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Chapter 1Cooper pushed open the door of Crones Circle...



Chapter 2Theres no way, Kate thought grimly...



Chapter 3What do you mean youre not going?



Chapter 4 Annie looked over at Cooper. She was asleep.



Chapter 5Kate woke up on Saturday morning wishing...



Chapter 6I cant believe people are up this early...


Chapter 7Kate was glad that shed packed extra socks...
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Chapter 11I feel like Im twelve again, Kate thought...
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Chapter 13Kate was trying very hard to color within the lines.



Chapter 14Thats the house where they shot a season...



Chapter 15Kate walked down the aisle and took a seat...



Chapter 16I am so glad you guys are back.



Chapter 17Tuesday night came much more quickly...
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Make Your Own Challenge Box




At the center of The Challenge Box is, of course, the box from which Annie, Kate, Cooper and the others draw the final challenges they will face before their initiation into Wicca. These challenges represent things that the girls need to do in order to test themselves and make sure that theyre ready to commit themselves fully to Wicca. 




Well, you can create your own challenge box and use it for a similar purpose. We all have challenges in our lives, and facing them is what helps us grow as people and learn about ourselves and the world around us. You dont have to be studying Wicca to take advantage of this fun exerciseyou can do it whenever you feel like presenting yourself with an adventure.




Undertaking the challenge you choose from your Challenge Box is the difficult part. The easy part is making the box and coming up with the challenges. Well discuss making your Challenge Box in the next step. Right now lets focus on the challenges. For those, you can simply write different things on slips of paper. What kinds of challenges do you use? Thats up to you. Maybe youre trying to choose from among several different projects youre interested in working on, or perhaps youre trying to pick something new to learn about, but you find yourself overwhelmed by choices. Write these things down on slips of paper and put them in your box, using the slip you draw from the box to help you make your decision.




If you want to be more adventurous and accept a challenge you might never have considered, you can use the following list of challenges as a starting point. Write them on slips of paper, using all or just some of the challenges listed here (feel free to add your own to this list as well). Some of them suggest you try specific things, like learn to sing or write a story. Other challenges are purposefully less specificlike "make others aware." These challenges are designed to awaken your imagination. If you draw a challenge that doesnt seem to point you in a specific direction, take time to think about it. Think about what it might be saying, and about how you might be able to work with it. For example, if you choose "create change," there are many different ways of answering that challenge. You could make some kind of change to your own life. But you could also work to make changes in the lives of others, or in the life of someone in particular. Part of the fun of taking on a challenge is in finding
different ways to successfully complete it.




Choose some or all of the following to put into your Challenge Box:



accept a truth

allow yourself

ask a question




fulfill a dream


make others aware


begin again




believe in love


enjoy belonging




build a home


care for your body




celebrate your strengths


take a chance


create change




choose a path


make a commitment


show compassion




conceive a new project


create a community


dance for joy


dare to fail


defy expectations


embrace desire


discover a new place




do something new


awaken from a dream




embark on a journey


embrace your difference


emerge into the light


connect with family


feed your hunger


forgive a mistake


celebrate with friends


fulfill a promise


give yourself a present


allow growth


heal an old wound


inspire someone else


invite joy into your life


join a new group


begin your journey


call in joy


spread kindness


laugh at yourself


stand in the light


listen for a call


live with fierce joy


let someone love you


allow the magic


make music


nurture your dearest dream


observe your anger


open your heart


own your fears


plan for the future


plant a garden


play like a child


praise your loved ones


make and keep a promise


question your beliefs


take time for quiet


enjoy spiritual rebirth


receive a blessing


reclaim your power


recover a lost relationship


reflect on what you want


rejoice in your success


release your fears


remember a kindness


renew a friendship


risk losing it all


search for your true self


share your life


allow yourself to shine


let yourself sing


share your spirit


teach others


thank someone who helped


accept touch


trust someone fully


let your path unfold


weave a new circle


welcome a new friend


withdraw and reflect


experience wonder


write your story





Once youve come up with the challenges you want to use, youll need something to put them in. Your Challenge Box doesnt have to be anything fancy. You can just put your slips of paper in a plain old bowl and choose one. But it can be fun to make a special container for holding your challenges.




