
[image: image]
© Copyright 2025 Georgina Makalani

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Cover design by Deranged Doctor Designs

ISBN: 978-1-7641253-0-7


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Faultless Bear (The Changeling and the Wolf, #3)

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Sign up for Georgina Makalani's Mailing List

Also By Georgina Makalani

Ella Flare had learned that you shouldn’t judge anyone by appearances. People frequently judged her as she travelled through the woods with a large wolf. Fear was too often the first response, although they had been lucky enough recently to meet with people who didn’t seem to mind either of them. Yet now she was judging the young woman standing before them.

“I don’t know what I’m looking for, but I’ll know it when I find it,” she said with determination. Ella thought she sounded overly serious, given how pretty and young and frivolous she looked. 

When they had first met, this girl had looked Ella over as though she didn’t believe Ella could help her. Although, standing there in the forest, feeling awkward in the silence, Ella wondered if the girl truly needed them.

She had looked lost, Ella thought, as she glanced through the trees. She appeared to be looking for something. But she wasn’t looking at them. Her initial glance up and down left Ella feeling immensely judged, but it appeared as though they weren’t what she was after and therefore not worth spending her time on. 

Wolfie sat, staring out into the forest, patiently waiting. He would have continued past her if they weren’t needed, wandering in search of what might be next. But Ella had the sense that they found this girl for a reason. Ella at least felt more rested after days at the castle with Lavender and the baby. They had enjoyed good food, warmth and relative comfort, yet she had longed for the forest. And for Mama. It hadn’t been that long and yet she felt it had been far too long since she had seen her. Papa too, and she wasn’t comfortable with the growing niggling feeling that she needed to see them. 

She cleared her throat, more to clear her mind and the persistent thoughts, and the girl looked back at her. “Does he have a name?” she asked, catching Ella by surprise. It took her a moment to realise that she meant the wolf at her side. 

“Wolfie,” Ella said, and the girl nodded, barely looking at him. Her gaze darted back to the forest, the sunlight catching in her brilliant blue eyes and golden curls. “Ella,” she added, tapping her chest.

“Goldie,” she murmured, still distracted.

“Are you waiting for someone?” Ella asked.

She nodded and then shook her head. Wolfie huffed, not in frustration, although Ella was feeling frustrated. She took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly, wondering why this woman would frustrate her. They didn’t have anywhere they needed to be, nowhere they had to go, other than to her mother. They weren’t that far from Lavender and Alec. A couple of days’ walk, but they had walked. 

The trees were still not letting her in and she was keen to know if it was because of this woman or something else. But she doubted the forest would let her know until it was ready. At that moment, she wanted to walk to the nearest tree and try again, but she held her ground. The forest denying her had frightened her, but she had to hope the trees would allow her back in once she had completed whatever task the forest had for her. 

A niggling idea that only heightened her fear formed that it was a punishment for taking others through the trees. It hadn’t been that many, but more than just Wolfie and herself in the last few weeks. Or had it been months? It felt like only days since they had met Jack. Was she looking for something more? Just like this girl.

Wolfie looked out into the forest and he glanced over his shoulder at her, his tongue lolling. He appeared so relaxed and her frustration shifted. What was she looking for? And what had triggered this? Wolfie’s gaze shifted back towards the trees. 

“What are you looking for?” she asked Wolfie.

“I’ll know when I find it,” Goldie responded. She stood perfectly still, her shoulders pulled back, her dress spotless, as though she had just appeared here in the forest and not walked however long it might have taken her to reach this place. 

“Where did you come from?” Ella asked, surprised at the frustration she could hear in her own voice. 

Goldie opened her mouth and then closed it, turning slowly in a circle as though looking through the forest to determine where she had come from. 

“How long have you been here?” Ella asked, indicating the ground at her feet. 

“A while,” she murmured. “Waiting,” she added.

“Come with us. We can help you find what you are looking for,” Ella suggested, looking into the distance and then back at the pristine woman before her. Even her boots, dainty and pointed, and white, were clean beyond anything sensible in the dusty forest. Ella knew her own bare feet were likely marked with the dust and mud of the forest floor, but she couldn’t bear the idea of shoes. It had never been an option for her once she had found her parents. As a child, her mother had insisted, but as soon as she could get out to the forest and take them off, she did. And she had been bare footed when she had run out into the forest with Wolfie, running from the danger she understood was there. 

“Ella?” Goldie said, her voice too loud and Ella focused on her frustrated face. How long had she been trying to get her attention? How lost was Ella in her own thoughts that the girl hadn’t been able to reach her?

Wolfie nuzzled against her hand. His warm, wet nose helped ground her far more than the cool earth beneath her feet. 

