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Introduction

 


Having been a young girl in
the '90s, I hold a belief that every one of my peers has a little
of a cyberpunk visionary inside them. In a time when bubblegum boy
bands blossomed, our grubby little hands grasped at keyboards,
navigating a new world that was at once both electric and cold,
metallic. As the pioneers of these strange packets of data, we
experienced firsthand how the Internet revolutionized identity,
imbuing it with a new fluidity and anonymity as never seen
before.

Creating my first screenname
invoked a seriousness in me my parents couldn't help but find
strange. I thought it was only natural; the web was a whole new
world, and it required an altered identity to navigate, if not a
new one altogether born from wishful thinking and childish bravado.
Nearly a decade later, people change screennames--whether for
instant messenger, journaling sites, or email--like a change of
clothes: sometimes the user outgrows hir previous handle, and
sometimes it is cast away temporarily for a brief venture into a
new persona.

What seemed outlandish
decades ago is steadily becoming a reality; we are all becoming
more and more connected by the minute, wired together by a second
(or third, or fourth) language of binary, html, and other Internet
codes. Physical photographs are replaced by Myspace and Facebook
virtual albums; home videos go straight to Youtube. Dial-up, with
its sloth-like pace, was a wonder in my childhood; now my
generation can hardly tolerate second-long lags in Youtube videos
without complaint.

Cyberpunk is the perfect
venue with which to explore and examine this technological change
when amplified to a model of social upheaval. By itself, cyberpunk
cozies up to--or, perhaps more accurately, stalks--those dark,
seedy undersides of urban life, where nihilism and isolation
thrive. Human connection hinges on uncertain identities, and sexual
release is pursued through a new array of tools altogether, in a
future not so distant from ours.

Yet I found myself
investigating Queer sexualities in particular; so marginalized in
today's world, how does the anonymity of a cyberpunk setting help
or hinder the expression of GLBTQ sexualities? In what other ways
has sexuality flourished or been repressed in such a tech-driven
society?

Eric Del Carlo's
staccato-rhythm "Blindwire" possesses the hard, isolationist bent
so typical of the genre, exploring how the anonymity of new
technology eases the underground world of assassinations. Kal
Cobalt's “Rescue Wounds” similarly touches upon the appropriation
of the human body for Trojan horses and viruses. Yet in both these
stories, the human body is also shown at its most positive in sex,
where the connections between the characters read as irrevocably
real. Kannan Feng's “Virgin” plays with the alteration of the human
body in such a way that sex itself is re-imagined, and new circuits
of pleasure are discovered.

The nuances of cyberspace
spark alive in Sunny Moraine's "Upload." When Ajia reunites with
her partner in the virtual world, the boundaries between herself
and her lover chip away little by little as the two individuals
become indistinguishable from one another. R.E. Bond's "The Real
Thing" deals us a world in which customizable avatars take the
place of real, human bodies, both in platonic relations and sexual.
Yet despite this boundary, the character Ed is encouraged by his
lover to cast off the disguise in a grasp for
authenticity.

The stories collected all
push Queer identity to the forefront, using cyberpunk as a lens in
which the investigate how these sexualities--and sexuality in
general--are transformed in a landscape where virtual reality
dominates. In each, a grasp of authenticity is made, and
sex--whether virtual or physical-is the means by which this occurs
in an otherwise cold, sterile world.
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Rescue Wounds

 Kal Cobalt

 


I logged in to my whore,
"mine" because I'd settled on him; like all the rest, 19178 perked
up his neurons for any number of the Better Class. He was a more
experienced whore, nearly three years vined--I'd been looking for
one a lot fresher, but he had other points in his favor. He was a
local boy, kept in the undergrove across the city. His synapses,
vined as they were, stayed snappy. Somehow, after three years of
rooting, his brain didn't have that sluggish, autopilot feeling
most whores develop and some Better Class secretly enjoy
observing.

I'd been slowly altering the
composition of our fucks, keeping my responses as bland as possible
so I could keep up this time without drawing scrutiny. As usual,
the whore lenses overlaid both my eyes, but my right housed a bore
lens underneath, slowly drilling its way through the ethercon to
trace and analyze the signal. Rush of numbers and schematics in my
right eye; sleepy, smiling whore in my left.

"Oh, hi." He ticked my cock
immediately, remembering that I didn't like a lot of foreplay. Too
distracting from the bore lens display. I ticked back absently,
trying to figure out how many relays the ethercon shunted through
between us. "Later than usual," he noted, ticking again. Too doped
out to remember what his first tick had reported.

