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THE BIG BAD WOLF IS DEAD...and what’s worse, he was murdered.

Alarick is the biggest and baddest wolf of the Tooth & Claw games – a legendary contest where Wolves battle Reds in a vicious game of “What’s the Time, Mr Wolf?” But when Alarick drops dead in the middle of the championship final, his rival Ruby Red is horrified…because she gets the blame.

Realizing she has been framed for the crime, Ruby and her wolf-cub friend Fillan go on the run, determined to find the real murderer. But with a dogged detective, a wolf assassin and a gangster granny on their tails, they’re going to need all of Ruby’s Tooth & Claw skills to save themselves and hunt down the truth.
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For my brother, Chris
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CHAPTER 1

Game Time

Ruby was being hunted. The thrill of it ran through her veins like fire, making her skin prickle and her muscles tense as she darted from bush to bush. Their paper leaves tickled her face, and she paused to pluck a bright pink silk flower from one of them. It was soaked in perfumed oils, and she smiled as she rubbed it over her tracksuit.

Good luck tracking my scent now, she thought.

Nevertheless, she looked around, alert to any movement. Cartoon bluebirds smiled down at her from flat cardboard trees. And rising beyond the fake forest in every direction was the crowd, row upon row of people, watching in silence.

Fifty thousand spectators were crammed into the stands of Netherburg Stadium, but it seemed that every one of them was holding their breath. That told Ruby the danger was close – the hunter was closing in, and they were waiting for him to strike.

The soft hoot of a wood pigeon came from the trees behind her. Not daring to blink, she cupped her hands around her mouth and returned the call. A second later, a small figure in red stepped out from cover. It was her teammate, Akako – fifteen, with a compact, muscular frame, her black hair packed in a bun. She signalled to Ruby in a rapid series of hand gestures. Any sign?

Ruby signalled back. No, but—

She didn’t have time to react to the huge shadow that reared up behind Akako. Yellow eyes blazed in its depths, there was a flash of white teeth, and two large grey-furred hands plucked Akako from her feet. In barely a second, she was gone.

Ruby turned and ran. The crowd leaped to their feet, roaring with excitement, but not even their combined voices could drown out the low, animal howl from the trees behind her.

She ran faster, vaulting onto a narrow balance beam across a water trap, then leaping to grab a rope that hung from a nearby tree. She swung across a web of netting spread on the ground to trip the unwary, then dropped, rolled, and burst out of the forest into a circular clearing.


“Ruby!” The team captain, Roselyn, was waiting for her. Even in the middle of a game, she looked glamorous – eighteen years old, willowy, with ash-blond hair and an unflinching gaze. The exact opposite of Ruby, who was small, wiry and pale, with black hair scraped back from a wide forehead. “Where is he?”

“Behind me,” Ruby panted, backing away from the treeline.

“And Akako?”

“Out,” said Ruby. “What about Voss?”

“He got her too,” said Roselyn. “But not before we both got our flags up.”

They reached the centre of the clearing, where four flagpoles stood. Red flags flew from two of them. The others were bare.

“Mine makes three,” said Ruby, unfolding an identical flag from a pouch on her belt.

“I’ll raise it,” said Roselyn. “You keep watch.”

Ruby handed her the flag and turned to scan the trees. Nothing stirred, but she knew the hunter had to be close. He would be watching.

Three flags, she thought. We can still win this.

Tooth & Claw was a simple game. A team of four runners had to negotiate the arena’s obstacles, reach the clearing in the centre, and raise their flags without being caught by the hunter. Five points for each flag raised, and five more for each player who made it back through the forest to safety. They only needed twenty points to win, and her flag gave them fifteen already. If she or Roselyn could escape the forest, the final five points were theirs, and so was the championship. The soles of her feet itched with anticipation.

“Any sign of him?” asked Roselyn as the flag reached the top of the pole. The crowd cheered wildly in support.

“None,” Ruby replied. “But he’s here. I know it.”

The two girls stood back to back, unblinking.

“We’ll split up,” said Roselyn. “He can only catch one of us.”

“I’ll go north,” said Ruby.

“I’ll take south,” said Roselyn. “On three. One…”

“Three!” yelled Ruby, sprinting for the underbrush. She dismissed the faint twinge of guilt at not waiting for Roselyn’s countdown – the scoring line was out there, just out of sight. But so was the hunter, and even as she took her first steps, some instinct warned her that she was heading into a trap. She veered hard right, now running east. At the same instant, a huge shaggy shape erupted from the bushes to the north, fangs bared. She felt its claws brush the back of her ponytail as it sailed past her. She powered on, not daring to look back.