“There!” Goldie suddenly called, rushing away from them into the forest.

At first, Ella thought it was a fairy. There was something white ahead of her, although it seemed out of place in the forest. The young woman’s white shoes and her pale dress also appeared out of place against the deep green of the surrounding forest. 

It wasn’t a faery. Ella wasn’t sure what it was, but she knew what it was not. The white was too stark, more than their hair. All too quickly, she lost sight of it. 

Goldie picked up her pace and then instantly stumbled, her shoe catching on an exposed root, and she called out. Wolfie ran forward, his teeth closing around her dress, pulling her back and she swung around, growling, and he let go instantly. Ella’s frustration threatened to overflow. Goldie would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her. She brushed at her dress, tsking, and looking over the fine material. 

Ella couldn’t see a mark, but she guessed this young woman could see far more than Ella could. He hadn’t torn the material, and she remembered him doing the same to Jack. She had simply swiped at him and he had let get, and that had been to stop her running into a giant’s castle. Here he had simply tried to stop her from falling on her face and part of Ella wanted to know how this woman would cope with some dirt on her hands. 

“Get away, you dirty beast,” she scolded, and Wolfie took a step back. “Look at my dress!”

“Let’s leave her to it,” Ella suggested, as Wolfie moved in closer to her legs.

There was something in the forest as they stepped away. Something that called to her. Ella looked out through the trees, trying to determine what it might be. Her steps slowed and Wolfie blocked her path. “She doesn’t need us.”

A strange feeling swept across her skin and then moved away as Goldie disappeared between the trees. Ella followed, with Wolfie walking close to her legs. Goldie hurried and yet wasn’t making it too far ahead of them through the forest. Ella saw the white again, stark against the surrounding trees.

The man who came into view appeared as though he, too, didn’t fit in the forest environment. Although he carried a woodcutter’s axe. For half a heartbeat, Ella thought it was Papa. Disappointment swept through her when he turned around. With dark hair he was nothing like Papa and yet she had been so focused on the white, which, despite the axe over his shoulder, appeared too white, too clean. 

He looked Goldie over and a small smile creased his serious face as he bowed his head and then he took in Ella and Wolfie behind her. It felt as though his gaze looked them over, similarly to Goldie’s evaluation earlier. 

He lowered the axe from his shoulder, moving it to his left hand, and then held out his right hand to Goldie. The smile that lit her features dimmed as she looked at the outstretched hand. 

“It is nice to meet you,” she said, her voice clipped, but she didn’t take the extended hand.

Wolfie raced forward and put his nose to his palm, and the man pulled back instantly. Wolfie waited, and he slowly reached out and patted him gingerly on the top of his head, and then looked back to Ella.

“Good evening,” she said, bowing her head and he held his hand out to her. 

It was not a greeting she often saw, but she stepped forward and took his hand. He was strong, his hand as large as Papa’s and just as calloused from the axe she imagined. It was far simpler than her father’s and something very different. He beamed at her and then gave a wary look at Goldie. She clasped her hands before her, an unnatural smile on her lips. 

“Do you travel this way for a reason?” he asked. When Ella shook her head in response, he continued. “There is nothing out here but trees.”

“I like trees,” Ella replied, although she would like them more if they let her in. “I grew up in the forest,” she added.

“It looks like it,” he said kindly, smiling again. “Is there something or someone you are looking for?”

Ella looked at Goldie, who searched the surrounding forest again. She shrugged her shoulders, and he continued to smile at her. Wolfie sighed, drawing her attention. He watched her as though waiting for something. “You wanted to follow her,” she told him. He blinked but didn’t look away. “Do you have another idea?” she asked him. 

“Does he understand?” the man asked, wonder in his voice.

“Yes,” she said, unsure what he would think of her talking to a wolf and then wondering why she would worry. “He’s my family,” she added as though that explained it all and the man nodded as though he understood that was the reason and it made perfect sense. It had, it always had, Ella thought, and they met people who understood and then some who didn’t.

Not that they had met that many people over the years. Those who mattered understood, she decided, glancing again at the wolf who stared too intently at her.

“Goldie is looking for someone,” she said, “or something.” She wasn’t sure what the girl needed or why it was so important for them to follow her. There was still something she couldn’t place in the distance. Ella only knew it wasn’t the pull she hoped to feel in the forest. Wolfie seemed to understand far more than she did, when usually she understood just what the forest needed. 

“Who are you looking for?” the man asked.

Goldie shook her head, her focus off into the trees again, distracted by what she couldn’t name. 

“It will be dark soon, and I live nearby.”

Ella wanted to sleep beneath the
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