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The snow was close to six feet deep as darkness fell across the valley that lay below the great mountains. It was the beginning of winter as the storm blew through the thick forest. And in the midst of the blizzard, two young children struggled to stay warm as they journeyed from a far-away land. Hans and Lisl were brother and sister who had been orphaned during the war. Now they were all each other had. Hungry and tired, they spotted the Cathedral of the Mountain; its bright candlelit windows beckoned them onward through the night. The storm swirled furiously around them as they slowly trudged through the snowy darkness. If not for the lights of the massive church, they would have certainly been lost in the vast forest that surrounded them.

“What will we do if they won’t let us in?” eight-year-old Lisl asked her brother.

“They have to. It’s a church. They won’t leave us out here in the cold,” Hans reassured her, but in his ten year old mind, he had his own doubts.

Reaching the huge door, Hans knocked on it loudly with his small fist. There was no answer, so he knocked again as he glanced at his sister. Her bright blue eyes gave away her fears from under long, blonde hair. Hans looked very much like her. When there was again no answer, Hans bit his lower lip and wondered what to do next. He knew that the village was still a long ways off, or they would have seen the lights by then. And the storm was growing worse.

“I’m so tired and hungry,” Lisl sniffled, her eyes full of tears.

Hans tried to look brave. “Maybe we should sleep here against the door. The church will keep the wind off us for the night. Then tomorrow we can go on to the village.”

The two children snuggled against the large wooden door and fell asleep in each other’s arms. They were soon covered by a blanket of snow. They did not hear the bells coming toward them, but not far away, a horse-drawn sleigh was making its way back to the Mountain Cathedral. And in this sleigh was a very kind man, known by the village people as Good Nicholas. The sound of bells echoed as the horses pulled their cargo in front of the church and then stopped. Nicholas slowly stepped down from the sleigh and then whistled. The horses started for the stable that lay behind the beautiful church. Once there, they would be fed and put to bed by the animal keeper who lived there. As Nicholas turned and made his way through the deep snow, he could tell that something was huddled near the door. He carefully brushed the snow away to find the two children.

“Wake up, little ones. Come in by the fire and warm yourselves,” Nicholas said, shaking them awake. He then quickly opened the door, for it was never locked.

Hans yawned as Lisl sat up and rubbed the snow from her sleepy eyes. They both found themselves looking up into a kindly old face, covered with a flowing, white beard and sparkling eyes. Nicholas smiled as he helped them to their feet.

“You must be freezing, children. Have you had anything to eat?” Nicholas asked as he hurried them into the large hallway and closed the door behind them.

“I’m starving,” Lisl answered hungrily.

“We don’t need any food,” Hans broke in, hushing his sister. “Just a warm place to sleep is all we need.”

“You are more than welcome to stay here, children. This is God’s house and all are welcome,” Nicholas offered as he pulled off the red coat he was wearing. “Let’s go in the kitchen and have some hot chocolate. I think there might also be some warm stew left over from this evening’s supper. If not, we’ll find you something to eat. I’m hungry myself.”

Hans and Lisl followed the portly man into the spacious kitchen and watched as he put some wood in the fireplace, and by stirring at the still hot embers, quickly had the flames burning brightly. The children sat down on the hearth and let the fire warm their cold bodies. Nicholas then went about warming up the kettle of stew. In just a matter of moments, he had made each of them a cup of chocolate, some hot stew and warm bread. Lisl ate heartily as Hans tried to act as though he wasn’t as hungry.

“My name is Nicholas, Keeper of the Mountain Cathedral,” the old man said after the children had eaten their fill. “And what might your names be?”

“I’m Hans and this is my sister, Lisl,” the boy answered. “I hope we haven’t caused you any trouble, sir.”

Nicholas laughed. “Why, this is no trouble at all. But what about your parents? Won’t they be worried about the two of you? Perhaps I could send word that you are both safe?”

Hans lowered his head as he looked at the floor. “We have no parents. They died a long time ago. We used to live by the Green Sea, but now we are going to live in the village at the end of this valley. We have an aunt who lives there.”

“Do you not have anyone else, besides this aunt?” the old man asked as he sadly looked at these two beautiful children.

“We used to live with a mean old lady, but she told us to get out of her house when Hans tried to make her stop hitting me,” Lisl offered innocently.

“How awful,” Nicholas shuddered as he stood up and grabbed a piece of cheese from the table.

Hans and Lisl watched as Nicholas placed the cheese on the floor, not very far from the fireplace. They both smiled as a furry, brown mouse suddenly appeared and started to venture cautiously toward the old man. Nicholas gently picked up the small creature and fed it some cheese. The tiny mouse seemed unafraid as Nicholas sat back down and brushed its fur.

“Is it a pet?” Hans asked excitedly.

“He is just a friend. All creatures are my friends,” Nicholas answered. “Like you children, this little mouse had no home until he came here. Do you children like stories?” he then asked.

Hans and Lisl nodded their heads in agreement as they sat there in front of the warm fire.

“Then I will tell you a story about two mice that lived a long, long time ago. They also had to find a new home. But first, there were many hardships and problems they had to overcome.” So Nicholas began...
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Dark storm clouds had already begun to gather as Noah put the finishing touches to his boat. He glanced to the west and saw the animals as they continued to come. Everything had been just as God had foretold. The time of judgment was close at hand. Noah watched as beast he had never seen before came to his Ark, the ship that God had told him to build. A ship that would be home for all of these strange creatures that God had sent from every corner of the world.

Now, many miles away, two young mice named Zeke and Nina were playing tag in a field. They were unaware of the oncoming storm or the fact that God had chosen them to travel with Noah and the other animals upon the Ark.

“What is wrong with the sky?” Nina asked as she jumped up onto a large boulder. Zeke jumped up beside her.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen clouds like those before.”

Nina seemed frightened as she watched the dark clouds rumble and roll. She realized that something was definitely wrong. The sky had never been this way before. She was glad Zeke was there with her.

“Look! That crow is coming our way,” Zeke suddenly exclaimed as they jumped from the rock.

A black crow landed on the very spot they had just been sitting. Nina and Zeke ducked under a small bush. The crow just grinned, ruffling his feathers.

“Hey, you two.” The crow looked down at the mice in their hiding place. “I have a message for you from God. He wants you both to find a man named Noah and get on his boat by the end of the day.”

Zeke wasn’t sure if the crow was lying or not. He just knew that crows ate mice. It seemed odd that God would send an enemy with such a message.

“How do we know this isn’t a trick? You could be trying to get us to trust you so that you can eat us,” Zeke pointed out.

The crow cawed happily. “That is true. It could be a trick, but it isn’t. My name is Cam and I was sent to give you this message.”

Something about the way he said it, made Zeke believe him. He slowly crawled out from under the bush, Nina followed hesitantly.

“How do we find this Noah?” Zeke asked.

Cam eyed them both. “He is twenty miles to the east. You must be there by the end of the day.”

“But how?” Nina asked. “We are so small. It would take us a week to travel that far.”

“That isn’t my problem,” Cam replied dryly. “I was told to give you a message and now I have.” With that, he was off into the air.

Zeke and Nina watched as the crow flew out of sight. They knew they had to find a way to get to Noah. God had always
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