As she reached the cover of the trees, she heard Roselyn scream. Then came that terrible howl again, and another almighty cheer from the crowd.

Five points left, she thought as the blood hammered in her ears. I have to do this.

She was the last player standing. The hunter was on her tail, but she had a head start. That would be enough as long as nothing—

Her foot caught on a hidden tripwire, and she landed flat on her face. Panic squeezed the breath from her lungs, and she rolled to one side an instant before the hunter surged past in a whirl of teeth and claws.

The crowd fell silent again as Ruby sprang to her feet and came face to face with him. The big bad wolf.

He padded back and forth on all fours, as large as a lion, his muzzle dripping saliva and his yellow eyes gleaming with triumph.

“Hello again, Ruby.” His voice was as deep and thick as mud.

“Alarick,” she replied. “Looks like it’s just you and me.”

He reared onto his hind legs, over two metres of muscle wrapped in salt-and-pepper fur. “The best of the best,” he said. “That’s why I saved you until last.”

“You didn’t save me for anything,” she shot back. “I’m just too quick for you.”


He smiled, revealing more long, curved teeth. “We’ll see.”

The edge of the arena was barely twenty metres behind him. So close! Ruby feinted left, darted right, but he dropped to all fours again, flowing as quickly and smoothly as oil to block her. He snapped his jaws and laughed.

“Too obvious,” he said. “Try again.”

Her frustration sparked into anger – he was toying with her. “I meant what I told you earlier,” she said. “I’m going to win this. For Marceline.”

His smile faded. “She doesn’t need you to settle her old scores.” He raised his head to survey the crowd for an instant, and Ruby wondered if this was her chance to slip around him. But he was cunning, and she knew this was almost certainly a trick.

Sure enough, the moment passed and he locked eyes with her again. “Give me your best shot,” he said. “It’s time to pay my dues.”

A growl built in his throat, and Ruby dropped into a sprinter’s crouch. This was it. Alarick would lunge and she would spring clear. But which way? Get it right, and she could reach safety before he had time to turn and catch her. Get it wrong, and the five points went up in smoke.

She tensed…but the attack never came. Instead, Alarick’s growl turned into a wet gurgle, and he put his paws to his throat. Was this another trick? “Just come at me,” she snapped.

He didn’t answer but reared up again, staggering from side to side. The watching crowd gave a murmur of disquiet.

Ruby made up her mind and bolted, expecting Alarick’s paws to close around her at any second. When they didn’t, she risked a look back. He turned to her with wide, desperate eyes. She stumbled to a halt.

“Alarick?”

With a last, choking cough, he toppled onto his back.

Ruby stood, frozen in shock until a trio of medics – two humans, one wolf – hurried past her. She stumbled after them as they set about checking Alarick’s pulse, shining a penlight into his eyes, and starting chest compressions.

This couldn’t be happening. She had spent months – years! – training to beat Alarick. And here he was, staring blindly at the sky as a trail of white foam oozed from his maw onto the turf.

“Is he all right?” she asked, realizing what a silly question it was as soon as she said it. She didn’t need the chief medic’s weary shake of the head to know the answer. Alarick was dead.
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CHAPTER 2

Locker Room Talk

Ruby’s teammates swarmed her the second she stepped into the locker room.

“Is it true?” said Voss. She was stocky and square, her wavy red hair flopping into her face as she bounced nervously from foot to foot. “Is Alarick really…?”

“He can’t be,” said Akako, throwing a supportive arm around Ruby. “What happened out there, Rubes?”

Ruby tried to answer, but she was still fighting to make sense of it all. One second Alarick had been alive, daring her to beat him, and the next…

A hand grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. It was Roselyn.

“Never mind Alarick,” she said. “Did you get the points?”

Ruby blinked in shock, then shook her head.


“What?” Roselyn threw her hands up. “You had a clear run to the boundary!”

“I know!” Ruby replied. “And I was almost there, but then Alarick…” She remembered the look in the wolf’s eyes as he’d collapsed. He had looked scared. “I had to turn back.”

“Alarick’s the enemy,” said Roselyn. “We’ve been training all year to beat him – to humiliate him! – and you blew it.”

“Go easy, Ros,” said Akako, only to be silenced by a warning glare.

