The Seventh Station 

Prologue
Year 2312

I remember going on a trip with my parents when I was twelve in a shiny spoon-shaped spaceship.

The year was 2312, and Earth as we know it had been evacuated, its extreme climates deeming it - inhabitable. Mankind created new technology, built space stations now littered throughout the solar system. Elites - people like us that possessed nothing but innovation-  were just a step away from controlling the laws of nature. 

We approached the first space station, suspended a few miles away from Mercury’s crust. Strangely, the residence is freezing, despite being so close to the Sun itself. I recall from lessons- this is where the Frosters live. Peculiar pale people with impossibly blue eyes who have the power to control ice. I spied a few Frosters through the windscreen of our ship, staring strangely at us through their windows. One boy bared his baby blue teeth at me, causing a lurch in my heart.

“Mummy, why do they live so close to the Sun?” I had asked. 

“They cannot control their abilities otherwise, and may have attacked Etilé.” She responded, matter-of-factly. Both her and my father sat perfectly still as I inspected the Frosters, their arranged marriage bestowing onto them the duty to bear and raise a child to integrate well into Etilé’s system.

I had looked from her to the boy. Mummy says they are bad people. I shuddered, and decided never to visit them again. 

The subsequent five space stations we visited were equally as queer and terrifying. Electrolydes - their stations insulated against their high electrical conductivity, were short tanned people. Scribblers - colourful-haired, five-limbed creatures forever infected with the urge to draw, write and paint. Washers - hunched beings with wrinkled skins, cursed with an incurable hydrokinetic ability. Asylists - ball-headed, robed individuals levitating about, humming in a mellow voice, and finally the Builders - black-skinned people with huge calloused hands constructing and tinkering for eternity.

All these manifestations - these untreatable illnesses - had sprung up in the next generations of humans after a deadly pandemic two centuries ago. Scientists believed it was due to the technology back then, the vaccinations that somehow played with our DNA. 

The seventh manifestation was the scariest of them all. It was believed to have been around since the Big Bang, rampaging through society until it consumed every last person. The seventh station was the shape of a human heart with four distinct chambers, separating the young, middle-aged, old, and deceased. Located just shy of Neptune, it was a despondent sight, a darkness so strong radiating from its core. The deep black eyes that peered at us through circular panes of glass belonged to the creatures that manifested the disease of Love, making them do unimaginable things detrimental to the advancement of society. Occasionally, reports of Elites developing symptoms of Infection would send our flourishing city-state of Etilé into a state of panic, and suspects would immediately be ousted, condemned to a life in this last space station.  

“I want to go home.” I had cried, after seeing the poor states of the Infected, milling about depressedly in their prison. 

Wordlessly, my parents had driven a traumatised child back to the comfort of Etilé, but not before I noticed a discreet smile on their faces. 

~ 

The black holes that I have been studying about remind me of the eyes of the Infected, and I slam my book shut, willing the memories to go away. 

At eighteen, I know that trip around the solar system was merely to warn me of the Manifested, but the overwhelming feeling of pity and perhaps, fear that I may somehow turn into one of them - remains. 

I must remind myself - compassion is a symptom of Love. I cannot risk anything, not after my encounter with him… Stop it, Lizzie. 

I take an egg-shaped elevator from the hovering library down to ground level, but something feels wrong. 

A shout in the distance. A strange, burning smell of rubber fills the air, coupled with a hazy smoke trailing from our Main Plaza. The grey concrete is scattered with white ash, six towering figures emerging from the fog. My breath hitches- these figures are Pipers, the digitally enhanced beings that keep our city safe by who knows what methods.

Pipers are only seen in public when something really bad happens. 

Like-minded passers-by are already embarking on the hydrogen powered trains that operate around the clock - and I follow suit, heart rate escalating though I know, I have done nothing wrong. 

An electrical zap slits the air, and my scream is drowned in other voices. I look up, straining my ears through the frantic pounding of my own heart, and see a Piper fall to the ground writhing. The perpetrator, a tiny man clad in yellow uniform, stands over him triumphantly, sparks flying from his own fingertips. An Electrolyde - what is he doing in Etilé?

But almost instantly, the Electrolyde is hit square in the chest by another Piper’s bullet, and shrieks as his body goes up in crimson hot flames. My eyes widen in absolute horror and disbelief at the sight - violence, war between the oppressed and the oppressors. Etilé’s alarm system has been activated, adding to the chaos. 

“All civilians, move to the nearest shelter.” 

People run, a blur of empty faces, around me. 

But I continue to stare at the fight in the Plaza, for an astonishing sight now lies in front of me. Five other Manifested face the remaining Pipers, features laced with rage, fury at the death of their comrade. 

A Froster, an Asylist, a washer, a scribbler, a Builder… that’s six Manifestations. Does that mean an Infected is running loose? How did they all get to each other? 

