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Suryamani Dasi was conceived during the NeoZika epidemic of 2080. 

Her family lived in a stilt house in the London Swamp, but her mother, Selina, was from 

Bangladesh. She remained indoors with Kamalkani, Suryamani’s two-year-old sister, keeping 

the mosquito screens drawn, spraying them with repellent and making Kamalmani wear long 

sleeves in the most horrid heat. She watched her neighbors on their flatboats and shouted abuse 

at them in several languages whenever they told her she could go out because charity-sponsored 

drones had sprayed good ol’ DDT over the marshes.  

Selina had gone to university. The Immigration Office had allowed her to enter England 

when the organization she was working for had left Bangladesh after the 2060 flood and the 

ensuing upheaval. She knew DDT was dangerous. She knew mosquitoes adapted. She stayed 

inside and watched the sluggish waters of the London Swamp. Somehow, it reminded her of her 

lost home.  

And then Anjan, her husband, who had disappeared six months ago during a 

demonstration, came back.  

Suryamani's mom had assumed he had been taken by the police. It happened sometimes. 

The best thing to do was go completely offline and wait it out. She did, and she cried at night, 

and she hoped he was in hiding, not dead.  

One early morning, as the pale pink sky almost made you forget the stink of sewage, 

Anjan silently rowed a flatboat along the stilts and climbed up the slippery, mossy stairs of their 

makeshift house. Selina heard the shifting of the planks and woke up. She knew who it was. 

 

* 

 

Justin was born to a polyamorous mother who picked her lovers from her husband’s 

business associates, their friends, or their friends’ friends. It complicated her life, but some of 

those guys from Brazil or the Philippines were just too gorgeous. Life was longer in this century 

of worldwide progress, but time still flew like a bitch and she wanted all the pies she could get, 

not measly slices. 

Justin was born in a pool of warm, clean water while his mom listened to her favorite 

song by his composer dad, who arrived just in time from Australia to see his baby boy’s entrance 

into the world. 

Justin’s biological father was so stunningly beautiful he could have sold his body to be 

motion-captured and used in virtual porn if he hadn’t been able to make a living in music. 

Justin’s adoptive father didn’t care who had impregnated his lovely polyamorous wife. He was 

always traveling for work and frankly, everybody knew that men had bad sperm these days, so 

who cared as long as she kept the kid and he adopted and raised him?  

Besides, Justin’s biological dad’s career was on the rise. He too was traveling and 

perfectly happy to see his son every six months or so.  
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Justin grew up to be as beautiful as his biological parents: he had his dad’s emerald eyes 

and his mother’s webbed feet. She had never wanted to have the toes separated; it made her look 

different, especially with the tattoos, and she thought it made her son special too. When he was 

twelve, Justin got fed up with his friends mocking his jellies when he invited them for a party at 

his parents’ pool. So he asked to have the useless toes made into real digits and some skin 

cryogenically preserved so that scientists could study the cells and maybe, one day, come out 

with a gene tweak that would give him real fins.  

His parents were shocked. They knew their wonderful son was precocious and, well, 

dazzlingly brilliant. They had done everything so that one day he could become a well-adjusted, 

creative and hardworking adult. He knew how to read at three, spoke English, Portuguese, and 

Japanese at eight. Played the guitar and piano. Excelled at math, history and biology.  

But fins? His father shouted, all red in the face and spitting. In London? What was he 

thinking? In this day and age, some people would go further than make fun of you for things like 

that—they stalked you on the Greater Great World Wide Web, as it was now called, they found 

out where you lived and they threw acid at you for trying to turn yourself into some inhuman 

genetically scrambled monster!  

They were having this discussion (well, argument) in the open kitchen from which they 

could see the pool in its cozy nest of coconut and palm trees. Under a leaden sky, heavy 

raindrops marbled the sapphire pool with perfect circles. 

Justin was sitting on one side of the table, his parents on the other. They could look at the 

jewel pool and at the polluted sunset. Justin got up, crossed his arms and made a very calm, 

infuriatingly well-researched case for his future fins. After the Basic Care Bill and the Extreme 

Modification Bill were passed, he explained, stem cell research had come to a halt—as if being 

able to grow new teeth and repair old people’s bones was enough. In Justin’s opinion, it was high 

time somebody reminded the scientific community that humanity could dream of much more 

than a denture-free future.  

“Oh my god,” his mother said, “you have been corrupted by these extremists, who want 

everybody to be blue-eyed and blonde and—” 

“They’re stupid,” Justin said. “Nobody wants to be blonde when the sun is burning the 

planet to a crisp.” 

“Anyway,” his father said, “you don’t need to give anything to a seedy gene bank. The 

Basic Care Bill ensures that everybody’s baby teeth are preserved for future stem cell use. If you 

want something special when you come of age, you’ll be able to have it done, but not now.” 

Justin’s dad went on about maturity, money, and too much reading, but Justin just looked 

at the ruby red bougainvillea colonizing the kitchen and thought that mentioning the gills would 

definitely have been a mistake.  

