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  The Flying Priest




  by Patrick Kennedy




   




  Part One




  ‘What was your name again?’ asked the Scottish guard.




  ‘Father Giovanni Damiano de Falcucci.’




  The man was dressed in gold and red clothes. His moustache was exactly how a gentleman should have it. His voice was like butter melting on warm bread. He didn’t look like a priest.




  ‘Gio… Damian.. Fala… what?’ said the guard, frowning. This was the first Italian he had met.




  ‘You can call me John Damian if that’s easier for you,’ said the man, smiling at the guard.




  ‘Oh, well, yes, that does make it easier… is the King expecting you?’ The guard lowered his sword a little.




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Damian. ‘The King knows I am coming. I have wonderful things to show him.’




  ‘OK, wait here.’




  The guard opened the huge wooden door that he was standing in front of and disappeared inside. Damian looked around Stirling Castle in Scotland. This was the first time he had been to a royal castle. He wasn’t very impressed; he preferred the buildings in Florence, Venice and Rome. It was 1506, and England and Scotland were still far behind the rest of Europe. Italy and France were full of artists, architects and scientists, but Britain was full of farmers and priests.




  The door creaked open and the guard came out with three other guards. He had a serious look on his face. ‘The King says he has never heard of John Damian. I will have to ask you to leave.’ The guard moved forward and pulled out his sword.




  ‘Gentlemen! Please!’ said Damian, holding up his hands. ‘Tell him it is the Italian alchemist.’




  ‘What’s an alchemist?’ asked the guard.




  ‘It is a man who can turn metal into gold.’ Damian waved his hands in the air like a magician.




  The guard looked confused. ‘Wait here.’ He signaled to the other guards to watch the stranger while he went inside. Damian tried to smile charmingly at the three men, but they just stared back at him.




  A few moments passed and then the door opened again. The guard appeared with a less serious look on his face. ‘Come on then.’ He nodded to the others to let the man enter.




  ‘Thank you,’ said Damian, bowing his head and then walking past the guards and through the door.




  Inside, there was a huge room, with paintings along each wall. There were people all around, standing in small groups, talking quietly. Everyone was dressed very elegantly. A few people turned to look at Damian as he was led down the middle of the room; he bowed his head to them and continued on. At the end of the hall, there was a man sitting on a chair. He was dressed in the finest clothes that Damian had ever seen. This was King James the First of Scotland.




  ‘Father John Damian, Your Highness,’ said the guard, bowing and moving to the side.




  The King stopped talking to the small group of people standing next to his throne and looked over at Damian. ‘Who are you?’ he said, looking Damian up and down.




  ‘I am Father Giovanni Damiano de Falcucci.’ Damian bowed as low as he could without falling over, then stood up.




  ‘I’ve never heard of you,’ said the King with a sneer. A few of the people around the King laughed, even though it wasn’t funny.




  ‘You will, Your Highness,’ said Damian, smiling.




  ‘Oh yes? Why? What can you do?’




  ‘I can turn metal… into gold.’ Damian took a gold coin from his pocket and showed it to the King.




  ‘But that is already gold, you silly man,’ said the King. Everybody laughed even more than before. ‘Anyway, I am bored of alchemy, it’s so 1504. What else can you do?’




  Damian thought for a second. Back in Italy, he had met Leonardo da Vinci and seen his amazing drawings of flying machines. He looked at the people laughing at him and then at the King. He felt anger in his stomach and his face turned red. ‘I can fly!’ he said.




  Everybody stopped laughing. ‘Sorry?’ said the King. ‘What did you say?’




  ‘I said that I can fly,’ said Damian.




  ‘But that’s impossible!’ said the King, laughing. ‘How can you fly?




  ‘I will show you, Your Highness.’




  ‘I have an idea!’ A man stepped forward from the group of people next to the King. ‘I am Jean de Gare, the French Ambassador. My friend and I are leaving for London by horse on Friday. If you can reach London before we do, I will give you one thousand guineas.’




  The crowd started murmuring and whispering. More people were gathering around the men, listening to the conversation.




  ‘Very well, sir!’ said Damian. He had to do it now.




  ‘Then it’s a bet!’ cried the King. ‘What fun!’




   




  Part Two




  ‘I will need eagle feathers,’ said Damian to his servant, Jennings. They were in a small room in one of the castle towers that the King had given Damian to work in.




  ‘Eagle feathers, sir?’ said Jennings, opening his eyes wide with surprise. Jennings was an old Scottish man with lots of thick grey hair; he even had white hair coming out of his ears. The King had given Jennings the job of helping Damian to prepare for his “flight”.




  ‘Yes, Jennings,’ said Damian, frowning over at Jennings ‘Feathers of an eagle. You know? The giant meat-eating bird of the mountains?’




  ‘But, how should I get eagle feathers, sir?’




  ‘I don’t know, Jennings, use your imagination.’ Damian went back to his drawing. He was designing a pair of wings, which was a difficult job. He was trying to remember da Vinci’s designs, but he couldn’t get a good picture in his mind.