I start to inch backwards to the station, trembling, intaking short breaths of air. Just then, a blur of ice blue hurtles past me and slams hard against a pillar. A series of gasps from the people at the station follows, and on instinct I go up to the wounded, her snowy hair curtaining her face. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, reaching out for her arm to help her up. Her skin is freezing, and I retract my hand, sucking in a breath just as the soft click of a camera is heard behind me. 

I whirl around, faced with the disgusted, sick stares of the crowd, and realisation hits me, a pang of cold dread. You helped a Froster, a Manifested. You, the next leader of Etilé. 

You, cursed with kindness. Infected. 

Whirring sirens in the distance, the crowd slowly dispersing after sharing my slip-up onto the Cloud. I know now, the Pipers might as well be here for me. An Infected, traitor to my own people. My chest constricts.

“Thank you,” a dreamy voice temporarily snaps me out of my thoughts. I have almost forgotten about the Froster girl behind me - she has managed to stand up, leaving a pattern of ice on the floor and pillar. I smile at her, for I have no clue what else I can do, and curiously enough, she smiles back.

And then she is gone, sprinting back to her teammates on shaky legs. 

How could something, someone, that I have been taught to despise, be so human? My head spins, as I try to conceal myself in the shadows, the weight of a thousand pairs of eyes a new burden on my shoulders. 

~ 

I cannot fall asleep with the constant buzzing of my beaded watch. I remove a cool metal bead from its strap and another one materialises in its place. A hologram appears, a viral video of the next leader of Etilé stupidly aiding a Manifested. Comments and rumours fly, piercing my reputation like the bullets of the Pipers’ guns. Yet, my mind is drawn to the Manifested, the very people who doomed my entire career. 

The Electrolyde boy going up in flames. The glassy gaze of the Froster girl. 

I feel empathy. 

The same empathy I felt back then looking at the Froster boy, the same feelings I have tried to suppress since my first encounter with one of them. With him. 

Outside, the warning lights continue to flash. 

I let the memories consume me.

~ 

It is not the anxious flashing of red lights. It is the blinding flash of a camera. A stiff smile is plastered on my made-up face, and I wave at the eccentric paparazzis who snap and smirk at every movement I make. 

Flash. I smile and wave. Lizzie, you will follow your parents’ footsteps in the near future. Lizzie, you’re turning sixteen soon, what are your ambitions for Etilé? Lizzie, Lizzie, Lizzie… 

At the reception I sneak away. My face is hot, tears of stress threatening to spill. This is not the life I have asked for. My future - predestined and predicted for me, my days a drone of hiding my blemishes, being someone I’m not. If there was one loophole in this new utopian world - it was that our culture never changed for the better. Its ugly, distorted ideal of beauty in discrimination and unattainable perfection - it strangled me. 

“Are you okay?”  A deep, accented voice greets me, and I am momentarily startled. I look up, and spy an unruly boy around my age staring at me. He does not look at me like the others. No, this boy looks like he has come from another planet, his untucked shirt and unkempt hair such a stark difference from the ironed suits and dresses I have been surrounded by all my life. 

“Who… are you?” I must be careful. There have been talks of the Manifested within our walls. 

“You can call me Lukas,” he grins, “I assume you are Lizzie?” 

My tone falls, “Yeah,” I trail off. 

“You don’t sound like you wanna be here,” he notes. 

“I don’t,” I admit, defeatedly. 

He scratches his head and studies me. “Well, why are you staying then?” 

I laugh sarcastically, “It’s not like I can run away from responsibilities - you know who my parents are.” 

“Why not? I think it’s perfectly fine to do whatever you want.” 

It is my turn to scrutinise this stranger. His carefree, laid-back front is amusing, yet I know in some ways, a free-thinker is dangerous, at high risk of Manifesting. But somehow his shimmering gaze reminds me of a mere adventurous youth; I do not see any harm in speaking to him. So I loosen up.

“It’s hard to do that,” I reply, biting my lip. Overcome with the crazy urge to smile, I fight a blush. 

A symptom of Infection. 

“I think life isn’t just about logic and advancement. Sometimes, it is nice to follow your heart.” 

I find myself opening up to Lukas, listening to his story of growing up an orphan, living his life the way he wanted to. I can’t help but be sucked into his world, his stories of a parallel universe where true friends, family, love - exists. My brain yells at me to stay miles away from this radical - who for all I know could be Infected. But yet, a quiet, steady voice in my heart tells me this is what I have wanted to hear my whole life. 

Lukas transfers one of the metal beads on his wristwatch over to mine, a way of our secret communication. I don’t know why I accepted it, but my heart flutters even as I make my way back to the party. All I can think about is him.

I knew then, I was already Infected. 

~

I fiddle with the circular bead Lukas had given me, our first meeting still fresh in my mind. I only ever contacted him twice after, before swearing never to get close to him again after our conversations left me dizzy with sinful exhilaration. 

Bang. 

“Ms Elizabeth Freeman, we would like to escort you to the testing centres for detection of Infection. Please cooperate with us.” Someone is at the door. Pipers.  

I sit up with a start, softly snapping my fingers so my apartment lights turn off. This is the end for me. If they find out I am Infected, I’ll end up in the fourth chamber of the seventh station. 

