
[image: image]

[image: image]

EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING

www.evernightpublishing.com

––––––––

Copyright© 2025 Laura M. Baird

––––––––

ISBN: 978-0-3695-1205-5

Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

Editor: Lisa Petrocelli

––––––––

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

––––––––

WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal.  No part of this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews. No AI Training permitted.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Claim My Soul (Monsters of New York)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Monsters of New York is a sizzling paranormal romance series where passion collides with danger in the heart of the city that never sleeps. Each book introduces a new, irresistible shifter—each with its own dark secrets and primal desires. From wolves and bears to elusive creatures lurking in the shadows, these powerful beings navigate love, loyalty, and mystery in a world filled with human and supernatural monsters.

Set against the backdrop of New York's vibrant streets and hidden corners, every romance is an unforgettable journey where forbidden love and heated encounters could be the death of them—or the one thing that saves them. With danger always just around the corner, the shifters must face not only the threats of their own kind but the intense pull of a love that could change everything.

Uncover the secrets, feel the heat, and discover if love can tame the wildest beasts in Monsters of New York.
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Chapter One 
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Herleif Aganarsson began his night the same way he had for many nights the past year: annihilating monsters in the name of entertainment. Amusement for the rich, the elite shifters of New York, and the humans who were privy to the paranormal. Not that he gave a shit about entertaining the bastards, but he had no choice. 

That’s what happened when there was a debt to be paid. And a hefty one at that, thanks to his father’s greed and ineptitude when it came to finances.

Herleif had struck a deal to pay that debt due to his aging father’s decline in health as well as mental state. Thus, he began competing in the shifter fight club in the lower level of The Gin Room in New York City. Or rather, a suburb. Same difference in his mind. It was one of a handful of locations throughout the city. 

To ensure his father, Agnar, made no more foolish decisions nor faced further temptations, he’d been forced to return to their homeland of Northern Denmark after making a rather large payment toward what he owed. Of course, he’d grumbled and protested, but at least Agnar still breathed. 

There were times when Herleif himself had wanted to strangle his father for his fucking arrogance and brashness. But he was a devoted son and did what needed doing. His father seemed to take that for granted, but his mother had begged him for leniency and continued to express her gratitude. That eased his surly attitude for the most part. After all, there was little one could do when it came to failing mental capacities.

Then there were times his anger bubbled to the surface. That’s when he’d channel that emotion and take his frustrations out on his opponents. And he never lost. That didn’t stop other beasts or shifters from trying, thinking they’d best him. A few had come close, but at the end of the bout, he was always victorious, becoming a sure bet. Over the years, many had complained, and some had tried to prevent him from competing, but it’d been in vain. 

Nothing and no one stopped Herleif the troll. Besides, he provided worthy performances for the viewers willing to toss an insane amount of money around.

If he had chosen to fight more often, he could’ve been done in less time. Good thing he hadn’t been forced to pay the debt quicker, because even a battle-hungry troll couldn’t stomach it every night. It lost its appeal. So, when he felt like it, he’d enter the club and go to work. Lately he’d been fighting more just to get the damn debt over and done with. He grew weary of this life and was ready to move on, doing what he wanted. What that was, he had yet to discover. 

Per the rules of the club, he’d been rewarded handsomely, hence his decision to choose this activity to pay off the debt. Of course, he’d been allowed to keep a portion of the winnings in order to survive day-to-day. He hadn’t needed much, living a minimalistic lifestyle by renting a hole-in-the-wall apartment located in the basement of a shifter-owned restaurant. A perk was all the leftover food that hadn’t sold for the day, which was always plenty to fill his belly for the night. 

“Harry! You’re up!” 

Herleif rolled his eyes at the shortened name, knowing nothing he said or did would change the action. In the beginning, he’d tried but soon realized it was a waste of his time and energy. Not that he had any shortage of energy. Trolls were notoriously known for their strength and stamina. He also had magical abilities, but it wasn’t often Herleif needed to call upon that aspect of his being during a fight. 

There were two arenas in this particular establishment where fights took place. The first being a roped section much like a boxing ring where competitors fought until one conceded. Then there was the pit which was exactly as one would think: a shallow hole in the rocky foundation where usually only one fighter exited alive. 

Barbaric? Sure. But that was the way of it with many shifters. They needed an outlet, and this activity was regulated versus going out into the world and wreaking havoc among the humans. No one was forced to fight. It was always a choice. 

Herleif was feeling especially surly tonight. He’d been on edge lately, angrier than usual, and he was ready to beat the shit out of someone. It was his nature, after all, and aggression was expected of him and his kind. But his father was setting him off. He’d been contacting Herleif more frequently, demanding he clear the debt and pave the way for him to return to the States. Agnar had become bored and restless, and he was ready for excitement.

Herleif’s mother had no sway, and he felt sorry for her, living in committed misery to his bastard of a father. He’d tried ignoring Agnar but knew at some point he’d have to deal with him one way or another.

Lumbering his way to the pit, spectators—men and women alike—gave Herleif a wide berth while cheering as the announcer introduced him and his opponent. He paid them no heed as he focused on the man already standing in the shallow hole. He looked like an ordinary human, but Herleif knew looks were absolutely deceiving. He, for instance, had the ability to shift into human form, looking like a Viking of olden days, standing at nearly seven feet with dark blond hair and honed muscles from years of rigorous training and fighting. In his true form as a troll, he could double as the widely popular Green Giant from the comics. That is, if said giant had long hair, clawed hands, and tusks protruding from his mouth. 

