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  Preface


Often, I have wondered. Do you still wonder? Do you remember that feeling of surprise and admiration at something wholly beautiful and unexpected? How amazing is the gift of wondering. 
When I first wrote Stone & Sky, I was excited to hop on griffin-back and fly off to a new world. To my surprise, I found myself in a world full of magic, friendship, adventure, and fun. I could not expect where the journey would take me, and even more exciting, how I could share it with others.
Stone & Sky: Preludes Collection is a collection of stories about characters that you meet in Stone & Sky. The characters within these pages made their first appearance while I was writing Stone & Sky. But when I had finished the first book, I realized that I enjoyed them far too much. I wanted more time with them. Thus, the preludes were born.
These preludes can be read straight through, as so many readers have enjoyed them before. Or you can enjoy them in chronological order as a companion to Stone & Sky. At the beginning of each prelude you'll see a note from me. In that note, I give you my recommended reading order so you can see what these characters were up to right before you meet them in Stone & Sky.
I am beyond excited to introduce these characters to you. If you're anything like me, perhaps when you're finished reading their stories, they'll seem like old friends to you as well.
As you flip through these pages, open your heart to magic and joy. I hope you can escape for just a little while and walk with me in wonder.
Welcome to Finlestia.

Z.S. Diamanti
July 2023
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  Merrick & Rora

Prelude One


Read before Chapter 1 of Stone & Sky

The wind swept across the prairies and rustled the trees on the edge of the wood where two landscapes collided. Merrick held his falcon, Rora, straight as he swung his legs over a fallen tree. He stayed in the cool shade of the woods as they trekked toward the little creek that they usually followed out into the plains. Bron’s Creek flowed into a wetland area out east of Tamaria, the huntsman’s home city. Often, however, he felt as though he were more at home out among the wild animals. 
Ever since his brother Greggo had died in an encounter with a Plains Bear, the young man had spent more and more time away from the city. He was now the eldest of all the sons of Grell, the master huntsman. And as such, it was his responsibility to help bring in food for their family. He no longer brought his sister on hunts with him, as she had been on the hunt when Greggo died. And his younger brothers were all still training with their father. The last few years had been difficult.
But one day, nearly a year and a half ago, a trader from the island of Vandor came into the market square where Merrick was selling a boar that he’d killed. A crowd had gathered around the trader. Men, women, and children laughed and clapped at something that the huntsman couldn’t see. But then he saw the hawk fly into the air, while all the people stared in disbelief.
The majestic bird of prey swooped and flourished above the awestruck crowd. The people could hardly believe that someone could train the raptor to obey such commands. When the hawk flew low over their heads and returned to the trader’s outstretched arm, the crowd erupted into applause.
The strange trader was a peculiar elf, the likes of which Merrick had never seen. The peoples of Vandor did not often travel all the way to Tamaria, and it seemed that this particular trader was more a showman than a merchant. Merrick gently pushed his way through the crowd and saw the way that the hawk interacted with the trader, the joy and the bond that the two shared. It was as if something inside him clicked. He had been missing that for so long. Ever since his brother had died, he’d been so very lonely.