 

* 

 

Anjan had been hiding at a friend’s place in Inner London. The police really were after 

him this time. He was too well known, had talked too much on the GGWWW about the 

outrageous living conditions in the Swamp. 

Selina let Anjan in. He was all right, looking well-fed and fit. His friend lived in a 

swamp-free area with access to good water and food. She was so relieved and happy to see him 

she thought her heart might really burst and she would die before they could kiss. 
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They made love. They both used condoms, of course, but Anjan’s ruptured, causing 

Selina to throw him out of her house. There’s true love and there are mosquitoes and being 

infected by your beloved with a dangerous virus because you couldn’t go out to renew your 

contraceptive implant. 

When she discovered she was pregnant, she wanted to have an abortion. It was still 

possible at the time under the Perilous Pregnancy Act to go to a dispensary and obtain a free 

procedure. But by the beginning of 2080, Anjan’s friends’ hard work had paid off and the Food 

and Water Riots had begun. 

Again, Selina had to stay home. When the riots subsided—after protesters had been 

sprayed blind with capsaicin by police drones—she was able to get tested for disease. 

She was positive for NeoZika. 

This time she shoved Anjan into the filthy water. The neighbors watched and laughed 

their heads off. 

Nine months later Suryamani was born, a perfectly healthy baby girl, much to her dad’s 

chagrin. He would very much have preferred to have a boy. 

 

* 

 

On the day of the fins, Justin understood that if he was going to do what he wanted to, he 

had to keep quiet and work secretly. So he did, because he really was brilliant and maddeningly 

stubborn. Later on, he searched the GGWWW and got in touch with extremists who thought that 

mankind had to adapt to the new conditions it had unwittingly created for itself. They talked. 

They were pleased to meet a potential first tester for their procedures. Justin knew he could wait. 

 

* 

 

In her parents’ opinion, Suryamani was a wonderful baby, full of life, energy, and 

mischief. Her elder sister thought she was a whirlwind of destruction; she didn’t understand why 

her parents doted on the bawling toddler who, once she learned to walk, decided that her life’s 

ambition was to jump from the stairs into the filthy water, and swim, and climb, and dive, and 

perhaps row her own flatboat to go to the end of the world, one day. 

In spite of this early portent, Suryamani turned out to be a nice kid with green eyes 

(something else her sister was jealous of). She saved frogs and lizards from the stinking mud, 

keeping them in comfy little terrariums. She liked to teach younger kids how to swim, and she 

lectured her friends on why it was dangerous to swallow water that had not been filtered through 

a portable cleaning unit. She loved music, especially when played by her dad. 

Growing up, she understood that the London Swamp occupied a certain low altitude 

territory that didn’t so much have borders as fuzzy limits that sometimes materialized as 

makeshift walls and fully automated levees. She didn’t quite believe Anjan and Selina when they 

told her that some people did not live in other swamps, but in earthy places, with stone or smart 

plastocrete walls that bad weather couldn’t topple over. 

By seven, Suryamani knew that twice a month, her family travelled through the various 

stilt villages and over the flooded ruins of the past, to a large flattish place called the Dartford 

Golf Club, where this incredible market-like-fair-like festival took place. Suryamani thought it 

was the best non-marshy place in the world. And it was the whole world, in the form of vendors 

from a host of countries, selling their fruits and vegetables, clothes, utensils, jewelry and knick-
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knacks. Bakers sold bread and cakes, honey-keepers sold honey and sweets. Nice ladies and 

serious looking men worked inside an air-conditioned tent where they examined you, gave you 

pills and patches, explained stuff about hygiene you already knew and gave you sweets wrapped 

in beautifully colored paper that you could keep and take home. 

Sometimes, merchants and swamp people got together, made banners and signs and 

protested in front of the government surveillance drones. Her parents often joined them. Then the 

police would arrive, men and women in body armor straight out of a game, and some drones 

would spray a few protesters blind. 

But there had been no demonstration on this beautifully warm November day. It had been 

a perfect family outing, with cake eating and buying new dresses, and a rather short wait in the 

doctor’s tent to pick up medicine patches. They all went home feeling happy and contented, 

except when Suryamani went to the little privy place and screamed. 

Of course, her mother had explained what periods were. Half the girls her age had breasts 

at seven or eight. Suryamani had listened, but she had turned seven only a month ago! 

The market was still there. Selina wanted to go back and see the doctors. Anjan said it was 

useless, Basic Care didn’t cover early onset puberty, and they had no money for a bribe. 

(Suryamani didn't know what a bribe was and thought it was some sort of medicine.) 

Suryamani's parents had a big, long, noisy argument. They didn’t go back to the market. 

 

* 

 

Justin had to give up on the fin idea when he was around fifteen. You could tweak the 

genes to turn your hands and feet into webbed organs, provided you had the money and knew 

how to get in touch with the right seedy people. But how did you hide large swimming 

appendages from your parents and friends? 

For a bright kid, he hadn’t been thinking straight. 

