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​Part One: Bedtime Stories for Fanny
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Michael poked his head through the door and smiled at Fanny.

“Ready?” he asked.

Fanny was five, a green-eyed girl with blonde locks and two dimples. Grandma had tucked her in securely, and now it was story time.

Michael, pronounced “Mee-kha-El,” was Fanny’s godfather. He was also the Angel of Death. He appeared as a dark young man with raven-black wings and ebony hair, but he had light-filled, blue eyes.

Fanny and Grandma Diana were his family – as much as an angel could have a family, that is. Michael grabbed the heavy tome of fairy tales from the table and plopped into the red armchair next to Fanny’s bed. 

“You look like a little cherub,” Michael remarked.

“What’s a cherub?”

“A baby angel. You remind me of my brothers when they were little. Imagine a flock of two hundred young angels, all with blonde hair and fluffy white wings.”

Fanny’s eyes widened.

“Two hundred brothers?”

“They were Angels of Light. When they descended from the sky, the glow of their wings turned night into day. When they flew in formation, they made a deafening sound like a million hornets. When they sang, Earth herself stood still and listened.”

Michael hesitated, then he added, “They are all gone now. The snake ate them.”

The last of the setting sun disappeared below the horizon. A gust of cold air came through the open bedroom window. 

Fanny’s lower lip quivered. “Did that happen a long, long time ago?”

“Yes, a very long time ago, when humankind was young. But I still miss them.”

“I wish I could hug you,” Fanny said.

“Me too,” Michael smiled at the girl. “But you know I can’t. My touch brings death, and you are supposed to stay alive for many more years.”

For the ten thousand years of his life, Michael had walked the Earth unseen and unheard, quietly collecting his souls. Then he met Hannah, who was unique among humans in that she could see him.

Michael still felt guilty about Hannah, but he did not want to think about that right now. His thoughts drifted. What he longed for was a soul-to-soul connection, but he had no soul, so he could not connect, not really. His little extravaganza with this human family was a luxury he allowed himself, for as long as it lasted.

Michael tore himself away from his musings and asked, “Which one do you want to hear tonight? The one with the wolf and the little girl in red clothes?”

“That’s Little Red Riding Hood,” said Fanny. “No, tell me one that’s not in the book, maybe one about someone lonely?”

“No problem,” said the Angel of Death. “I’ll tell you the story of the little dog who became a volcano.”​​​​​
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​​Chapter One
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​​The Little Dog Who Became a Volcano
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Once upon a time, there was a puppy who lived in a spacious house with a warm fireplace, a fine kitchen, and a lush garden. The owner of the house was a gnarly old man who had bought the puppy because he wanted a guard dog to protect his mansion from thieves.

Now, the puppy was young and not vicious at all, which displeased the old man. He took the puppy to a dog-training school so that his dog could learn to be fierce. The puppy met many big dogs at that school. They had powerful jaws and sharp teeth, and when they growled, the windows shook. The puppy invited the big dogs to play by lifting his butt and wagging his tail, but they ignored him. If he was too insistent, they snapped at him.

The old man was not here to play. “Fass,” he yelled at the puppy, holding out a thick pad on his arm. 

The puppy could not bring himself to bite the old man and hung his head in shame.

After many fruitless days at the dog-training school, the old man devised a different plan. He restricted the puppy’s food to one-quarter cup of dry dog food every day, hoping that hunger would turn the puppy into the nasty guard dog he wanted.

Meanwhile, the man cooked all kinds of good food for himself: fried fish, grilled chicken, pot roast, and lamb chops. The little dog sniffed up all the delicious smells coming from the man’s stove. He whined and pleaded for just one little piece, made his best puppy eyes, and rolled on the floor to show his soft belly, but the old man never shared anything, not one little bite.

One night, the puppy could not take it any longer. He snuck into the kitchen and opened the garbage can. There, he found a chicken bone, and he gobbled it up.

The old man never noticed a thing, so the next night, the puppy slipped into the kitchen again and raided the waste basket, being careful to clean up very well when he was done. That went on for several nights, but soon, the little dog got tired of bones without any meat on them, so he opened the refrigerator. He found some chicken nuggets on a plate, snatched one, and swallowed it in one gulp. 

The next day, the old man was puzzled, thinking he had made six chicken nuggets, but now there were only five. Then, he shrugged and told himself he was getting old and forgetful.