The huntsman knew right there and then that he must have one.
It was funny to think back on that time as he knelt next to Bron’s Creek and filled his waterskin. He hadn’t thought back to the trader in such a long time. When the skin was full, he scooped some of the clear creek water into his hand and held it up to Rora’s beak. The falcon flicked her head and lapped the water out of the man’s hand. At this point, it was hard to remember a time before he had the speckled falcon.
When the Vandorian trader had announced the end of his show, Merrick forced his way through the crowd to meet the elf.
“Antoril is my name, master falconer is my game.”
“Falconer?” Merrick had asked.
“Ah yes, to be in companionship with a wild bird of prey, my dear boy.”
“I must learn of this,” Merrick pressed.
“Ah, but falconry is not for everyone. It takes real determination. One does not become a falconer overnight.”
“Please sir,” Merrick begged. “I … I need this.”
And to this day, the huntsman could not say why the falconer from Vandor decided to help him get started. He wasn’t sure whether the trader saw something in the young huntsman or if he did it out of pure mercy. But the elf replied, “Well, I do have a couple of weeks here in Tamaria. I have plenty of goods to sell while I’m here. I suppose, I could …”
Merrick didn’t let the elf finish the sentiment before he unloaded a barrage of questions. He wanted to learn everything he could.
The huntsman crouched down next to the creek as it started to widen into the wetlands. He looked out over the scenery, holding Rora on one hand and using the other to shade his face from the sun. He squinted as he peered out, looking for the right spot to set up for their hunt. A reed blew over and tapped his leg. It was an afternoon much like this one that he’d first met Rora.
He’d spent a few weeks learning from the elf everything that he could about the hawk. Antoril turned out to be an adept and patient teacher. But Merrick’s father, Grell, was less than patient. His family needed Merrick to help with the hunting, but every second of the day, the young man sought out the elf falconer.
One day, he and his father had a particularly loud argument about how Merrick was wasting his time learning how to do tricks in the market square.
“Minstrels and jesters don’t make good hunters!” Grell had said.
And though Merrick’s heart ached, he knew that his father was right. His family needed him.
“What’s wrong, dear boy?” Antoril asked when Merrick arrived, looking sullen.
“I’ve come to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye?”
“Yes … My family needs me.”
“Your family needs you to be the best version of yourself,” the elf encouraged. “And you have a gift, boy. A real gift with the bird. I have never known Shenla to warm up to someone so.”
“Well, I’m not a boy,” the correction came out harsher than Merrick intended. “I’ve been caught up in boyish dreams. I’m a man, and my family needs me to be a man. I can no longer play games or be the market jester. I must be the huntsman.”
The elf burst into uncontrollable laughter. He laughed so hard that his belly burned and his ribs started to hurt. Merrick hated the elf in that moment. How could the master falconer laugh at his pain? He turned to walk away, but only made it a few steps.
“Wait! Wait,” Antoril said, wiping jovial tears out of his eyes. “Merrick, I am sorry. I do not laugh at you. I laugh because, in Vandor, falcons are used for hunting! I am an oddity, even among my own people.”
“What?” Merrick asked. He hadn’t even considered it. He’d seen hawks in the wild. He’d even seen them attack their prey. But since he’d been working with the elf, he’d never even thought about the possible purposes of falconry, aside from the amazement of onlookers.
“Yes, my dear, bo—” Antoril corrected himself. “Yes, my good man. And I think it is time we find your hunting partner.”

