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GOLD. THE VERY NAME makes a moan of longing as one's breath flows from the throat through the open vowel, a wind of wanting. Glittering in the least light, warming quickly to the touch, it inspires myth, creating the need to touch it, to own its heavy substance without worry of rust or tarnishing, to pile it up for the counting and caressing. 

Can gold truly be said to be incorruptible while leading men to lie, cheat, steal, and kill to get more of it? 

Brewster "Silicon" Jones pondered the thin plating of gold on the edges of the RAM sticks he replaced in the computers on his workbench. Thin bracelets attached him to his workbench, designed to drain the static electricity from him to protect the electronics he handled. But though the bracelets were only closed with Velcro, he felt chained, enslaved. They were not like the real handcuffs he had occasionally worn, and he liked his computer tech job, but it was still a job, his energy traded for money and put to use for someone else's benefit. He'd sold out for a paycheck—not much of one at that. 

Gold connectors passed the data through without corroding, its cube-shaped atoms shedding electrons like a man sweating in a strip bar. One thread of thought spun out all the stories he knew about gold: the Seven Cities of Cibola, El Dorado, Cortez, and the Lost Dutchman. Chemistry had been invented in the quest to turn base metals into gold.

Another part of his brain calculated how many old memory sticks and other useless parts would be needed to render out enough gold to be worth the trouble at $400 an ounce. He'd known people who'd rendered out the silver from the nitrates on photographic film, but silver was less than $10 an ounce—hardly worth picking it up off the street, though of course he always did, even just a penny if he found one heads up. They would always be heads up after being tossed over his shoulder a few times. He'd been a much younger boy when he'd traded in soda bottles for deposit, and much, much older collecting aluminum cans for enough cash to buy a cheap burger.

His childhood heroes had all found the city of gold—Allan Quatermain, Tarzan, Tom Swift, even the Lone Ranger. They'd survived arduous adventure to reach the city, they'd found the riches more lush than promised, along with women who wanted to ensnare them, and they had even managed to escape with their lives, some with more of the loot than others. 

Snapping the last stick in the last motherboard, he considered his own life. He'd had adventures enough, but so far hadn't found any gold to speak of, certainly not enough to secure a bed to sleep in when the computer lab closed for the night. Payday was far away, but his clunker of a car was comfortable enough for one night, or two in a pinch, if he could find a place to park it where he'd be undisturbed by either robbers or cops. 

He cleared the workbench. Security had gone back to the night station an hour ago. 

He hadn't been particularly looking for gold on any of his adventures, or for much of anything except fun. Gold and fun—the words took him back to his dreams of the Other Side, of Tulip and her golden hair, bouncing around her shoulders in the dappled golden sunlight of the Faery Forest. They had danced with joy when he had found his wizardry, but she had turned him down with a sad smile and no regrets. He didn't blame her—she'd actually supported him for a couple of months here in Mundane, him and the dwarf King Elroy as well, until she figured out how to go back to Faery. He could not blame her for wanting to grant wishes instead of making wishes that would never be granted.

Back to Faery, back to adventure, that would be the place to spend the night, the job and the time differential notwithstanding. Even if he could not hook up with Tulip, someone somewhere would have a soft spot for him, a goose girl perhaps, or a dairy maid. Possibly a princess. Maybe some straw and a bit of gold into the bargain.

Jones could just cross over from here. No one would see him disappear, but then if he were gone for a few days, they might think something was wrong something far worse than his being too drunk to show up for work, especially if his abandoned car were in the parking lot. Details, always details. 

His mind wandered through his journeys through Faery. He never quite knew where he would land, but so far, it had been fun.

He drove to an all-night diner next to a used car lot, where his car wouldn't be noticed, and if it were towed, he wouldn’t be out much. 

He ordered a cup of coffee and laid a dollar on the counter. He walked outside, did a zigzag step to the left, and found himself in the dark comfort of the Twilight Lounge, the cross dimensional waystation that opened at least one door to Faery.  

Belle, the barkeep, waved her rag at him, transforming him into an ogre per the rules of the Lounge, and she handed him a wooden mug of something dark, not beer, but something, and nodded towards the back. As long as he was out of sight, he was welcome to stay...even sleep through the night. He slid into a high-backed wooden booth that mimicked a Rathskeller where he had hung out in college...a wide bench in a dark corner.  He settled back to drink whatever the bar had given him, to let his mind wander unencumbered with thought or chemical enhancement.

His reverie was interrupted by a voice of a type he recognized from long experience, though he could not see the speaker. Redneck is not an archetype of Faery, but the speaker was a classic of that type: loud, ignorant, and as convinced of his own salvation as the youngest child in Sunday School. This one seemed to be a pig from the grunt in his voice.

"Nobody ever comes back from the City of Gold." The voice slavered of gold lust.

"Silicon" Jones cocked his ear, turned his back to the speaker. Nobody told that story, not even the ones who lied beautifully and for money. He stared into his mug, wished it was full of the brew he often used to bring him from Mundane. He didn't need to join the conversation. He could just sit, wait it out. Ignorance gets louder until someone shuts it up, but it didn’t have to be his turn this time. 

The speaker continued, as smooth as if he were seducing a siren. "A whole city, streets and buildings and even the sewers made of gold. Pure gold."

Gleaming lust, that city on the hill, burning in sunlight and glowing under the stars—a man could not help but want a piece of it. Just a pebble or two, but any is too much, and none is more than enough.  He hadn’t meant to go there, hadn’t known it existed, and that might have been how he had escaped.

Another voice, one not yet entranced spoke up. "I wonder how they live in there. It must be wonderful if nobody wants to leave."

The trail that leads to the City is narrow and overgrown; few fight their way up the slopes unless they have the lust, and if they do, the City licks out like a gargantuan golden frog and snatches them into its gullet. Jones had been French-kissed by the City and had the scars to prove it. 

The Twilight Lounge faded from his consciousness as he remembered.

* * *
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HE'D BEEN DAZZLED. Even with his eyelids closed, golden light pierced his brain, poked its way through his ears and warmed his skin until he felt like he was being melted in the light. He heard, or felt through his skin a soft humming, a buzz of energy that was completely new to him, outside of some combinations of substances he might have ingested, designed to create both the buzz and a change of perception. He shielded his eyes with his hand to fight the glare.

Though past midnight at the diner, here it felt like a desert noon. The dimension shift was always like that, but even so, his eyes should be adjusting. The buzz in his head grew louder, separating into voices and rhythms. He risked another peek. 

Across from him was a wall, still glittering with reflected light, but in more shadow than where he stood. He stepped over to it, and reached out his hand to steady himself. As the tips of his fingers brushed the surface, he was grabbed by an electrical current that would not
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