What you use for your box is up to you. You can use an old coffee can or other can, a cardboard box, a tissue box, or any other container you like. You can even make a fancy box out of wood or metal if you want to. All thats important is that you be able to put the slips of paper inside without crowding them and making it difficult to reach in and choose one.




Once you have your container, decorate it in a way you like. If you want to paint mystical symbols on it, go right ahead. Cover it with material. Glue fun things like shells and plastic animals to it and paint it gold. Use glitter and stickers and anything else you like. It doesnt matter what your Challenge Box looks like. What matters is that its something you find magical and fun to look at.




When your Challenge Box is completed, take your slips of paper and put them inside (fold the slips up if necessary). Now youre ready to select a challenge from it. If you like, you can create a ritual around selecting a challenge. Again, theres no right or wrong way to do this. If you want to, you can set a magical mood with music and candles. You can even go all out and cast a magical circle and ask your favorite god or goddess to help you choose an appropriate challenge.




How you select a challenge from your Challenge Box isnt the important thingyour attitude is. Dont just grab a slip at random. Really concentrate on why you want to accept a challenge. Prepare yourself mentally for taking on whatever challenge you select, even if its something that seems hard or that you dont understand. Dont just keep picking challenges because you dont like the ones youre getting. Leave it up to fate. Often the challenges we choose are exactly the right ones for us, even when we dont understand them at first. If you pick something you dont like, give it a chance. If you approach it with the correct attitude, youre certain to find that it brings all kinds of unexpected things into your life.




You can do this ritual once, or you can make it a regular part of your life. Sometimes its fun to just pick a challenge and work with it for a week or a month. Sometimes I choose one on the night of the new moon and work with it for the full cycle of the moon until the night of the next full moon. However you work with your Challenge Box is up to youjust have fun! 
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Cooper pushed open the door of Crones Circle, stepped inside, and shut the door behind her. That is a lot of snow, she remarked as she removed the black knit hat she was wearing and shook off the stubborn white flakes that clung to her dark blue wool jacket. She ran her hands through her hair, which was suffering from having been confined beneath the hat, and wiped her boots on the mat that Archer had placed near the door to prevent people from tracking snow and dirt across the stores wood floor. A line of shoes and boots sat beside it, a further hint that the proprietors would prefer their customers to go shoeless.


Is it still coming down hard? asked Annie, who was perusing the latest additions to the stores stock of books. She had removed her own boots and was walking around in her socks.


I took the bus instead of driving, Cooper told her, bending down to take off her boots and add them to those already lined up by the door. You can hardly see out there.


Annie went to the window and peered out. In the light of the street lamps she could see snowflakes swirling madly, like moths fluttering around a candle flame. On the street outside the shop the snow blanketed the sidewalks, and the fire hydrant on the corner looked like a tiny snowman. More like a snow gnome, Annie thought happily, enjoying the way the snow made everything look enchanted.


Is Kate here? asked Cooper, pulling off her second boot and coming to stand by Annie.


Shes in the back, Annie said. Shes helping set up.


Cooper nodded. Remind you of anything? she asked Annie as they watched the snow.


You mean Yule? replied Annie. I was just thinking that. But this is no magic snowstorm, she added, referring to the blizzard that had threatened to turn their week at a remote hotel, where they had gone to celebrate the Winter Solstice two months before, into a long winters nap of the permanent variety. This is just Mother Nature giving one final blowout before spring comes along.


Yes, Cooper said, but how convenient that it just happened to come along on the night of our big test.


Speaking of which, Annie said, theyre all being way mysterious about that.


Big shock, said Cooper. Witches being mysterious. Im surprised they arent blindfolding us like they did at our dedication ceremony.


Theres still time, Annie remarked, laughing.


Did you get anything out of them? Cooper asked her as they turned and walked toward the rear of the store and the room where they held their weekly Wicca study group.


Annie shook her head. Not really, she replied. All Sophia would say was that we were going to be facing a final challenge. Then she disappeared into the back office and hasnt come out.


Shes probably afraid well use cunning and guile to make her talk, said Cooper jokingly. Or just nag her until she cant stand it anymore.