From then on, the little dog went to the refrigerator every night. At first, he stole only little morsels of food, but he got bigger and hungrier, and one day, he took a whole chicken.

The old man had prepared the chicken for a party, so he was sure he had not eaten it. He looked around, wondering what had happened to it, and when he found pieces of bone near the little dog’s bed, he knew.

“Bad dog!” he yelled. “This is how you thank me for feeding you and giving you shelter? OUT!”

The man banished the dog into the yard. The puppy was forced to sleep in a drafty doghouse and was left alone all day. All he had was a bowl of stale water and a dish holding a quarter cup of dry dog food.

Soon, the little dog became very hungry again, so when night came, he looked around the garden for things to eat. To his delight, he found rows of vegetables: peas, beans, zucchinis, and onions. He ate all the vegetables, and then he saw a patch of strawberries and blueberries. When he was done with the berries, he turned to the flowers in the garden. He gobbled up all the roses, spitting out the thorns, and devoured dahlias, petunias, and black-eyed Susans. Then he ate even the bushes and, finally, the lawn. He ripped out every blade of grass until only mud was left in place of the man’s prized turf. 

When the old man saw the disaster in his yard, he was furious. He beat the dog and put him on a chain so that he could walk only a few paces. The dog cried, but the old man paid him no attention, so the dog lay down next to his doghouse and whimpered to himself. 

When darkness fell over the yard, the dog began to chew through the chain. He chomped and chomped, tore it into little pieces, and ate the whole thing. Then, he began to gnaw at the fence. When he was done with the fence, he got to work on the house, but then he heard the old man’s angry voice from inside. The dog became frightened and ran.

He ran, and he ran until he reached a nearby village. There, he saw a big grocery store. The smell of all the goodies in that store made his mouth water. So, the dog waited until evening, and when the last people were leaving the store, he zipped through the door so fast that nobody noticed him.

Once in the store, the dog started to eat. First, he gobbled up all the meat and the fish, even the frozen ones. Then he found bananas, vegetables, bread, and cookies. He did not stop until he had devoured every single thing on the shelves, even the cans and the paper towels. And when the shelves were all bare, he ate the shelves, too.

When the people wanted to return to the store in the morning, they found that the door would not open. The reason was that the dog had gotten enormously big, so he was filling up the whole store. Eventually, the people called a construction crew, which removed the roof and lifted the big dog out of the building with the help of three large cranes. 

The cranes transported the dog to a forest a hundred miles away, and there they left him, saying, “Bad dog. Don’t you ever dare to come back.”

The dog walked through the forest, eating everything in his path. Eventually, he became so heavy that Earth herself could no longer carry his weight. The dirt gave way under the dog’s feet, and he sank into the deep. He sank lower and lower until he reached the core of the Earth, which was so hot that all the rock had melted into fiery, liquid magma. Soon, the dog got hungry again, so he swallowed some of the molten stone. This new food made the dog grow, and soon, he became so big that he pushed up a whole mountain. Every time the dog burped, there was an eruption of red-hot lava.

And thus, the dog remained for many years, imprisoned in a volcano of his own making, very alone, his stomach filled to the brim with lava. 

The people in the vicinity of the volcano were not happy. The fiery eruptions were dangerous, so they never went very close. The dog had nobody to talk to and often cried himself to sleep. When he did that, a cloud of steam rose up from his crater.

But then, one day, the dog had a visitor. It was a young girl who had come to see the volcano. She sat down at the base of the big mountain to rest, and there, she heard a loud rumbling. It came from inside the mountain, and it sounded exactly like her own stomach when she was hungry.

“Mountain,” she said. “Are you hungry?”

“I am always hungry,” replied the dog.

“I’ll share my sandwich with you,” said the girl, and she placed half of her sandwich on the feet of the volcano.

The sandwich disappeared into the ground like a drop of water on dry sand.

“Thank you,” said the dog. “That was good, but I am still hungry.”

“I will be back tomorrow,” said the girl. 

From then on, the girl visited the dog every day. She always brought her lunch and shared it with the dog. As time went by, something strange happened to the volcano; it began to shrink.

“Are you OK?” asked the girl, worried the volcano might be sick. “I’ll try to bring you more food.”