      [image: ]As Merrick watched Rora now, soaring through the air, angling herself just right for an attack-dive on a duck, he thought back to the first day they’d met. She had grown so much since then. She was a completely different bird flying over the wetlands now. And he was a different man.
It had taken several days and many talks to convince Grell that Merrick should continue learning falconry. Not to mention, Antoril had to give the demonstration of his life to convince the old grizzled huntsman that hunting with a bird was, indeed, a very viable way to approach their craft.
After seeing the hawk take rabbit after rabbit, and squirrel after squirrel, the old huntsman was almost convinced to get a bird himself. He was old and set in his ways, though. He would leave learning a new way to his son. And though he did not totally understand it, he saw the joy that it brought Merrick to work with the hawk. In the end, he loved his son, and he hoped for nothing more than his son’s life to be filled with joy.
Grell, the master huntsman, gave his blessing.
Merrick already knew how to tie a good net, but Antoril showed him how to attach it to flexible poplar poles and bend them to make a trap. The poles would be held down by a little strap and peg, with the net folded over itself. They attached a peg to a long string that they could pull to activate the trap, and the flexible poles would snap the net over the bird. They also built a cage to hold a couple of young hens as bait.
Once they’d completed all the preparations, they set off through the woods out to the east of Tamaria. Birds of prey were often spotted out past the eastern edge, where the forest met the plain, and that seemed like the perfect place to start.
Merrick had never specifically hunted for the birds of prey, but he knew what to look for. He had seen their nests high atop the tallest pines. In his excitement, he stumbled over roots and rocks more than a couple of times, while he kept his eyes toward the tree tops.
Antoril carried Shenla on his arm and chuckled to himself as he followed the young huntsman. The young man had impressed him plenty, and the elf was excited for him, too.
Eventually, they came to the plain and set up the trap. The small hens clucked nervously as they sat in the cage out in the open. Merrick held the string loosely, watching every movement. The long grass and weeds blew lazily in the sunny breeze, occasionally wrapping on the cage and forcing the hens to cluck.
Merrick and Antoril hid themselves in the shade of the trees, hoping not to be spotted.
“I have to keep Shenla hidden. If a bird sees her, they’ll fly out of here in a hurry,” the elf said. “You watch for a bird. Hopefully, you get the right one the first time.”
He winked at Merrick, who laughed nervously. Why was he nervous? He’d caught many creatures. He’d even trapped and killed dangerous animals. But this was different. He noted his teacher as the elf pulled his hat down over his eyes and kicked back for an afternoon nap. The experienced falconer lay against the tree with such ease, and Shenla sat so contentedly with him.
And then the huntsman realized why this felt so different. Merrick wasn’t hunting for prey. He was hunting for a companion.
And then he saw her.
The speckled falcon landed high upon a tall pine only a handful of trees away from where Merrick lay hidden. She was a young falcon, possibly only a year old. But she seemed quite interested in the two little hens bobbing away in the cage.
The falcon fluttered to a tree nearer to the cage. As he watched, Merrick was awestruck by the patterns on her feathers. The stark contrast of the blacks and whites, with a hint of greys thrown into the mix, gave her an almost majestic look.
She was beautiful.
And then it dawned on him; this would be his bird. But he’d have to catch her, first.
His heart started pounding inside his chest, forcing his body to heave against the knobbly roots on the ground. Everything seemed to go quiet around him. He no longer heard the breeze through the leaves. He no longer heard the high pitch whistling from the falcon. He no longer heard the cries of the terrified chickens. He heard only his heart pounding inside his chest.
The falcon swooped down on top of the cage, forcing the little hens to flap wildly in distress. The little falcon’s talons clawed at the cage, trying to get to the meal inside.
Merrick pulled the string.
The peg slipped out of the leather loop that held the flexible poplar poles together. And before the little falcon even knew what was happening, the net flopped over and caught her. She flapped her wings only a couple of times in confusion, but stopped when she realized that she was stuck.
Merrick looked up in surprise and found that Antoril had been watching him. The seasoned elf had obviously detected the young falcon’s presence and had shifted to watch, without the young huntsman noticing. Antoril shooed him to go and retrieve the bird.
She had been so small and so beautiful then. And now, as Merrick sloshed through the wetland waters and retrieved the dead duck, another of her countless victims, he thought her to be just as beautiful. Even though she had become a masterful apex predator.
He loosed her again into the sky to find another duck, and he watched her in admiration as she dipped and floated in acrobatic maneuvers. Antoril had taught him much to care for her and train her over those first few weeks. And early on, the elf even helped to name her.
“Rora,” he’d said, as they sat next to a campfire.
“Rora?”
“It means heart,” Antoril’s smile glinted in the crackling light. “Not like the one that beats in your chest. But the one that’s inside of that. The one that brings joy and sorrow. And laughter and pain. The one that pushes us onward to be better.”
“Rora,” the huntsman agreed as he stroked the front feathers of his beautiful young falcon.
Even when Antoril left to go back to Vandor only a
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"Z.S. Diamanti has crafted a fantasy world that draws you in from page one.
From characters that you love and hate, to magic that creates wonder, this book
is nothing shott of a classic fantasy that should be on everyone’s shelves."

- Dan Kenner, Author of the Lightbearer Chronicles

STONE & TIDE

“Stone & Sky was a fantastic book. And yet, somehow, Stone & Tide was even
better. This installment takes this series to a different level ... everything felt
grander in scale. This was such a great book, and I can’t recommend it enough as
a staple of the indie fantasy scene.”

— Bryan Wilson, Author of the Power of the Stars Series

STONE & RUIN

“It ends the way the beginning promised, with a hope for humanity and sunshine
in bookish form. This story highlights the best that humanity has to offer—not
despite our differences, but because of our differences. The world has a lot to
learn from Z.S. Diamanti.”

- Tim Facciola, Author of A Vengeful Realm Series

STONE & SKY PRELUDES COLLECTION

“Diamanti does a fantastic job building a world with all the elements you’d want
in a classic fantasy adventure while bringing a new energy and flare to the style.”

- Sam Paisley, Author of The Elements of Time Series
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