They walked into the meeting room, where they found Kate arranging cushions on the floor. Oh, sure, she said sternly as she saw her friends, come in when all the hard work is done.


Hey, Cooper said, pretending to be offended, I was out there shoveling a path to the front door.


Kate laughed. All right, she said. Then she pointed an accusing finger at Annie. But you were definitely skipping out on me.


But you arrange cushions so well, said Annie.


Kate snorted. Flattery will get you nowhere, she said, sitting down. Im immune to your charms.


Annie and Cooper joined her on the floor. It felt good to be inside, where it was warm, while outside the snow fell, wrapping the world in cold. As usual, there was incense burning on the little altar in the store, and the air was scented with the rich smells of cedar and sage. In the meeting space, candles placed around the room gave off cheerful light, and soft music played on the stores CD player, something harplike and dreamy.


Can you believe this weather? asked Kate as they relaxed and waited for the other members of the class to arrive.


We were talking about that before we came in, said Cooper. Its very omenlike.


I wasnt even thinking about that, Kate responded. I was just thinking about how cold it is.


Well, we only have to put up with it for three more days, Annie said. I can guarantee you that there will be no snow in New Orleans. I talked to Juliet before I came over here, and she said its eighty-two degrees there today.


How do you feel about seeing your big sister for the first time? Cooper asked her, referring to the fact that they were going to New Orleans so that Annie could meet the sister that, until recently, she hadnt even known she had.


Annie looked thoughtful. Excited, she said. And scared, she added after a moment. Im glad you guys are going with me. 


Kate sighed. I cant wait to get there, she said. I am so stoked about this trip. Thank Goddess my mom has that wedding to cater. Shes so distracted with planning it that I dont think she quite realizes that shes letting me go during Mardi Gras.


My mother knows, all right, Cooper said. If she reminds me one more time to be careful I think Im going to start drinking.


Annie and Kate looked at her, shocked. I cant believe you said that, exclaimed Kate.


Cooper rolled her eyes. Please, she said. We are so beyond the days of the after-school special. This isnt some deep dark secret we arent supposed to talk about. My mother had a little drinking problem. Now shes dealing. Im not going to pretend it didnt happen.


So everything is okay? asked Kate hesitantly.


Cooper shrugged. More or less, she said. Shes still going to her group. She and T.J.s mom have really hit it off. I think it freaks him out a little, like theyre planning our wedding when they go out for dinner or something. She paused for a moment, then looked at her friends with a horrified expression on her face. You dont think they are, do you? she asked.


Most definitely, said Kate, looking at Annie. I bet theyve even picked out your dress.


And I bet its totally frilly, Annie said.


The three of them cracked up, and they were still laughing when Archer walked into the room. She was carrying something in her arms. It looked like a box, but because it was covered with a black cloth they couldnt tell exactly what it was. Archer set it down on a table, then turned to the girls.


Im going to go back in there to help Sophia, she said. I dont want any peeking under here. Got it?


Cooper, Kate, and Annie stared at the mysterious item. They all nodded.


Good, Archer said. And dont even think about cheating. Ill know.


She disappeared, leaving the girls to sit looking at the thing on the table.


What do you think it is? Annie asked after a moment.


Im going to go peek, said Cooper, starting to get up.


No! Kate and Annie said in unison, pulling Cooper back down.


Cooper groaned, but she sat down and didnt try to get up again. They continued to look at the mystery shape as, one by one, their classmates came into the room and took their seats. Everybody wanted to know what the thing beneath the cloth was, and the room buzzed with their conversations. Then Sophia and Archer appeared from the back room, and everyone stopped talking and looked at them.


Well, Sophia said, her eyes sparkling, I bet I can guess what you all want to know. She paused and looked at their expectant faces, not saying anything else.


What is it? Cooper blurted out, unable to contain herself any longer.


That is your final challenge, Sophia informed the students. Well, let me clarifyit contains your final challenge.


She walked over to the table and pulled the black cloth away. Beneath it was a box. But it wasnt just any box. This box was painted on all sides with beautiful designs. Intricate Celtic knotwork twisted around the top edge, and the center panel of each side was decorated with a different magical symbol. Sophia let everyone get a good look at the box before continuing.