He thought again. What could turn him into a water-adapted organism without being 

visible? 

He learned that smarter people were looking for similar answers and got in touch with 

them. 

In 2100, aged twenty, Justin held a job as an engineer for a water control company and 

lived in the Inner London dry zone. He had more than enough money, knowledge, and 

connections to start working on his gills. 

 

* 

 

Suryamani didn't notice, but her parents’s involvement in activism increased shortly after 

the period incident. 

Years later, she recalled that big argument and knew she had triggered this new 

franticness in their lives. But how could a kid be held responsible for a condition that affected 

more than half her age group? Most people she knew didn’t even know what it was called 

because for them, it was just the normal way for boys and girls to grow up. 

The people who had not included early onset puberty in Basic Care were responsible. How could 

that be? Physically, she had stopped being a child at seven. She would probably get cancer one 

day. Friends of hers and her sister’s had committed suicide; others suffered from related mood 

disorders and boys were affected too. 
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When Suryamani was fourteen, the police forces used a new spray which killed her father 

during a protest march. Some sort of unmentionable nerve gas. Her mother never recovered. She 

became the crazy reclusive woman who refused to go out of her house and threw chamber pots at 

her neighbors. 

Suryamani fought despair by researching the history of the Swamp. She discovered that 

populations who had lived outside its invisible borders got puberty later than she did—and they 

got treatment from their insurance. They had personalized drugs for depression. Good teeth 

grown from their own baby teeth stem cells because they had easy access to Basic Care Clinics. 

Gene therapy for some cancers and neurological diseases. Designer babies who never got sick 

from mosquitoes, leeches, or worms. 

She hated them. 

On May 10
th

, 2100, not very long after Suryamani’s twentieth birthday, what was to be 

known as the Health Swamp Century Movement organized the biggest protest march of its 

history. Except that nobody walked. Thousands of flatboats came out of the marsh and invaded 

the swollen Thames, heading for New Westminster. 

They never got farther than Woolwich. 

Police forces arrived on water motorcycles under a cloud of drones. The protesters in the 

first lines had motorcycles and jet boats. They could have fled but didn’t turn around because 

that would have sent the flatboats into a panic. 

Suryamani was right behind them. She knew turning around wasn’t a good strategy. You 

had to head south to escape the mass of terrified people and police bent on making arrests. She 

and a dozen friends tried to escape, going straight for the half-marsh, half-woodland over 

drowned city terrain. One got caught by one of the water motorcycles that followed them, one 

fell off his boat and gave up, another received some projectile in the back but went on. They 

were not alone in trying this, which meant quite a lot of police were following them into the 

haphazard, spongy maze of waterways, but there came a time when Suryamani realized she had 

been alone for a long while. She was lost, separated from her friends, her clothes were drenched, 

her arms ached from too much rowing. She could hear nothing except the gurgling, swishing 

song of the streams. 

She jumped onto the riverbank and hauled her boat up on the leafy mud. She was 

stretching, trying to ease the pain in her back when she heard splashing and turned around.  

The clouds had parted, allowing the sun to make brown shadows dance on the green water. There 

was somebody there. A body shot out of the water, into the sun. Water sluiced down the young 

man’s face, shoulders and chest as he shook like a dog, scattering droplets like gold beads. He 

was magnificent, his skin almost shone, he had the best body she had ever seen, and when he 

opened them, emerald eyes. 

He stood there, quite surprised, his chest heaving, four long ruby red slashes opening and 

closing along his ribs. 

Gills. 

 

* 

 

The young woman standing on the riverbank was the most stunning person Justin had 

ever seen. Tall and wonderfully curvy, legs apart, as if this small clearing and the whole world 

around her belonged to her. Which it probably did, as she very much looked like one of those 

terrorists he had heard about, the illegal ones who lived in the far reaches of the London Swamp. 
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She was remarkable because she saw his gills, but she didn’t scream. 

Justin wanted to talk to her, explain he wasn’t a monster, just testing his new breathing 

organs in a dangerous environment. He had been told it was a stupid idea, but what was the point 

of waiting until filter gills could be grown if you didn’t use them?  

He dove back into the water. 

 

* 

 

Suryamani had lost many friends in that Century March, yet the hardest loss was that of 

her sister. Kamalkani had never approved of her sibling’s ferocity. When she learned that she 

wanted to join the most radical branch of the Swamp’s activists, she stopped talking to her. 

Suryamani was deeply hurt, but she didn’t change her mind. She planted bombs in the 

automated levees protecting the richest neighborhoods. 

One day, a bomb went off too early. The medics had never treated a patient who didn’t 

have fast healing skin. Suryamani died. She was twenty. 

 

* 

 

Justin didn’t try to find out who the girl who hadn’t screamed was. He could have. His 

Omnilenses recorded unknown faces so that he could do just that. He never knew who she was or 

how she had died. 

He thought about her from time to time, with a strange, rueful fondness. 

Regrets are heavy to bear when you are one hundred and eighty years old. 

 

 

END 

 


