nodded. “I might be able to sort out what they do. I haven’t seen enchantments like this—they rival my own—maybe ever. These Adepts, whoever they were, were certainly adept.” 
Donnie, oblivious to the conversation, darted forward, his hands reaching out to touch everything in sight. 
“Dude!” I tried to stop him. “Are you even listening?” 
"Careful, Donnie," Sloane warned, her voice stern. "These artifacts are not toys. They're powerful, and potentially dangerous if mishandled."
But Donnie was already lost in his own world, marveling at a particularly intricate amulet. "Relax, guys. What's the worst that could happen?"
Famous last words. No sooner had the words left his mouth than the amulet began to glow, a swirling vortex of energy enveloping Donnie's form. There was a blinding flash of light, and when it faded, Donnie was... different.
His hair had turned a shocking shade of neon pink, and his skin was covered in glittering, iridescent scales. He blinked, looking down at his transformed body in bewilderment.
"Uh, guys? I think I'm part disco ball now."
The room erupted into laughter, the tension broken by Donnie's comical mishap. Even Sloane cracked a smile, shaking her head in exasperation.
"Don't worry, it'll wear off in a few hours." Wheatley patted Donnie on the back. “At least, I think it will.” 
Sloane led us onward, guiding our motley crew through the labyrinthine halls of the DDA headquarters. As we walked, I couldn't help but marvel at the history that seemed to seep from every corner of the mansion. The walls were adorned with ancient tapestries and paintings, each one telling a story of its own. It was a shame there wasn’t anyone who could explain all of this to the Wadsworths and the DDA. From what I understood, the Adepts left the place to Merlin—Elijah and Emilie Wadsworth’s son—and only left a few notes behind to explain the mysteries connected to the mansion. 
"This place has seen its fair share of strange cases since we started the DDA," Sloane remarked, her voice echoing in the cavernous space. "From cursed artifacts to vengeful spirits, we've dealt with it all."
She paused before a door, its wood worn and weathered with age. With a twist of the brass knob, she pushed it open, revealing a cozy bedroom within.
"Sebastian, Angi, this will be your room. It may not be the Ritz, but it's got character."
I stepped inside, taking in the antique four-poster bed and the crackling fireplace. It was rustic, but there was a certain charm to it. I glanced at Angi, trying to gauge her reaction, but her expression remained unreadable.
We moved on, Sloane showing Donnie to his own room, a smaller space with a single bed and a writing desk. He seemed pleased, immediately flopping down on the mattress and declaring it "just right."
Wheatley's room was next, a tidy space with a view of the sprawling gardens below. She nodded her approval. “This will do. Thank you, Sloane.” 
Sloane forced a smile and nodded before turning back down the hall. 
As we walked, Sloane regaled us with tales of past cases, each one more bizarre than the last. There was the time they'd dealt with a mare problem. Usually, a mare is an annoyance. But in St. Louis, where a portal had been blasted open a while back, the mares’ activities combined with the magic in the air were bringing everyone’s nightmares to life. I couldn’t imagine anything more horrifying, and I’d seen it all—even been to hell and back. 
"We've seen things that would make most people run screaming," Sloane said, a hint of pride in her voice. "But that's what we do here at the DDA. We face the strange, the unexplained, and we find answers."
The tour concluded in the main office, a spacious room with an antique mahogany desk and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined with countless tomes. Sloane strode confidently to the center of the room, her sharp gaze sweeping over us as we gathered around her.
"Alright, everyone," she began, her tone all business. "We've got a client interview coming up, and I want to make sure we're all on the same page."
I leaned against the desk, my curiosity piqued. "We ask what happened. Then we investigate. What else do we need to know?"
"We start with the interview," Sloane explained, shooting me a glare that might have torn me in two if I had a weaker constitution. "As a former detective, I've learned that the key is to listen not just to what they say, but how they say it. We look for inconsistencies, for body language that doesn't match their words."
“To decide if they’re telling the truth?” Angi asked.
Sloane scratched the back of her head. “We learned pretty
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