Leaping into the pit, the ground shook beneath Herleif’s feet, causing his opponent to stumble. But the man immediately shifted into a wolf, snarling and hissing as the crowd gathered closer, shouting with enthusiasm. 

“Lycan, eh? Time to teach a dog to heel.” Herleif baited, knowing it’d irk the beast. He’d fought numerous shifters, from vampires to wraiths to a variety of animals, so he was no stranger to wolves. This one was the largest to date but still small compared to Herleif. Usually he fought with no weapons, using only his brute strength, and most bouts didn’t last long. On occasion, spears, clubs, and shields were thrown into the arena, and the fighters—even Herleif at times—took full advantage of their use. 

The wolf prowled, jaw snapping and fur bristling as Herleif circled, watching and waiting for him to make the first move. After several moments, the crowd grew restless, taunting and growling almost as much as the Lycan, encouraging action. The beast shifted left then right, lunging at Herleif’s ankles, only to receive a kick for his efforts. Credit to the wolf, he didn’t whine but took the blow, rolling and springing up onto his paws. He snarled, lunged again, only to flip in midair, kicking out with his hind legs, catching Herleif on the arm. Scratches welled with blood and the crowd roared with excitement. 

Herleif merely glanced at his arm then grinned at the Lycan. “First strike. It’ll be your last.” He feigned a lunge causing the wolf to jump back. That’s when Herleif made his move, punching the beast in his jaw. This time, the wolf couldn’t contain his cry, but he managed to scurry away before Herleif could land another blow. 

The two circled one another, getting in strike after strike and each taking a few tumbles. Then with speed that impressed Herleif, his opponent jumped on his back and tried to latch onto his shoulder. But Herleif grabbed the Lycan and tossed him over his head so that he landed with a sickening thud against the rocky floor. Herleif inwardly winced at the impact but couldn’t show weakness. Instead, he merely smirked. 

And why did that still leave a sour taste in his mouth?

The beast remained unmoving as Herleif approached with caution, knowing he could be faking unconsciousness to draw him closer before striking. 

Labored breaths escaped the wolf’s mouth along with a gurgling that probably meant internal bleeding. Herleif felt sorry for the creature. Suddenly, he transformed back into a man and began to spit up blood. When his gaze met Herleif’s, he could barely keep his eyes open.

“Mercy. Don’t let him take my soul,” he croaked before a wracking cough overtook him, causing more blood to spew onto the ground. 

Herleif stiffened at that remark. Who would take his soul? Wouldn’t it ascend like all the others?

“Finish me,” the Lycan rasped.

Herleif looked around at the cheering crowd as they yelled for the man’s death. In that instance, he wanted to decimate the spectators, wipe them out for finding pleasure in his acts.

Seeing nothing or no one unusual, he kneeled, about to do something he’d never done before. Clasping his hands on either side of the warrior’s head, Herleif met his gaze. “Till Valhalla,” he whispered. Then snapped the man’s neck, giving him a quick death. 

Herleif hung his head, letting his hands drop as he took a deep breath. For a brief moment, he tuned out the roar of the crowd and their gleeful delight over another kill, sending up a prayer for the shifter. He wasn’t especially proud that he’d ended the lives of many over the years, and now he grew weary of it all, eager to leave this servitude in two months. Or less.

Gaining his feet, he threw his head back, releasing a bellow that rocked the room. The crowd roared, obviously thrilled with the battle, mistaking Herleif’s grief for pride in his triumph. When he lowered his head, he met the gaze of emerald eyes filled with sorrow. A woman stood among the crowd in partial shadows, but her form was impossible to miss.

He’d never seen her before and briefly wondered who she was. Suddenly her eyes flared with a golden light, startling him with its intensity. But when another light caught Herleif’s attention, he knew what he would see, as he’d seen it every time he ended a life. Looking down upon the man, a luminescent mist began rising from the body. It contained pinpoints of light, like a swarm of fireflies, and when he followed its path, it began to weave through the crowd. Herleif never knew if others ever saw it, or if they didn’t care, because their focus always turned to the next shifters approaching the pit. 

With a burst of speed he’d never seen before, the light shot straight for the woman. Herleif jerked, ready to shout a warning, but she simply absorbed the light, appearing unaffected. Then she blinked and tears from her green eyes tracked down her rounded cheeks. 

What the hell?

Herleif made a move in her direction, but the sea of bodies swallowed her like a ship lost to a storm. 
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Chapter Two 
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Alexia Stavros pulled the hood of her coat over her head, fading into the background. She carefully yet quickly worked her way toward the stairs and when clear of everyone, used her magic to veil herself. 

Tonight had been her first time in the fight club, and after being briefed, she thought she’d known what to expect. It certainly hadn’t been to absorb the energy of the fallen shifter. Her purpose was to guide the souls to the afterlife, which she’d done countless times before. Well, before coming here. And she had been successful with the Lycan. But never before tonight had she felt a life force flow through her with such intensity before ascending.

Why had tonight been different?

And then to have the troll focus on her. Herleif. Had he been a factor?

There was no mistaking he had seen what arose from the Lycan. Had the others? It hadn’t appeared so. Only Herleif had followed the spirit as it wound its way toward her while everyone else carried on as if nothing unusual were happening. For a fleeting moment, he had looked panicked, fearing something awful would happen to her. And when it was over, he had looked ... astonished. 

Alexia’s thoughts were interrupted by a deep shout. Heavy footfalls rattled the steps she’d begun to climb. Although still invisible, she didn’t dare look behind her. Instead, she rushed up the remaining stairs and darted into a secret room she’d
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