A little more than ten months ago, you each underwent a dedication ceremony, she said. At that ceremony each one of you selected a word of power from the cauldron. Those words were meant to inspire you on your journey during this past year. They were also meant as challenges. In all likelihood, the words you chose have popped up again and again in different forms, am I right?


All around the room heads nodded in agreement. Kate, Annie, and Cooper were most definitely in agreement with Sophias statement. The words they had chosen at that ritualhealing for Annie, connection for Cooper, and truth for Katehad been recurring themes in the many different obstacles theyd each faced while studying witchcraft. In their own ways, each one of the girls had come to understand her chosen word and the importance of it in her life and in her journey.


Just as you chose your words of power to begin your journey, youre now going to choose another challenge to end it, Sophia told them. She indicated the box. This is the Challenge Box, she said. Inside are a number of slips of paper. Each one has a challenge written on it. Each of you will select a challenge. Whatever you select will be the final test you will undergo before it is decided whether or not youre ready for full initiation as witches.


Sort of like when Dorothy had to get the broomstick of the Wicked Witch of the West, remarked Cooper. That doesnt sound too bad.


Sophia raised an eyebrow. Really? she said. There are many past class members who would disagree with you about that, she added cryptically. And Dorothy had her friends to help her. Youll each be on your own.


What kind of challenges are they? Annie asked.


All kinds, answered Sophia. Some ask you to perform a particular task. Others require you to find something out. Each challenge is unique to the person choosing it. Or should I say to the person it chooses.


So if we pass the challenge, were in? Kate said.


Not quite, Sophia answered. The final challenge is only one of the things we consider when deciding whether or not a candidate is ready for initiation. However, I will say that if you fail to complete your challenge then its very unlikely that youll be asked to undergo initiation. But we have a way to go before we reach the point of making those decisions. Right now its time to find out what your challenges are. Who wants to go first?


I do, Kate said, earning looks of surprise from her friends, as well as from Sophia and Archer. She blushed. I know, I usually dont volunteer to go first. But I want to get it over with.


She stood up and walked to the box. At first she wasnt sure how she was supposed to get anything out of it, as there was no discernible lid and there didnt seem to be any way of opening it. For a moment she panicked, thinking that maybe this was the test and she was failing it. Then she noticed that the center of the boxs top panel was actually a circle of black velvet, and not wood. She poked at it with her finger and discovered that there was a slit in the velvet. She pushed her hand through and into the box.


Just as Sophia had promised, the box was filled with slips of paper. Touching them with her fingers, Kate was reminded once more of the dedication ceremony and how shed hesitated before selecting the slip of paper with her word on it. That time shed been terrified about what accepting the challenge meant for her life. Now she was afraid again, but for a different reason. This time she knew what accepting the challenge meant, but part of her was terrified that she might not be able to meet it. Then what would happen? If she wasnt accepted for initiation, she would have gone through a lot of trouble for nothing.


She pushed her fears away, knowing that thinking about them wasnt going to help. One thing shed learned about magic was that you had to meet it head-on. Before she could second-guess herself anymore, she grabbed a slip of paper and pulled it out. She looked at it, then looked at Sophia.


Do I tell everyone what it is? she asked.


No, answered Sophia. You should show me and Archer, because we need to know so that we can see how well you accomplish your challenge. Other than that, I recommend keeping your challenges to yourselves.


Kate looked at her paper again, then showed it to Sophia and Archer. Archer, who was holding a notebook, wrote down Kates challenge. When she was done she nodded at Kate. Good luck, she said.


Kate returned to her seat, the slip of paper clutched in her hand. She thought about what was written on her paper. Would she be able to do it? She hoped so. But she wasnt sure. She looked at Cooper and Annie, who were seated beside her, watching the proceedings. She very much wanted to discuss her challenge with her friends, to see what they made of the task shed been assigned. But Sophia had told them not to. It was going to be up to her, and her alone, to figure out exactly what the words on her slip of paper meant. For the moment all she could do was watch as the others went forward to reach into the Challenge Box.


Annie was the second of the threesome to go forward. She reached in and felt around. She stirred the slips of paper with her hand, hoping that some feelingsome signwould come to her when she touched the right one. But there were no flashes of light, no trumpet blasts or voices telling her to pick a particular slip.


