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      “First off, you’re not dead.”

      I looked at the woman in astonishment. How had she known what I’d been thinking? Admittedly, the thought that I’d died had only hazily formed. I actually thought I must be delirious. It was a much better explanation to the situation I found myself in. How else to explain the strange surroundings?

      With no idea as to how I’d gotten there, I found myself standing in a mist in a long queue of people waiting between long ropes of velvet fashioned into a walkway. Everyone seemed to be waiting their turn to go through a doorway which had a curious painted sign hanging above it. It read, in large letters painted in blue, “Office of Cursed Objects- Dead to the left, Djinn to the right. Unsure? Stop at Reception.” Below that in smaller letters, painted in red and in a bold italic script, were the words, “Don’t forget to take a number. Unless you have a number and we call it, you won’t be served.” There was another sign next to the door, this one painted in green. “Open until we’re closed. Thank you for your patronage.”

      Obviously a hallucination, right? Completely nonsensical. My hand gripped the glass bottle it held tighter. I’m obviously dreaming.

      “You’re not dreaming, either,” she said, as if reading my mind. “Your case worker will explain everything to you and get you fixed right up.”

      I wasn’t feeling reassured at all. She sounded bored and as if she were reciting by rote. This is what I get for trying to manipulate my dream. I should’ve just gone left or right, and took a number. But no, I had to decide to stop at reception and ask the clerk if she could direct me.

      “Right is for dee-jin, correct?” I asked.

      “Djinn,” she corrected nodding, peering at me over the top of her tortoiseshell eyeglass frames. “Also known in the popular vernacular as genies.”

      “Genies,” I repeated. Why am I dreaming about genies? Oh! Maybe it’s panto season! I’ve had way too much mulled wine or had port and cheese too close to bed and it’s giving me odd dreams. Next, I’ll no doubt take a number only to be greeted by Father Christmas or some such nonsense.

      “Look, you’ve asked where to go, I’ve told you which way to turn, so please go and take a number.”

      It didn’t matter that after I’d asked her which way to turn, the officious looking receptionist hadn’t asked me any questions after replying. In my dream, it was obviously enough that I’d asked and been given directions. Shrugging, I turned the direction I had been told to go.

      Spying the bottle in my hand, she called out, “One moment, miss. You’ll need to leave the bottle here. I’ll dispose of it properly for you.”

      I silently handed her the bottle before going back on my way. It was just an empty milk bottle so she was welcome to it. Another door loomed before me, with another queue of people awaiting their turn. I took a numbered ticket from the red ticket machine by the door. Number eighty-two. I sighed and joined the back of the queue.

      “Number fifty-six,” a disembodied voice called out.The person closest to the door went in. Two more people joined the queue behind me after getting their tickets. “Number fifty-seven,” the voice intoned. Watching the person closest to the door go in each time a number was called, I wondered why we even needed numbers. We were all standing in a narrow hall, after all. All we could do was take a ticket and then take our proper place in the queue. Not that dreams have to make sense, I reminded myself.

      “Number eighty-one.”

      I jolted out of my bored reverie. I was at the door and my number was next. I peered in through the doorway and blinked. No Father Christmases in sight. Instead, there was yet another receptionist, this one standing behind a podium like a restaurant hostess. A row of closed office doors were behind him, their windowless state not divulging what was behind them. This receptionist reached for a folder sat on the top of her podium, then walked the number eighty-one to one of the closed doors. He gave a sharp rap before opening the door, ushering the woman who’d stood in line before me inside before going in himself and shutting the door. Moments later, he left, now sans folder, and returned to the podium. “Number eighty-two,” he intoned a scant few minutes later.

      I walked forward and proffered my ticket. He smiled, picking up yet another blank manila folder. “Right this way,” he said with a professional smile, leading me to a door on the far end. He knocked and paused.

      “Come in,” a voice on the other side called out.

      The receptionist opened the door. “Go right on in,” he said, gesturing with the hand that held the folder. I walked in hesitantly.

      Yup, definitely dreaming. People going in these doors, but no other doors out, yet poof! They’re gone.

      Taking the folder from the receptionist, the woman behind the desk gave me a quick look over. “Thanks, Mark,” she said to the receptionist, her tone making it a clear dismissal. Mark left, leaving me standing there wondering what was going to happen next. “Please take a seat.”

