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Jacob’s thick, ink-black hair wakes up before

he  does,  its  long  tendrils  playfully  tickling  his

nose and wrapping around his ear. He lies on a

thin  mattress  on  the  floor  of  his  sparse  Los

Angeles  apartment,  the  morning  sun  casting

long, cloud-like shadows of his messy bedhead

against the wall.
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In  the  cramped bathroom,  Jacob stares  at

his  reflection  in  a  small,  tilted  mirror  streaked

with old toothpaste. His hair stands three inches

high  in  an  elaborate,  rebellious  curl,  looking

back at  him with a stubborn personality of  its

own.
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Preparing for his first day, Jacob pulls a navy

beanie tight over his unruly hair and tucks a slim

birch wand into his jacket pocket. The apartment

around him is a mess of ramen cups and duffel

bags,  smelling  of  dust  and  the  faint  scent  of

cumin.
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Jacob descends the stairs of his apartment

building, the air thick with the smell of ammonia

and incense. He passes doors where the muffled

sound  of  music  plays,  heading  out  into  the

damp, foggy morning of the city.
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On the city bus, Jacob keeps his head down

and earbuds in while the world of Los Angeles

pulses around him. He watches a grandmother

with  ritual  candles  and  teenagers  with

shimmering, animated tattoos, his own magical

secret hidden beneath his hat.
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Jacob stands before a mysterious black door

tucked between a mundane dry cleaner and a

colorful  psychic  shop.  The  ornate  brass

doorknob  glints  in  the  sunlight,  seemingly

inviting him to step out of the ordinary world

and into the unknown.
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Beyond the door, a surreal hallway stretches

much  further  than  the  building  should  allow,

illuminated  by  glowing  fixtures  shaped  like

unblinking eyes. The carpet beneath Jacob's feet

is  unnervingly  soft  and  colorless  as  he  walks

toward the distant end.
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At the end of the hall,  Jacob encounters a

receptionist sitting behind a glass partition, her

eyes perfectly  matching the eye-shaped lamps

on the walls.  She wears a shimmering metallic

blazer  and  types  with  a  sense  of  professional

boredom  that  masks  the  strangeness  of  the

room.
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The receptionist looks up from her screen,

her  expression neutral  as  she confirms Jacob’s

transfer  from  San  Diego.  He  feels  a  jolt  of

anxiety  when  she  mentions  his  status  is

probationary,  a  word  that  hangs  heavy  in  the

sterile air of the Academy.
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Jacob  stands  at  the  threshold  of  the

Academy  of  Shadows,  his  hair  twitching

restlessly  under  his  beanie  as  if  sensing  the

magic nearby. The journey from a parlor trick to

a true sorcerer begins now, amidst the shadows

and secrets of the city.
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