Youre overanalyzing this, she told herself. That scientific brain of yours is working overtime. Just go with what you feel.


She closed her eyes, stirred some more, grabbed a handful of slips, and then let all of them but one fall from her fingers. The one that remained behind she pulled out. She showed it to Archer and Sophia before she even looked at it herself. After shed read it, she folded it carefully and tucked it into her pocket as she returned to her seat.


Cooper waited an unusually long time before standing up and walking to the Challenge Box. But unlike Kate and Annie, once she was standing in front of it she didnt hesitate at all. She plunged her hand in, snatched up the first slip she touched, and pulled it out. She read it, an indecipherable expression passing over her face as she did so, and then presented it to Sophia and Archer to be recorded in the book. Then she walked back to her friends and sat down.


The three friends sat and waited for the other class participants to finish choosing their challenges. None of them said anything to the others, but it was clear that they were all thinking about their own challenges. When the last person had drawn a slip from the box, Archer closed her notebook and Sophia put the black cover over the Challenge Box once more.


Now you have your challenges, Sophia said. You have two weeks to complete them. We wont have class next week, and will meet again on the fourteenth of March. At that time you will each be expected to give a short description of your challenge and how you didor did notcomplete it.


Thats it? asked Cooper, sounding surprised.


You expected more? asked Sophia, laughing.


Well, yeah, Cooper said. This is the last class, right?


The last regular class, yes, Sophia answered. After class on the fourteenth, only those people preparing for initiation will meet. There will be four preparatory classes, with the initiation following on April the thirteenth.


Right, Cooper said. So this is really the last class. Shouldnt we do something?


Oh, Sophia said. Now I see what youre getting at. She and Archer were grinning broadly, as if they had been keeping a secret from the class. You mean like a party?


Yeah, Cooper said. Like a party.


Sophia looked at Archer. Think you can work some magic and get us a party?


Archer nodded. I think I can come up with a party spell, she said. She cleared her throat and looked solemnly at the class. Party gods and goddesses, she said, come to us and bring the fun. Send us music, send us munchies, now that all our work is done.


No sooner had she finished speaking than several people emerged from the back carrying trays of food and things to drink. They were members of the various covens involved in putting the class together, and when the class saw them they clapped and cheered.


Party time! called out one of the men carrying a plate of brownies. His long white hair and beard were tied with multicolored ribbons, and as he walked around the room handing brownies to people, he shook his hips like a hula dancer.


Leave it to Thatcher, remarked Cooper to her friends as they watched their friend from the Coven of the Green Wood. Although he was one of the older members, he was always the first one to take part in any festivities.


The harp music that had been playing changed to something more lively as someone popped a new CD into the player, and the room immediately took on a party atmosphere as everybody began talking and eating. Annie, Cooper, and Kate stood together, chewing Thatchers brownies and talking.


I know we cant say exactly what our challenges are, Cooper said, her mouth full, but what do you guys think of yours?


Kate and Annie looked at each other. Im not sure I understand mine, Kate said.


I understand mine, Annie said. At least I understand what it says. But I dont know if I understand exactly how to do it.


Cooper nodded. Same here, she said.


Youre not discussing your challenges, are you? Archer said, sneaking up on them.


Only in the most basic of ways, said Annie. Promise you wont bust us?


Well, okay, Archer replied. But enough serious stuff. Lets dance.


She took Annie by the hand and dragged her off to start a spiral dance. Soon many of the others had joined in, leaving their plates of food and cups of drink for later. Cooper and Kate were swept up in the dancing as well. As they celebrated the end of class with their friends and classmates, they laughed and sang. But in the back of each ones mind was the challenge she would soon face.









CHAPTER2[image: fire]

Theres no way, Kate thought grimly as she bit off a piece of carrot stick and chewed on it. I just dont get it. She was thinking about the challenge shed picked the night before. At first, shed been able to not overanalyze it too much. Yes, the words of the challenge were a little cryptic, but shed told herself during the party that it would all come clear once shed had a chance to sit and think it over.