      I settled into the chair in front of her desk and watched as she opened the folder and began to read something from a small file inside. “Right, post-war, lighthouse keeper’s daughter, milk bottle,” she muttered. She closed the folder and laid it on her desk. “Well, you’re a lucky girl,” she said brightly. “That milk bottle puts you in a rather plummy class.”

      It does?

      “Do you have a name preference?” I blinked. She sighed. “What would you prefer to be called?”

      Oh. “My name is…”

      Oh dear. I reached for it in my mind and began to panic. It wasn’t there.

      “Easy. Don’t worry about the name your parents gave you. Think of a name you’d like to have. I’ll put that in your file and then we can get you a nice cup of tea, hmm?”

      I licked my lips and shook my head. Nothing sprang to mind.

      “No never mind,” she said cheerfully, picking up a binder that sat on her desk. She opened it. “Girl’s names, girl’s names,” she muttered, flipping through the pages. “Ah, here we are.” She ran her fingers down the pages, turning them one after the other. “No, we’ve used all these already, oh! Here’s one we haven’t used this term.” She reopened the manila folder and wrote something across the top of the folder inside. Closing it once more, she turned the folder so that the index tab was at the top, and wrote a single word across that. Putting the pen down, she looked at me once more and smiled brightly. “There we are. Tallulah, I’d like to welcome you to this term’s djinn intake.” She raised a hand. “No, no questions. First, a cup of tea in the auditorium, then you and others in your class will be sorted into groups.” She pushed the manila folder across the desk. “Take this with you.”

      I picked it up and looked doubtfully at the only door into the room.

      “Go on, they’re waiting. You’re my last client of the day.”

      So much for getting the case worker to explain things like the first receptionist promised.

      I opened the door and froze. Instead of the way I’d come in, the door now opened into a school auditorium. It was filled with persons ranging from early adolescence to middle age, of all social classes.  A set of folding folding tables sat to one side. One held a stainless steel tea urn where an elderly woman was handing out cups of tea. The other table held a series of plates and a stack of paper napkins. I ventured closer. Ohhhh. Custard creams and shortbread. My stomach gurgled at the sight of the biscuits. Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever dreamt being hungry before. I took a paper napkin and helped myself to a few biscuits.

      “Tea, dear?” the older woman asked.

      “Oh, yes, please,” I responded.

      “Milk?”

      “And two sugars, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      She passed me the cup and saucer. “Just bring it back and let me know if you’re done or if you’d like another.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Tea?” she asked someone else as they brought their cup back to her.

      My eyes scanned the room, finding a seat. I hurried towards it. A bit closer to the stage than I usually liked, but close the the end of a row so I didn’t have as many legs to trip over while getting to and from my seat. “Excuse me,” I murmured as I inched to my seat. I sat down and took a grateful sip. Least my dream makes a good cup of tea.

      A man came onto the stage. “Everyone take your seats please,” he called out. I marvelled at how his voice projected so it was easily heard above the low din. A hush fell over the room and the few people still milling about quickly took a seat. “Thank you and welcome. If you look to the side of the auditorium, you’ll note there are four doors, just as there are four rows of seats. The doors each have a number on them which corresponds to the row you’re seated in. So, row one if you’ll stand, please.”

      A scraping of chairs sounded  in the pause, as well as the clink of crockery. “No, that’s all right. If you still have your cups and napkins, please take them with you. They’ll be collected once you’ve finished them where you’re going.” He waited for everyone to get themselves situated. “Excellent. Now, row one, if you’ll just follow the young lady on the end closest to the door? Thank you. Your instructor will meet you on the other side of the door.”

      I wonder what it means that I’ve got all these doors to go through?

      “Now that they’ve all gone through, if row two will do the same to go through door two…”

      I was in row two. I stood, careful to not spill my tea or drop my biscuits. I followed along and found myself in a hallway. A middle aged woman in a tweed suit awaited us on the other side. She wore a shiny silver whistle on a cord around her neck and carried a clipboard.