  ‘Maybe you should come with me, sir,’ said Jennings. He had been watching his new master with interest and had noticed that he was having difficulty with his wing design.




  ‘Why should I come with you, Jennings? I have to design my wings.’




  ‘You can watch the eagles flying, sir. It might give you some ideas for your design.’




  Damian thought for a second, then stood up quickly. ‘Excellent idea! I will watch the eagles flying and see how they stay in the air using their wings!’




  Jennings and Damian rode up to the mountains near Stirling Castle. The countryside was very beautiful, not like Italy at all. Here, there were not many trees and the land was mountainous and rugged. Damian breathed the fresh air and smiled. He enjoyed his life.




  As a Catholic priest, Father Giovanni Damiano de Falcucci was sent all over Europe on missions from the Pope in Rome. But science interested him far more than religion. He wanted to know all about the new advances in science and medicine; astronomy and physics. In the past few years he had been working as a surgeon in France. Unfortunately, he was not a very skilled medical doctor and his patients kept dying. That is when he decided to try alchemy. He knew that the man who truly discovered how to create gold from metal would become rich and famous… and that is what he really wanted.




  ‘There is a nest up on that mountain, sir,’ said Jennings, pointing to a rocky slope. An eagle was flying in the sky above the nest.




  ‘Ah, good,’ said Damian, getting out a long, thin metal tube and putting it to his eye.




  ‘What’s that, sir?’ said Jennings, staring at the strange object.




  ‘This is a telescope, Jennings.’ Damian handed the servant the telescope. ‘Look through it. It makes things look bigger.’




  Jennings took the telescope and looked up at the mountain. The eagle was now much bigger than before. He took the telescope away quickly. ‘It’ a monster!’ he cried.




  ‘Ha! Jennings, it is not a monster.’ Damian pushed the telescope back up to the old man’s eye. ‘Look now. It’s normal. The glass in the telescope is curved to make a lens that magnifies everything.’




  ‘It’s dark magic!’ said Jennings, giving back the telescope.




  ‘No, Jennings! It is science!’ Damian rode off, heading towards the eagle’s nest.




  That afternoon, Damian watched the eagles hunting. Through the telescope, he could clearly see that the eagles used the wind to go higher and higher, they sometimes didn’t flap their wings for more than an hour.




  ‘Amazing birds,’ said Jennings, reading Damian’s thoughts.




  ‘Yes, Jennings, yes, they are. Imagine being able to fly!’




  ‘It would be a wonderful thing, sir,’ said Jennings, smiling. ‘But how will you do it?’




  ‘I will fly like an eagle, Jennings. Look how they need no real power… the design of their feathers keeps them in the air. I just need to start from a high place and the wind and the feathers will do the rest.’




  ‘Very good, sir.’ Jennings nodded and smiled at his new master. He was actually beginning to believe Damian.




  ‘Now go and get me some eagle feathers.’




  Jennings stopped smiling.




   




  Part Three




  For the next two days, Damian designed and built his wings. He and Jennings worked long into the night, hardly sleeping at all. But finally, on Friday morning, they were ready.




  ‘What do you think?’ asked Damian, standing in front of the window so that Jennings could see the wings better.




  ‘They are magnificent, sir!’




  Damian certainly looked impressive. He and Jennings had taken a linen work shirt and sewn thousands of feathers into it. The top feathers were eagle feathers, the second layer was goose feathers and the third layer was chicken feathers. Damian flapped his wings. He was sure that he could feel himself lifting off the ground a little. His heart skipped a beat.




  ‘I should be in London by dinnertime, Jennings!’




  ‘Yes, sir!’ Jennings slapped his leg and laughed.




  ‘Let’s go up to the roof, Jennings. The King will be waiting.’ Damian strode out of the room, his giant wings shining in the morning sun.




  ‘Ah! Here he is!’ shouted the King when Damian arrived on top of the castle. There was a crowd of about three hundred people there, all waiting to watch the first flight by a human. There was a gasp, followed by excited chattering when they saw Damian’s amazing wings.




  ‘Good morning, Your Highness!’ Damian stretched out his arms so that everyone could see his wings more clearly. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘You look marvellous!’ cried the King. He was wearing his best green and blue waistcoat and his long hair was blowing in the breeze. ‘Are you sure it’s not too windy to fly?’




  Damian put his finger in his mouth and then held it up. ‘No, Your Highness, I think these are perfect flying conditions.’




  ‘Fantastic!’ shouted the King. Everyone clapped.




  The French Ambassador stepped forward. ‘I will go downstairs and get my horse ready, Mr. Damian.’




  ‘Very well, monsieur,’ said Damian. ‘I will see you in London!’




  ‘Indeed,’ the French Ambassador smiled. ‘I truly wish you good luck. It is a brave and wonderful thing that you are doing.’




  ‘Thank you, sir.’ Damian bowed as the French Ambassador left the roof.
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