“Lizzie?” Another voice. Mum. Even she knows. 

My breathing quickens. There is no time, and the only option I have… 

I double tap to activate Lukas’s bead, and he answers immediately, as if expecting me to call. 

“Lukas, I know this is abrupt, but I think- I think I’m in trouble, is there any way…” 

“Send me your location,” he interrupts. “I’ll be there.” 

I do as he says, but warn, “there are people outside-” 

“I know. Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” He hangs up, leaving me in a silent darkness. Bang. They are about to break in, and I have no clue what Lukas means by he’s got this. Perspiration on my neck builds up with the clanging of the door, but I can do nothing but press my body against the wall and pray for my dear life. 

The roar of an engine just outside my bay window shocks me, headlights of an iridescent aircraft illuminating my room. In it, piercing violet eyes meet mine. The hood of the small pod dissipates, and Lukas cautiously rises, holding a cylindrical gun to my window. I jump back as blue lasers erupt from the gun and disintegrate the bay window with an ear-piercing shatter. At the same time, my door is blasted open by the Pipers, footsteps and voices rushing towards me. 

“GET IN-” Lukas wobbles as he extends his arms. 

I suck in a breath and run towards Lukas, leaping into the aircraft and tumbling into him rather disgracefully.

“LIZZIE, NO!” I’m sorry, Mum. 

The Pipers growl, starting for the aircraft. But Lukas recovers fast, pressing a button that closes the ship as a Piper smashes against the frosted material, expressing pure hatred as he plummets to the ground. Not a single sign of fear or regret - a hardened gaze programmed into his being.  

“GO!” I yell to Lukas, as the other Pipers change their tactics and activate their boosters. Lukas is almost relaxed, nimble fingers keying in a passcode that makes the ship burst forth in all its might, rocketing out of Etilé. 

Below us, a portion of Etilé is engulfed in orange embers, and it is then I realise that Lukas is the seventh of the Manifested that paid Etilé a visit today. Supposedly the most deadly - for the heart. Yet, being with him feels so right - the most natural thing I have ever felt. 

The Infection has morphed into a cure, freeing me from the intricate wire system of lies and deceit Etilé has crafted for me. And I feel nothing but joy as I leave my old life behind, no longer a slave to inhumane perfection. 

~ 

Epilogue
Year 2339

Entering Earth’s atmosphere. 

Zavier holds his breath, expecting Earth to look like a mess of toxic waste and dried land. But as the spacecraft emerges on the other side of the grey clouds, he is startled to see it almost submerged in seawater, plants still growing at odd patches of dry land. He can see why it may be inhabitable - icebergs gone and the ocean swollen, barely any land to make residence, scorched by the unimaginable heat. 

“Whoa…” he breathes, along with the 40 or so other Frosters on the shiny spacecraft they were in. Two people - a woman and a man- had broken into their space station and saved them just a while ago. 

“This is just the surface. You see, there are tribes and clans still sticking together, adapting in this environment to live, all of us the same - Manifested.” The man - Lukas - explains. “Earth is our haven, and we will continue to rescue those oppressed by the Elites.” Cheers erupt. “Well, here it goes!” 

The Frosters squeal as the ship speeds towards a particularly dark spot of the ocean. Zavier braces himself for impact… but it doesn’t come. Instead, the world morphs into a new scene, a metropolis shimmering before his eyes. He rubs his eyes in disbelief. There are skyscrapers of every shape and size, half-buildings that allow people to run freely around, technology that lets them walk sideways up buildings, bright colours that pop out splattered across the city. The breeze seems to sing in a spectroscopic spotlight, and there are even exotic plants that grow in the most random of places, everything a quirky organised mess. 

Salvaged and built from the ground by people like us, Zavier thinks. And now I’m part of it.

They disembark on a pristine beach, sand glittering with promise. Other ships land, and streaming out of them refugees from the six other stations; the most unbelievable sight Zavier has ever seen. 

Lukas leads the way to their new home, their new life - but the woman stops Zavier. She looks vaguely familiar, someone he saw when he was younger, perhaps? 

“Hi, I’m Lizzie.” She smiles and remembers looking at his baby blue teeth and pale skin when she was young, the image that plagued her with guilt all these years; innocence corrupted by the likes of Elites. 

“I remember you,” Zavier whispers, recalling the anger at her for not trying to help him as a child. At that time, he already sensed she was not like the other Elites - that somehow, she had compassion that the others did not. 

Now she was one of their own. 

“Me too,” she confesses, “I’m sorry for what the Elites did.” 

Zavier bows his head. 

“But now, we are free, huh?” 

“Yeah,” his face lights up, “free.” 

Lizzie pats his shoulder and turns to Lukas, and he takes her hand. 

They turn their heads to the sky. Fireworks explode - One, two, three, four, five, six… seven. It is done, Zavier realises, the seven stations have been destroyed - a population of the Manifested liberated. 

And for the first time in years - hope fills the land once again. 
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