Ruby’s anger flared. “I hated him as much as you did, but that’s not the same as wanting him dead.” She turned to Voss for support, but her teammate refused to make eye contact.

“The win comes first,” said Roselyn. “At any cost.”

Undaunted, Ruby puffed out her chest. “Maybe you could have won the points if you hadn’t been caught.” It was only when a chill silence descended on the group that she realized she had said the wrong thing.

“He caught me too,” said Akako.

“And me,” said Voss.

Ruby dropped her gaze to the floor, feeling very alone.

All four girls leaped to attention as they heard a rapid tump-tump-tump approaching from the corridor outside. When the door burst open a second later, they were standing in line, eyes dead ahead, expressions neutral.

“Rumours are spreading already.” Marceline, their coach, limped in, surveying them sharply. “I’m here to give you the facts. Alarick’s dead.”

Ruby remained ramrod straight as Marceline approached her, leaning heavily on her cane. Their coach was an intimidating figure – tall and broad-shouldered, with a face so hard and a nose so straight it looked as if it could cut through sheet ice. The only part of her that didn’t look as if it had been forged from steel was her right leg, which was several centimetres shorter than her left, and badly withered.

“You were there, Ruby,” she said. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” said Ruby. “It was so sudden.”

“But he must have done something. Said something.”

“Nothing,” Ruby replied. “He just grabbed at his throat and fell over. I don’t think he could breathe.”

For a second, Ruby thought she saw her coach’s lip tremble, but that was ridiculous. Marceline had hated Alarick more than anyone. Maybe she was going to cry tears of joy? But no. Marceline clenched her jaw and the moment passed.

“Hit the showers,” she said. “The game’s cancelled.”

“But it’s the final!” said Roselyn. “They can’t!”


“They can and they have,” said Marceline. “The judges have ruled no contest. Nobody wins.”

“Can’t we play someone else?” said Akako. “We’ve all worked so hard for this.”

“Enough!” roared Marceline, her face turning as red as her team jersey. “I want all four of you washed and presentable in fifteen minutes. People are going to have lots of questions for you.”

“Who?” asked Voss.

“The press,” said Marceline. “Lawyers. The police. I don’t know. But something went wrong and you girls were out there when it happened.”

The team slouched to their lockers in nervous silence. Ruby knew what they were all thinking, because she was thinking it herself. What had killed Alarick? Close behind it was another, more worrying thought: Would people suspect her of playing a part in it?

Of course not, she told herself. You didn’t do anything.

But what if someone else had?

She was so lost in thought that it took her three attempts at opening her locker before she remembered that the catch was broken, and the locker unusable. She’d had to borrow Marceline’s instead. She made her way to it, pulled out her sports bag, and unzipped it.

She was surprised to find a glass bottle she didn’t recognize resting on the hooded top of her spare tracksuit. It was half-full with a bright yellow powder, and when she picked it up she saw a skull and crossbones stamped on the lid. The words LUPIX VENENUM were emblazoned on the label.

“What’s this?” she wondered out loud.

The others were too preoccupied to notice. She shook the bottle and watched the powder swirl around inside. It was so fine that it flowed like dust.

She was still examining it, perplexed, when the locker room door burst open and four men charged in. They wore the teal uniforms and peaked caps of the Netherburg City Police Department, and their compact, gas-powered crossbows were raised.

Voss and Akako screamed, and Roselyn snatched up her sports bag, ready to swing it like a club.

“How dare you?” roared Marceline. “You can’t be in here!” She advanced on the nearest officer, who fell back a step under her searing gaze.

“Yes, we can,” said a voice that made the officers stand a little straighter. A large man strode into the room, dressed in a long coat and a baggy brown suit with a yellowed shirt. “Detective Breck, NCPD.”

“I don’t care who you are,” said Marceline. “What are you doing here?”


Breck ran a hand over his greying crew cut and surveyed the room until his eyes fell on Ruby and the bottle. “Someone get that.”

An officer hurried over, tore the bottle from Ruby’s grasp and tossed it to Breck.

“Lupix Venenum,” said Breck. “Just as I thought. Grab her.”

“Hey!” Ruby struggled as two officers caught her by the wrists. “What are you doing?”

“Arresting you,” said Breck. “For the murder of Alarick.”
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CHAPTER 3

Three Hours Earlier

“We’re so proud of you, darling.”

Ruby tried not to squirm as her mother licked a thumb and rubbed yet another imaginary blemish from Ruby’s forehead. Her father, meanwhile, hovered beside her like a ghost, unsure of where to put himself.