The mountain gobbled up every crumb she gave him, but still, it shrank. Soon, it was only as tall as a skyscraper, then it shrank to the size of a house, and finally, it disappeared; instead, there was only a large, black egg. The egg was huge, as tall as the girl, and had a smooth shell of obsidian.

The girl put half of her sandwich on the ground, but the sandwich was not absorbed. 

“Hm,” said the girl. “Are you not hungry?”

“I am still hungry,” said a voice inside the egg. “You have to put the food directly on my shell.”

When the girl did that, the egg began to wobble and shake, and a piece of the eggshell fell off. The girl peered inside and laughed when something in there licked her face. She reached into the egg and pulled out a tiny puppy. It was all wet and had black eyes as big and shiny as marbles.

“What shall I do with you?” wondered the girl as she took off her jacket to pat the puppy dry. “Well, if you like, you can be my puppy forever.”

The girl brought the puppy to her little house. The house had a small yard and was painted pink. The puppy loved everything about it. The girl shared all the food in her refrigerator with him. There were macaroni and cheese, arugula salad with goat cheese and pears, and about half a dozen peanut butter sandwiches. When night came, the puppy hopped on the girl's bed and went round and round until he had made himself a nice, cozy nest. 

The dog and the girl lived together happily until one night, the dog sensed something that made him uneasy. The moon was full, and the mists were rising over the fields. The dog heard the coyotes howling in the distance; he felt the silent swoop of an owl overhead. He lifted his ears and sniffed the air. And there it was, an evil scent, still a mile away. It was coming. It smelled of cigarettes, whiskey, and dirt. The dog growled under his breath and nudged the girl, who was sound asleep. The girl could not smell the evil thing in the distance, so she let the dog out, thinking he needed to pee. 

The dog paced the yard. The scent was stronger now, and he could hear the voices of three men. Then, he saw them as they climbed over the fence. They were dressed in black clothes, wearing masks on their faces. They were carrying guns, knives, and a rope. The dog showed his teeth and gave a fierce snarl, but the burglars laughed. 

“Look at that puppy,” they said. “Hey, little puppy, do you want to be a guard dog when you grow up?”

The dog lunged at the burglars, and as he jumped, he became bigger, much bigger. When he landed on top of the intruders, he was as large as a truck. 

The dog belched out a fiery stream of lava that set the burglars on fire and burned them to ashes in the blink of an eye. When the dog was sure that nothing was left of the thieves, he shrank to the size of a puppy again and whined at the back door until the girl let him in.

“Good puppy,” said the girl. “You are shivering. Are you cold? Let’s go back to our warm bed.”

Fanny chuckled. “Did the girl ever find out that her dog had superpowers?”

“I don’t think so. The little dog was very discreet about his guard duties. Things got a little hairy when the girl started to date. The puppy would growl at all the men who came to the house. Once, when a man stayed overnight, the dog peed all over the man’s bag.”

“Oh no,” said Fanny. “Did she put him in the pound?”

“The dog?” Michael asked incredulously. “I want to see the girl who would give up her beloved pup for a man. No, the girl continued to look for a good man until she found one who met the puppy’s approval.”

Fanny smiled at Michael. “That girl had a guardian puppy; I have a guardian angel.”

Something inside Michael’s chest bounced all of a sudden. It made his breathing difficult, and his heartbeat stumbled. If Michael could have chosen his calling, he would have been a guardian angel, not the Angel of Death. He would spread his protective wings over the child under his care. He would keep her safe and guide her until it was time for the Angel of Death to collect her soul. Then Michael would be assigned to another child and another, and slowly, the Space for Souls would become populated by souls who glowed with his blessings. 

“I was not made for that purpose,” Michael said. “But I am doing the best I can.”  

*****
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A few days later, Fanny pointed to a picture book about dragons.”

“Are dragons real?” she wanted to know.

“I have never met one,” Michael said. “But I can tell you a story about a dragon – a terrifying beast.”

​
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​​​​​Chapter Two
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​​​​The Bad Mom
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Once upon a time, there was a Bad Mom. She was VERY bad. One evening, she came home to a huge mess in the living room. She had worked all day and was exhausted, cranky, and hungry. There were blocks and puzzle pieces, little toy cars, cookie crumbs, dirty diapers, and banana peels all over the carpet. The older kids’ homework was crumpled up in one corner, and the dog had pooped on the pile of papers. There were also two empty beer bottles, a half-eaten tray of Chinese takeout, a pair of muddy men’s shoes, and two mismatched, stinky socks. The mess was so dense that the Bad Mom could not walk across the living room without stepping on something sharp or disgusting. 