      “Raymond, Elsie, Yasmin, Morgana, Tallulah, Yusef, Kaku,” she read, pointing to each of us in turn.  She sounded American, as did  almost everyone else, except unlike the other officials so far, her voice was strident. “Looks like you’re all here. I’m Sarah and I’m your instructor. Listen up, pay close attention, and make a good effort, and you’ll pass with ease. Yes, Raymond?”

      “Pass what, exactly? I don’t recall signing up for a course.”

      “You also don’t recall your own name, beyond the one your case worker gave you, do you?” she rejoined.

      “Er, no.”

      “In fact, none of you do.” The rest of us shook our heads. “It’s how it works, makes transitioning easier. Right, quick run down. You all handled a cursed object. Unlike the people who went to Dead Processing, yours did not kill you. Instead, it carried a curse that turned you into djinn. You lot are all destined for bottles, unless you fail.” She looked at us darkly, letting us know she would be very offended if we did so.

      “Failure means re-processing, which means reassignment. Reassignment means no bottle. You’ll end up with an old lamp, a ring, or a shoe.” A shoe? “Trust me, you don’t want an old, worn out shoe. You could end up buried in trash for centuries. As for lamps, those are just pure kitsch, no comfort in them at all. So since you came by bottle, make sure you leave by bottle.”

      Right. Cursed milk bottle, genie school, pass it and get…what, the milk bottle?

      “Tallulah, you look like your head is about to explode. Out with it.”

      “I was carrying a milk bottle when I came in,” I began.

      She glanced at her clipboard. “Yes, that’s right. They took it at reception so it could go back into circulation. It’s being recycled. Someone is going to find their soft drink came with more than they bargained for.”

      “I don’t understand,”I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, so, you’re postwar, lighthouse keeper’s daughter…uh huh. Says here you picked up the empty milk bottle, rinsed it out and rubbed it dry with a tea towel.”

      Genies. Rubbed the bottle. Comprehension lit all of our faces.

      “And the penny drops. Good, good. You all have a variation on this. Raymond was rubbing the neck on his micro brew while chatting with his best friend at their local bar, Yusef’s was actually technically a jar that he was trying to get a good grip on while taking the lid off for his wife, and so on.”

      I wondered what a microbrew was, but decided it wasn’t important. “Your bottles got rubbed, the curse got activated. Cue you manifesting outside the office with your bottles and ending up here.”

      “I thought rubbing a genie’s bottle got you three wishes,” Yasmin spoke up timidly.

      “A genie’s bottle, yes. Not a cursed bottle. Cursed bottles, rings, necklaces, ties, et cetera do not house a djinn. They just curse you to become one. Think of them as a recruitment tool.”

      “Won’t my friend think it weird that I just disappeared? I mean, since we were at a bar talking and I just went poof, and all,”  Raymond asked.

      “The curse erases your existence from the mortal realm. You will have no impact on it again until you pass your training, gain your vessel, and end up summoned. This course will teach you both the scope and the limitations of your powers.”

      “So we’re stuck like this forever?” Kaku pressed.

      “If you mean will you be a djinn forever, the answer is yes. However, the curse also has limitations on it, which will be explained later.” Elsie raised her hand timidly. “Yes, Elsie?”

      “So, we’re going to learn magic?”

      “I certainly hope so. You don’t even want to know what happens if you fail to learn that portion,” Sarah answered darkly. “Enough questions now, follow me!” She blew her whistle and our group grimaced at the shrill tone.

      We followed her obediently. She led us down the hall until we came to a set of double glass doors. One of the ubiquitous white wooden signs with painted lettering informed us that this was “Cursed Objects Djinn Inprocessing- Bottle Division”. She ushered inside. A long counter ran along one side, behind which we could see several people busy at work among warehouse style racks. Most of the room was taken up by seating.

      “Sit and finish your tea. It’s the last break you’ll have for a long, long time!” she barked. She wandered over to the counter where she handed her clipboard over to a harried looking clerk. The clerk glanced at the top sheet before hurrying off into the racks.

      Sarah walked back over to our group. She looked us over and pursed her lips. Leaning forward, she clenched her jaw and placed her hands on her hips. “Come on now!” she thundered, making several of us jump in surprise. “You’re like a bunch of old women sitting in a tea room! Don’t just sip that daintily! Finish it! You think your masters will wait on you to answer your summons? ‘Oh, so sorry, master, I was just having a wee cuppa,’” she said in an exaggerated falsetto. “I don’t think so, and if you do, you’ve got another think coming! Finish those cups and go place them on the counter. Move it, move it, move it!”