“I’m fine, Mum. Please.”

“We need you looking your best. Imagine what people would say if they saw you in the papers with a dirty face.”

“It’s Tooth and Claw, Mum. I’m going to be filthy by the end of the game.”

Her mother licked her thumb again and scanned Ruby’s face for another target. “All the more reason to have you spick and span now. Isn’t that right, Harold?”

Ruby’s dad clapped her on the shoulder. “Well done, sport.”


Ruby took some comfort from the fact that she wasn’t suffering alone. Voss was roughhousing with her older brothers, while Akako was lost in a scrum of aunts, uncles, cousins, and what appeared to be assorted friends and neighbours, all offering opinions on her hair, her posture, and whether red was really her colour. Even Roselyn’s parents, stiff and elegant in their formal wear, were fussing with the cut of her tracksuit. Between them, the four families completely blocked the corridor outside the stadium’s press room, and Ruby wondered whether the reporters inside could hear all of it. Maybe they were already writing it all down for this evening’s papers.

“Where are my girls?”

With a huge sense of relief, Ruby saw Marceline cutting through the crowd like a ship through choppy waters. Everyone fell silent. Not even Akako’s aunts wanted to get on the wrong side of Marceline.

“We’re ready, Coach,” said Roselyn, snapping to attention. Ruby, Akako and Voss followed suit.

“Good.” Marceline surveyed the families with satisfaction. “Thank you all for trusting me with them. I promise to give them back in one piece.” She allowed herself a tight little smile. “With the trophy.”

The corridor erupted into cheers, and Ruby and her teammates exchanged excited looks. They were finally here – at the Tooth & Claw championship final.

For months, every minute of their lives outside school had been spent in the makeshift gym that Marceline had set up in a converted garage. Sprints, squats, push-ups, backflips, balance beams, standing jumps… It had been gruelling, but it forged them into a team and propelled them through the elimination rounds, the quarters and a nail-biter of a semi. Now the cup was within reach.

“We’ll celebrate when we’ve won,” said Marceline. “Right now, the team needs to meet the press. For the rest of you, there are ringside seats waiting upstairs, so go and enjoy yourselves.”

Ruby hugged her mother, then drew her father into the embrace when he tried to pat her shoulder again. “Wish me luck.” To her surprise, her mother’s eyes sparkled with tears.

“Be safe out there, won’t you?”

“I’ll be fine, Mum.”

“Oh, I know, but I worry about you being in the arena with…” She looked around and leaned in close. “…you know who.”

“You mean Alarick?”

“You’ve seen what he’s capable of,” said her mother, shooting a meaningful look at Marceline’s leg. “There’s something of the wild animal about him.”


Ruby gasped. “Mum, you can’t say that about wolves any more!”

“And it’s not true for most of them,” her mother replied. “Goodness knows your father and I were delighted to help the Volkovs at number seventeen when they had their second litter of the year.”

“Decent sorts,” said Ruby’s father. “Hard workers.”

“But Alarick’s different,” said her mother. “There’s too much of the Wild Wood in him.”

Ruby was cringing so hard she felt she might turn inside out. “I won’t let him lay a claw on me,” she said. “I promise.”

Her mother looked as if she had more to say, but Marceline appeared over her shoulder.

“Time’s up, Mr and Mrs Calvino.”

Ruby wondered if her mother would dare to argue. Luckily, her father intervened.

“Whatever happens, we’re both over the moon for you all.” He winked at Ruby as he and his wife followed the other families down the tunnel, their excited chatter fading into silence.

“Finally,” sighed Marceline. “Ready?”

The team formed up, Roselyn in the lead. “Ready,” she replied.

Marceline pushed the press-room door open with her cane. A wall of noise burst forth – strident voices, the pop of camera flashbulbs. “Then let’s tell the world who we are.”
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“Marceline! Do you fancy your chances today?”

“Can you share any strategies with us?”

“How lucky do you feel to be here?”

Ruby squinted against the constant barrage of camera flashes. She and her teammates were perched on stools on a stage at the front of the room. A large circular microphone stood in front of them, the words WNBR — ON AIR burning in red neon around the rim. Beyond it, reporters and photographers filled every seat – or they would have, if they hadn’t all been on their feet, shouting questions.

Marceline raised a hand for calm.