So, she asked the kids to pick up their toys, and the kids cried that they did not know how. The Mom asked the kids’ dad to show them how it was done.

“You are a bad mother,” said the father. “I babysat all day so you could get your work done; the least you could do is clean up.”

So, the Bad Mom grabbed a garbage bag, put all the toys and all the mess in it, and hauled it to the garbage dump. The kids’ howling echoed all over the street.

Sometime later, she did eight loads of laundry. She worked on it for three hours, and then her back hurt, so she asked the kids to help with the folding. The kids said they didn’t know how, and the father said the same thing. 

The Bad Mom took two socks, rolled them together, and said: “Like this. It’s easy. See?”

But while she was looking for matching socks, the kids and their dad walked out into the yard to play ball. The Bad Mom growled like an angry dog, then folded all of her own clothes and put the rest in a few big baskets, which she dumped on the damp basement floor. The next morning, the kids could not find anything to wear.

“Find something in the heap in the basement,” said the Bad Mom.

“But I am scared to go into the basement,” cried the middle child.

“All the clothes down there are smelling of mold,” said the oldest.

The dad appeared in the kitchen wearing a stained and wrinkled shirt.

“I can’t go to work this way,” he complained. “My boss will kill me. You are a Bad Mom.” 

The next day, the Bad Mom was sewing. There were socks with holes in them, shirts with missing buttons, and pants with hems that had come undone. She sewed and sewed until the scissors slipped from her hands, and she stabbed herself in the hand. Her blood dripped on the floor.

The Bad Mom wrapped a sock around her hand and sat beside the window. High up in the sky, she saw a flock of geese winging their way North and calling to each other. 

“I wish I could fly away with them,” said the Bad Mom. 

And with that, she got up from her chair and walked out into the world, slamming the door behind her.

At first, the dad and the kids could not believe she had left, but the dad knew what to do. He went to a discount store and got them a new mom. That one did not mind cleaning, tidying, doing laundry, and sewing from morning to night. She let the kids have as much candy as they wanted, and they were allowed to watch TV all day. Now, the kids and their father were content.

In the meantime, the Bad Mom walked and walked until she got to a dark forest. Before long, she was lost. It was cold; there was nothing to eat except some wild berries, and, worst of all, the Bad Mom could hear wolves howling in the distance. When night fell, she climbed a huge tree so the wolves wouldn’t get her while she slept. She had never had a more awful night. When daybreak finally came, she got out of the tree, cramped and aching in every muscle. Her stomach rumbled, and she was cold and wet from the morning dew.

“I am surely going to die in these woods,” she muttered, but there was no turning back, so she kept walking.

The Bad Mom trudged on for seven long days, sleeping in trees and gathering berries and roots for food.

On the eighth day, she stumbled upon a clearing. She turned her face to the sun and let its rays warm her shivering body. Then, she saw a small castle with a moat, two drawbridges, three little turrets, and a colorful flag. The Bad Mom sighed with happiness.

“I will find food in that castle,” she thought. “Maybe even warm clothes. I will be able to rest, and the people in the castle can tell me how to get out of these cursed woods.”

Alas, there was no easy way into the castle. The building had two gates; one was guarded by giant elephants, and the other was blocked by fierce lions. The Bad Mom tried to sneak by the animals, but the lions roared at her, baring their enormous, yellow fangs. The elephants lifted their trunks and trumpeted in her face, threatening her with their gleaming tusks. She pleaded and begged, but the animals did not allow her to pass. 

So, she thought of a ruse. She picked up a few rocks and went up to the elephants. Then she yelled and threw her rocks at the animals. The stones had sharp edges, so the elephants squealed in pain and lumbered after the Bad Mom. Elephants can run very fast, but the Bad Mom had a head start and sprinted towards the lions' gate as fast as she could. The elephants were in hot pursuit and collided with the lions. It took a few minutes for the angry animals to sort things out, and meanwhile, the Bad Mom zipped through the elephants’ gate, which was momentarily unguarded.