      I surged to my feet, heedless of the fact that there was still tea in my cup. Elsie, Kaku, and Morgana followed suit. Thank goodness we’d all finished our biscuits. I dreaded to think what she might have said to us otherwise.

      “Put those napkins in the bin!” she roared.

      Those of us with napkins looked wildly about for the bin. It was next to the door we’d come in. We dashed over, tripping over each other in haste as we shoved the offending paper into the bin.

      “Djinn are elementals and as elementals, we take care of the environment,” she lectured. “Therefore, wishes that harm natural habitats irreparably are forbidden! So is littering!”

      We returned to our seats. Sarah turned back towards the counter. The clerk had returned along with several persons who now stood in a line behind the counter.

      The clerk who’d taken the clipboard spoke up. “If you’ll please all line up, back in the original order you came in as: Raymond, Elsie, Yasmin, Morgana, Tallulah, Yusef, then Kaku.”

      Not wishing to provoke Sarah any further, we hustled to do as asked. The clerk nodded. “Excellent, just go along the counter until you reach the end. They’ll be issuing you your gear.” She handed the clipboard back to Sarah. Raymond stepped forward. He blinked at the small pair of red Speedos he was handed.

      “Don’t gawp!” Sarah was on him in an instant. Piranhas had nothing on this lady.

      He moved forward and was handed a stack of large throw pillows. Next was a large rug. I didn’t pay attention after that as my eyes became riveted on what the first clerk in the line had handed Elsie. It looked like a filmy Arabian Nights costume. Yasmin was given one in a different colour; where Elsie’s was a hot pink, Yasmin’s was an emerald green. My brow furrowed. Morgana was handed a folded robe of some kind, a creamy colour with brightly coloured peacock feathers embroidered around what I could see of the neckline.

      My turn came. I was given the filmy costume, this time in a royal purple. By the time the last of us came to the end of the line, we’d each been handed some kind of costume, a stack of four large throw pillows, a large rolled rug, a soft, folded blanket throw, a pair of comfortable sandals, several gold, silver, and cloisonné bangles, a filled toiletry kit, and what appeared to be a plastic, classic genie bottle piece of kitsch.

      Sarah paced next to us. “Now that you have been issued your kit, it’s time to go stow it away. About face!” she shouted. “Forward, march!”

      Is this basic training or the panto play from hell?

      Sarah began singing. “I don’t know but I’ve been told…”

      “I don’t know but I’ve been told…” everyone else sang back in unison. I quickly joined in.

      “Genie bangles are made of gold.”

      “Genie bangles are made of gold.”

      “I don’t know but it’s been said…”

      “I don’t know but it’s been said…”

      “Fairy gold is made of lead.”

      “Fairy gold is made of lead.”

      “Bring it on down, one, two, three four…three four!”
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      After marching us back down the hall and through yet another set of doors, then across a square, and down a dirt path, she had us come to a stop in front of a stop sign at the end of what looked like a normal suburban street filled with houses.

      “This is where you’ll do most of your training! Take a good look so you don’t forget! We’re in number forty-two! Forward, march!” she urged us once more until we came to a small bungalow with the number forty-two on the front. She trotted up the steps to the front door and pulled it open. “Inside, inside! Go into the living room!” We hustled to obey.

      The inside was set up like a show home, filled with tasteful but inviting furniture and decor. “Put your gear down and pick up your bottles!” she ordered. She walked over to a side table and picked up a glass genie bottle made of fine Venetian glass. “Now, listen up and watch me carefully!  We are going to go over how to enter your bottles. We begin by pulling out the stopper.”

      She demonstrated by removing the cut glass stopper out of her own. We tugged at our hard plastic imitations.

      “Good. Now, think about going home and relaxing, putting your feet up after a long hard day. Imagine you’re making your way down a path to your front door, while focusing on the opening of your bottle.”

      I dropped my bottle in shock while hearing several gasps of surprise. I had felt as if I were suspended in air and had made the mistake of looking down. Where my feet had been was a wispy cloud of royal purple smoke. That had been surprising enough but what had really done me in was the sight of my legs melting into the same smoke, starting at my calves and flickering upwards towards my hips and upper thighs.