“Of course I fancy our chances,” she said. “And we’re not lucky at all – we’ve earned our place in this final. We outran six different wolves and outlasted every other human team. Even the Reichsburg Woodcutters, and they were the favourites at the start of the season.”

“But now you’re facing Alarick,” shouted a male reporter from the back of the room. “He’s been undefeated for a decade. Are you really the team to beat him?”

Marceline laughed. “What do you think, girls?” she asked, turning to the team. “Are we afraid of the big bad wolf?”

“No!” they cried together, eliciting a smattering of laughter from the reporters, and a fresh burst of flashes from the photographers.

“Charlotte Grimm, Netherburg Gazette,” said a middle-aged woman in a matching red raincoat and trilby. “I want to ask Ruby how it feels to be the youngest human player ever to reach the final. Can a twelve-year-old really help win this game?”

Ruby grinned. “Watch me.” There was another burst of camera flashes as Marceline placed a protective hand on her shoulder.

“Ruby’s like me,” said Marceline. “She grew up in the Narrows, which means she’s been playing Tooth and Claw since she could walk. Trust me, she can handle this.”

Pride swelled in Ruby until she felt she must be glowing with it.

Another reporter spoke up. “Wilhelm Jacobs, Hillsborough Herald. Is there any truth to the rumours that Ruby could replace Roselyn as team captain if today’s game doesn’t go your way?”

Ruby flinched. What rumours? Nevertheless, she couldn’t help feeling a spark of excitement at the idea, and turned to Roselyn, only to find the older girl looking back at her with steel in her eyes.


Ruby was about to protest her innocence when the press-room doors slammed open.

“The game always goes my way,” a low voice growled. “And there’s nothing Ruby Calvino can do to stop it.”

Everyone turned to look at Alarick, his massive frame filling the doorway. He posed, clearly relishing the attention, before leaping in one bound to the front of the stage. The cameras flashed like a lightning storm.

“What are you doing, you furry oaf?” said Marceline. “This is our press conference.”

“Not any more,” Alarick retorted. He snatched up the microphone and paraded back and forth across the stage, growling and gnashing his teeth at the press, who couldn’t seem to get enough of him. Ruby realized that she and her teammates had already been sidelined.

“Alarick, are you going to make this your eleventh championship win in a row?”

“What’s your secret, Alarick?”

“Is it true that you eat a whole raw pig for breakfast every day?”

Alarick just laughed, until Charlotte Grimm cut through the noise.

“Do you regret ending Marceline’s career as a runner?”

A nervous hush descended, and all eyes turned to Marceline, whose mouth was now a thin hard line.


“She knew the risks of playing the game,” Alarick replied. “If she didn’t want to get caught, she should have run faster.”

Ruby shot to her feet, furious. “It had nothing to do with risk,” she said. “You fouled her!”

Alarick’s maw split into a sharp-toothed smile. “What can I say? I’m a predator. Runners are just prey.”

Roselyn rose from her stool to join Ruby. “Maybe you should be scared of us,” she said. Voss and Akako sprang up, and together, the four girls linked arms.

Marceline put herself between them, standing toe to paw with Alarick. She was a head shorter than him, but held his gaze without blinking. “I’m going to get my revenge on the field,” she said. “Just you wait.”

Alarick bared his teeth. “Why, Grandma,” he growled, “what big delusions you have.”
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“The nerve of him!” said Akako. “Crashing our big moment like that.”

The press conference had become so heated that Marceline had dismissed the team to the sanctuary of the locker room, while she stayed behind to face down both Alarick and the reporters. Ruby didn’t envy her.

“He’s trying to get into our heads,” she said. “Throw us off our game.”

“Maybe.” Roselyn avoided looking at her and addressed the others instead. “Don’t let him psych you out.”

Voss leaned against her locker, looking haunted. “But it’s true what he did to Marceline,” she said. “She was a star player, and then…” She made a snapping motion with her hands. Ruby winced, and even Roselyn grimaced.

In the uneasiness that followed, it took Ruby just a minute to change out of her spare tracksuit and into the lightweight one she’d be wearing in the arena. It was the only outfit she owned that was designed to fit her exactly – light, breathable and bright red, which made it easy for her teammates to spot her during a match. The colouring was no use to Alarick though. Wolves were partially colour-blind, and saw much of the world in shades of grey. Their primary sense was smell. According to Marceline, a skilled wolf could smell you coming from fifteen metres away, and tell where you’d been several hours after you’d left.

Packing her spare tracksuit into her sports bag, Ruby crossed to
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