So, now she was inside the castle, but what a disappointment that was! The Bad Mom had pictured large ballrooms with chandeliers on the ceilings and fancy tapestries on the walls. Instead, she found herself in a dusty, very long, dimly lit hall. The dust got into her nose and made her sneeze. On both sides of the hall, she saw dozens of doors of various sizes and colors, each with a nameplate. 

The Bad Mom read the names, “Susie, John, Christopher, Marie.”

She tried to open the first door, but it was locked. The second and third were locked, too. The Bad Mom tried every single door until her wrists hurt. When she had just about reached the end of the hall, she came upon a small wooden door. The nameplate on the door read “Bad Mom,” and a rusty little key was in the lock.

“Here goes nothing,” muttered the Bad Mom, who, after all those days in the woods, had developed a habit of talking to herself. 

She turned the key in the lock, and the door opened, creaking and groaning. The Bad Mom poked her head through the opening and immediately found herself in a sticky mess of spiderwebs with dead flies clinging to her face. She wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and had a coughing fit. 

“Yes,” she thought. “Of course, this would be my door - spiderwebs and dust. More cleaning.”

The door led to a spiral staircase that was even darker than the hallway. The staircase wound its way up so high that the Bad Mom could not see where it ended.

She climbed the stairs and arrived at the end of the staircase, where she found another wooden door. The Bad Mom opened it gingerly and peeked into the chamber behind it. 

The room was brightly lit by a large window, so she was blinded at first, but soon her eyes adjusted to the light. She looked around and gasped. There was a giant red bird sitting near the window, almost filling the room. The creature was at least four times larger than the Bad Mom. She did not doubt for a moment that the bird could gobble her up in a few bites.

The bird, however, tilted its head to scrutinize the Bad Mom. It was a magnificent animal with shiny, crimson feathers and a large black crest on its head. It had the curved beak and the penetrating eyes of an eagle. 

“Krah,” screeched the bird. “Bad Mom, what do you want?”

The Bad Mom was too stunned to talk right away, but somewhere in her mind stirred a memory. She remembered her mother telling her bedtime stories of a giant red bird that could fulfill wishes. There was a catch, she knew; the bird never granted more than one wish, and few people ever met the Bird Krah.

The Bad Mom took a deep breath. There were many things she needed and wanted. Food, most of all, a safe place to sleep, warm clothes, a compass, and a map of the forest.

“I want to be able to fly,” said the Bad Mom, surprised because she did not know where these words had come from.

“Krah,” yelled the bird, shaking its enormous body, and then it was gone.

The Bad Mom was left alone in the tower room.

“I must have been dreaming,” she said to herself. “Hunger and exhaustion can do that.”

But just as she started to head back to the stairway, she noticed something red in her peripheral vision. She craned her neck and yelped in surprise. She had wings — two fully developed crimson wings attached to her shoulder blades. She willed the right wing to move and gave herself a feathery slap in the face.

For a good hour, the Bad Mom practiced moving these wings, but then it occurred to her that she still had to find a way out of this castle. Wings or no wings, she was sure she would not survive another encounter with the elephants. That left only one way to go – the window.

The tower room was two hundred feet above ground. She looked down, and the meadow below seemed very far.

“I can do that,” she said to herself. “I will. If it kills me.”

She climbed through the window and sat on the sill. Her heart raced in her chest. Her mouth was dry, and her hands trembled. She took a deep breath and pushed off. She fell. The wind rushed through her hair. The ground was coming up fast.

“Fly, wings, fly,” she begged, and her fall turned into a graceful curve; she leveled off and ascended, her powerful wings beating the air.

“Two rounds around the castle, please,” said the Bad Mom to her wings, and her wings did as they were told. The Bad Mom saw the lions and the elephants below. They looked tiny from this height. She admired the ornate flower beds around the castle and cringed at the sight of the terrible forest where the wolves were still howling.

Then she laughed in utter delight and said, “Now, wings, let's get us something to eat.”

The Bad Mom flew over the forest and found a small town where she alighted in the village square. Nobody commented on her red wings because these magic wings were not visible to most people. 

In the weeks that followed, the Bad Mom traveled all over the land. Thanks to her wings, she was unafraid. She found the world a marvelous place, with mysteries in every corner.