      “And this, people, is why you’re given plastic practice bottles! Don’t dematerialise yet! Hold the thought, but first make sure you’ve placed your bottle in a safe place where it won’t get knocked over, broken, or stolen.”

      I picked up my bottle sheepishly, now fully corporeal once more. I flushed a deep red as I noted she’d carefully placed her bottle on a wall shelf next to herself, at the end of a bookended row of books. I swallowed and placed mine on the coffee table in front of me, next to Morgana’s. A furtive glance around showed me that the others had made use of a side couple of side tables and a low bookcase.

      “Let’s try again. So, you’ve taken the stopper out and placed it next to the bottle. Thought about going home to chill out after a hard day of granting wishes. You relax right on into allowing yourself to go to mist. Keep concentrating on going home while keeping your focus on the open bottle mouth.”

      We did as we were told. It took several tries, but at last we each dematerialised and found ourselves inside our plastic bottles. I looked up. The stopper had fitted itself. Interesting. I looked around the inside of the bottle I’d rematerialised in. I had shrunk in a size, obviously, as the inside now seemed like a large room. Either that or the inside of these things existed in a separate dimensional space.

      I sat down on the floor, wondering what was going to happen next. Just as a feeling of panic began to grip me as the thought occurred to me that with the stopper in, I just well might be stuck here. I startled as I felt the bottle jiggle and a shaft of bright light shone through the now unstoppered bottle. I breathed a sigh of relief as I heard Sarah’s strident tones. “Now that you’ve all managed to learn how to get into your quarters, let’s see you get back out here. Do the same thing, only instead of going home, you really, really want to get to the toilet before you shit your pants!”

      Lovely.

      I blinked, finding myself once more standing in the living room.

      “Now grab your gear and go back in! After changing into your uniforms, arrange the rest of your stuff to suit yourselves. Then practice leaving and entering your bottles until you can do it without thinking too hard! It should become second nature!” Sarah took a book off the shelf, walked over to the couch and sat down. “I’ll be right here in case one of you has any trouble. Don’t look at me, despite what it looks like, my eyes will be on all of you. If you truly need help, I’ll be right there when you need it.” She opened the book and began to read.

      We looked at each other and shrugged. Picking up our stuff, we began to try going back into the bottle. Once I stopped thinking about the things in my hands, I found dematerialising completely easy. When I returned to solid form back in the bottle, the things I’d held onto did as well, also re-sized to fit. Duh, I mentally smacked myself. The clothes you’re wearing did as well, so it shouldn’t have been that big of a surprise, Einstein. I changed into my costume, putting on the bangles and sandals as they seemed to be an integral part of it. Then I turned to mist once more and did it all over again, bringing the rest of my stuff with me.

      I unrolled the carpet. I looked at it in surprise. I’d expected an oriental rug. Instead, it turned out to be a tightly rolled rug that expanded in size quickly, revealing a thick pile. It was mostly blue, with some kind of stylised scene on it.

      Ah, storm clouds, rain drops, and a sun peeking out from the clouds. I flipped it over. It didn’t have non-slip backing, but there was a tag. “DOFTRANKA. IKEA. Made in Sweden.” There was also a designer name and care instructions. I began to have the niggling suspicion that this was not a dream. I couldn’t have possibly have come up with a rug that looked like that, nor names like those on the tag. And the care symbols? Forget it. I had trouble remembering what they meant on my laundry when I checked, never mind making them up correctly on an imaginary label.

      Weird how I can remember things like that about myself, but not everything else. Never mind, I best get on with making up my sleeping area, before she starts shouting again.

      I eyed the jumble of pillows, arranging them in a comfy pile before placing the throw, now folded up lengthwise, across them but to one side. I folded up the clothes I’d taken off, placed them next to my ‘bed’ and plopped the toiletry kit on top. That done, our instructor’s orders came to mind. Sighing, I stood up.

      Best get on with it then. I looked upwards, towards the unstoppered neck and allowed myself to turn into the royal blue smoke. Rematerialising in the living room, I saw I wasn’t the only one already practising. Swirls of red and emerald green smoke soon revealed themselves to be Raymond and Yasmin. As I began the process
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