Well, now she had had a chance to sit and think it over. Shed thought about it for most of the night, once shed gotten home and into bed. And it hadnt helped. All shed been able to do was go over the challenge again and again in her head, wondering what it might mean. She did it again now, seeing the words that were written on the slip of paper scroll across her thoughts: Answer the question that has no answer.


How can a question have no answer? she asked herself. If its a question, then theres an answer to it. It seemed pretty obvious to her. But clearly she was a moron, quite possibly the stupidest almost-witch there ever was. I bet Sabrina or Willow would know the answer right off the top of their heads, she thought dully.


Hey there.


Kate looked up and saw Tara and Jessica. They sat down at the table and opened their lunch bags, taking out plastic containers and opening the lids.


Whats yours? Tara asked Jessica.


Pasta salad, replied Jessica. And I told my mother that Im doing the no-carbs thing.


Mines grilled chicken, said Tara.


The two girls swapped containers wordlessly and began eating from them. Jessica, stabbing a piece of chicken with her fork, turned to Kate. So, you excited about New Orleans?


What? asked Kate, still stewing over her challenge. Oh, yeah, I am.


Youre going to love it, Tara told her. I went once with my parents to some jazz festival. That part was dullsville, but the city is so cool. Anne Rice lives there, you know. Ooh, maybe youll see her!


Maybe, said Kate. But its Mardi Gras, so there will probably be, like, sixty billion people there. Im sure Anne will be in hiding.


I hear she likes to walk around in costume during Mardi Gras, Jessica said knowingly. You probably wouldnt be able to recognize her anyway.


Tara sighed. I wish I was going, too, she said. But no. I get to spend my break right here in thrilling Beecher Falls, the world capital of excruciating boredom.


Look on the bright side, Jessica replied. You can get your English paper done.


Oh, right, Tara said with mock excitement. Because reading Jane Eyre is so much more fun than going to New Orleans.


Kate listened as her friends continued chatting, letting their voices fade into the background as she resumed thinking about her challenge. It just didnt make any sense to her. How could she answer a question if she didnt know what it was? And how could she answer it if it had no answer? Why couldnt I get something easy, like slaying a dragon? she thought miserably.


She wondered what challenges Cooper and Annie had drawn. On the bus ride home from class, they had talked about everything except the one thing they all really wanted to talk about. Kate had been surprised at how hard it was to keep her challenge a secret. After all, Annie and Cooper were her best friends. She was used to sharing practically everything with them, especially when it came to magical stuff. Theyd started the class together, and theyd gone through a lot of difficult things together. But now that they were facing their final challenges, she wasnt allowed to ask for their help. It was frustrating having to do it all on her own. Was it as hard for her friends? She didnt know, but the insecure, worried part of her was pretty much convinced that while she was suffering, still just trying to understand her challenge, her friends had already completed theirs. She pictured them all at the initiation ceremony, Cooper and Annie smiling triumphantly as Sophia and the others did whatever
they did to make them real witches, while she stood in the back watching, having failed her test. It was too much to even consider.


And thinking of failing just reminded her that she was now officially failing Ms. Ablemans science class. After having the unfortunate luck of being paired with her arch nemesis, Sherrie, for a big-deal lab project that counted for a huge chunk of their grade, Kate had ruined any chance of getting by when she had let Sherries incompetence get to her and had started a catfight with her rival. Their experiment had been completely ruined, Ms. Ableman hadnt budged even after Kate had apologized, and the end result was that Kate was facing a big F in that class. Even the joy shed experienced from dumping several pots of dirt on Sherries head couldnt make up for the fact that for the first time in her life, Kate was probably going to be forced to take a class over again.


She hadnt been able to tell her parents about the F. Report cards for the period hadnt been sent home yet, and she hoped Mr. and Mrs. Morgan wouldnt find out about the disaster until she was back from New Orleans. If theyd known about it, they would never have agreed to let her go. Kate was sure of that. She felt a little guilty about hiding her failing mark from them, but she tried not to think about that. After all, she thought, resorting to the justification shed been using to make herself feel better about not being entirely forthcoming with her parents, Sherrie started it.


And gumbo, Tara said, jarring Kate out of her thoughts. You have got to try gumbo. I wish you could
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