"Insomnia." If he could ever
hold enough in his consciousness to register the tickback,
everything would report perfectly average. Good thing boring
through ethercons made me hard and whore lenses were too dumbtech
to know the difference.

"I'm sorry." 19178 smiled.
"I'm sure I can help."

"I'm sure you can." Four
relays. That wasn't outside the realm of deconstruction.

19178 ticked my cock, again,
and delivered a contented little hum at what he found. He started
in on the usual behaviors we'd established - all things he took the
lead on, so I could respond as necessary and concentrate on the
bore. He tongued my ethercock, giving me a truly boring lickjob
while I broke relay codes.

The undergrove sprawled
beneath six commerce towers; it was going to take a combination of
geo-location and cracking the distribution codes to pinpoint his
bodyshack. Numbers raced past my right eye faster than I could
consciously process. My subprocessors ground through the data in
the background, making my skull ache. 19178 kept licking, slipping
me an image of his wet lips wrapped tight around my shaft. I
blinked the bore into high gear; it was a question now of which
would finish first, my subprocessing or my cock. Both ached, pushed
to their limit.

I hate it when I come before
I'm done cracking.

19178 smiled muzzily at me.
"I'm glad you logged in to me."

"Yep." I had most of what I
needed, at least. Now, I needed time: time to plot locations, to
finish the deconstruction of the relays, to prepare the solution. I
popped my lenses out--all three of them--and jacked into my stereo.
This definitely required music.

 


* * * *

 


Everything I knew about
undergroves came from urban folklore and advertising, so I expected
a high margin of error. Nonetheless, the concepts I based my plan
upon were thus:

Undergroves were separated
into quadrants, and in those quadrants there were a certain number
of bodyshacks. Bodyshacks were utility homes for the vined:
self-contained micro-domiciles, one-third workpod and two-thirds
recreation area, a fraction that spoke of minor luxury considering
that the time ratio was 50% work and 50% leisure. Bodyshacks were a
necessity of vining; the wiring was for all intents permanent,
which simply didn't allow for a wide area of travel. It wasn't a
bad trade, or so the advertising went; the otherwise unemployable
were vined to serve the virtual needs and wants of the Better
Class, and in exchange, all the food, shelter, and data they could
ever want were provided. Just no freedom of physical motion, aside
from the exercise mandated to keep their bodies in shape when
twelve of every 24 hours was spent motionless in the
workpod.

It's not an especially
controversial setup. There were bigger problems. I was motivated by
the inability to do anything about those bigger problems, and by
the niggling suspicion that things were a lot worse in the
undergroves than anyone knew. Classic avoidance: I was too
frightened of what else was happening, so I picked a winnable
battle. Of sorts.

My plan was ambitious:
locate 19178 (easy), break into his undergrove and his bodyshack
(difficult), inject him with the solution I had devised to dissolve
vine (easy), and then inject an undergrove-killing amount of the
solution into the workpod (easy). Then I would depart, which was
the suicidally impossible part of the plan, unless I got a little
help from 19178 or other newly-disconnected grapes. I could be
fucked in a hundred different ways. There was a small margin of
trouble that would make my plan work without making things much
worse.

It was much, much worse by
several magnitudes.

 


* * * *

 


Breaking into the undergrove
was easy. No one cares about the grapes, only the product. I
slipped into what looked like some kind of climate-control system I
assumed to be above the actual bodyshack level. The floor rose and
fell in regular half-cylindrical ripples studded with exhaust
tubes. I had a basic grasp of mechanics but couldn't work out what
might be going on under there, so I attempted to hug the wall and
skirt the whole thing.

I was two-thirds of the way
along when I caught sight of a loose panel in one of the
half-cylinders. I couldn't help peeking into it, hoping for some
clue, and instead of a clue I got the whole unwanted
answer.

There was a man in there,
vined up. It didn't take a genius to figure this one out: grapes
can't walk more than a few feet, or so the story goes. If one
half-cylinder was filled with a grape, they were all filled with
grapes. And nobody was walking anywhere. The pretty political
picture was just that.

The dislodged panel
contained a burstcode. A short grind of subprocessing translated
it--20143--and two realizations hit at once: 19178 was probably in
this very room, and if this was the storage norm, this undergrove
officially housing a thousand grapes probably actually housed
everyone from 00001 to 20143 and then some--meaning my devining
solution could be dramatically more useful.
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