One day, her journey took her to a village famous for its lush gardens. When the Bad Mom alighted on the outskirts of the town, she noticed that something seemed wrong. The fields surrounding the village were brown, and the parched soil was cracked. There were no flowers, gardens, or anything lush about the town. A stench of death hung in the air. The Bad Mom saw a dead cat next to the road and several rat cadavers. The village was quiet except for the buzzing of flies. 

“Hello,” yelled the Bad Mom, but nobody answered. 

She walked from door to door and finally found one house where an old, blind woman sat on her rocking chair, staring into nothingness. She was emaciated, and her lips were crusted with blood.

“Hello,” said the Bad Mom.

“Who are you?” asked the blind woman.

The Bad Mom gave her some water from her bottle and half a sandwich from her backpack.

“What has happened here?” the Bad Mom wanted to know.

“It was the cursed Bird Krah,” croaked the woman. “It came to us to grant us a wish. Oh, we were happy before it arrived. Our village was famous for its beautiful gardens. People came from far and near to see our amazing floral displays. But we wanted more. Our days were perfect except when it rained. So, we asked the Bird Krah to make the sun shine upon us all day and all night.”

“And so, you created a draught?” asked the Bad Mom, incredulous that the Bird Krah would have agreed to such a foolish wish. “Why didn’t you ask the Bird Krah to undo this wish?”

“We tried,” said the old woman. “But the filthy bird must hate us. Nobody has seen it in months. We cannot find it, and the people have left the village to work in the city. I alone stayed, in case the bird came back. Curse you, Bird Krah.”

The Bad Mom gave the old woman all her water and food and took her leave. 

“I will try to find the Bird Krah, and if I find him, I will ask him to restore night and rain for you.”

So, the Bad Mom took to the air, got herself some provisions, and then asked her wings to find the Bird Krah. Her wings set a course due North. For seven days and nights, the Bad Mom flew, not resting or sleeping. She flew until the air became bitterly cold. She flew over snow-covered ground and past trees whose branches glistened with thin sheets of ice. She crossed ragged mountain peaks; then she ascended, climbing higher and higher until, finally, her wings set her down on a rocky slope overlooking the valleys and crests.

At first, she did not understand why her wings had picked this particular spot, but then she saw a flash of light coming from a nearby mountain peak. The light was a reflection from a large, golden cage. The cage sat all the way on top of the mountain, and in it was a creature that seemed ready to die. 

The Bad Mom almost did not recognize it. It was the Bird Krah, slumped in the cage, its head hanging low, its plumage dull, and its crest limp. Then, just as the Bad Mom was about to take to the air to have a closer look, she saw something else. There was a creature wrapped around the cage. It was brown and gray, blending in with the rocks, and it was at least ten times the size of the Bird Krah. The creature lifted its ugly head to sniff the air, and the Bad Mom saw it was a dragon.

Even with her limber red wings, the Bad Mom had no hope of winning a fight with a dragon. So, she waited, and after a few hours, the dragon stood up, stretched its gray wings, and took off in search of food.

The Bad Mom flew to the cage, looking around cautiously to make sure that the dragon was nowhere in sight.

“Bird Krah, Bird Krah,” she called. “What are you doing in a cage?”

With great effort, the bird lifted its massive head and focused on the Bad Mom.

“And what are you doing in these mountains of ice, Bad Mom?” replied the bird.

“I have come to find you. There is a dry village that needs your help, but on second thought, it seems that you are the one who needs help first.”

“No one can help me,” sighed the Bird Krah and closed its eyes. “I am already half dead and soon will be gone. Go save yourself, Bad Mom.”

“Nonsense,” said the Bad Mom. “There is always a way.”

The bird opened one weary eye, “Maybe, but I don’t think so. You would have to fly to the end of the rainbow and find the golden pot that holds my power. If you bring it to me, I can free myself from this cage.”

“OK,” said the Bad Mom. “That doesn’t sound so bad. What’s the catch?”

“The catch is that you must not use the power contained in that pot. You can’t even open the pot. If you do, I will die in this cage, and evil things will invade your world because you are not meant to handle such power.” 

“Stay alive,” said the Bad Mom. “I will be back as soon as I can.”

So, the Bad Mom crisscrossed the land in search of a rainbow, but every time she found one, it vanished before she could get to its end. She tried, and she tried. It seemed hopeless. 
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