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TO MY READERS

Dear Readers,

Welcome to the world of Teeth of the Jungle. This series is more than a survival story - it’s a metaphorical journey that mirrors the challenges and complexities of modern life. The Jungle is not just a physical space; it represents the struggles we all face, simplified and amplified to reveal important lessons.

As you read, think of the Jungle as a stage where ambition, resilience, and human behaviour come alive. The characters’ battles with storms and wildlife symbolize life’s unpredictability, while the Voivokis’ society reflects the systems we navigate. Bill’s manipulation of the kids through debt is a stark reminder of how power and greed can ensnare the unsuspecting, urging us to stay aware and take responsibility for our choices.

The challenges faced by the characters are designed to entertain but also to provoke thought about business, relationships, and personal growth. Their upbringing, their decisions and consequences invite reflection on your own journey and how to navigate life’s complexities with wisdom and integrity.

I encourage you to read with curiosity and an open mind. The characters’ struggles are universal, reminding us all of the courage and strategy needed to face our own “Jungles.” Whether you’re here for the story, the lessons, or both, I hope this series inspires you to take charge of your journey. Thank you for joining me - I’m excited to see how Teeth of the Jungle resonates with you.

Warm regards,

Peter Szabo
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“When we first laid eyes on Bill’s village, we thought our hardships in the Jungle had finally come to an end,” one of the survivors continued her speech, her voice tinged with lingering disbelief. “After the terrible accident, we longed to find a community and hoped for much-needed assistance. It never crossed our minds that entering the village could lead to being trapped. We were filled with euphoria, like fresh high school graduates who think the hardest part of life is behind them - no more study hours, assignments, tests, or begging for pocket money.

Our school in the Jungle was not unlike the one we know in the City, but the stakes were far higher. Our failed assignments meant hunger, our tests were often life-threatening. We received no pocket money, and our parents were absent, unable to guide us. Our classroom had no boundaries and our teachers were often the relentless forces of nature, the vicious wildlife, and most importantly, the people we met along the way. Instead of algebra, history, or science, we learned the harsh realities of life in the Jungle and the ways of the Voivokis, the people who call this unforgiving place home.

Fortunately though, our ever-mysterious friend Vaipor would occasionally appear, reinvigorating our spirits just when we needed it most.

As we approached the village, we clung to the hope that soon we would return to our safe and comfortable lives in the City. But when we learned of our true fate, those hopes crumbled, much like the disillusionment of high school graduates who suddenly realise they’re facing decades of work just to support themselves and their loved ones.

It was a devastating moment. We were not prepared to spend the rest of our lives in the Jungle, working for Bill. Despite the meagre value of the Lapes we earned selling Mapa seeds at the markets, and the taxes we had to pay to the Voivokis’ government - the Vilais - the freedom to carve out our own paths seemed infinitely more desirable than a lifetime of servitude, working off debts we hadn’t even chosen.

But here’s an important realisation: when I talk about our unfortunate - or perhaps necessary - experience in Bill’s village, many people in the City fail to see that they are, in many ways, living in a similar ‘village’ themselves. Their homes may be far from the dangers of a literal Jungle, and they likely don’t think of themselves as Voivokis, but they shoulder the same burdens as Maria, Rose and the others there.

If you find yourself working to cover your bills and loan repayments, you’re not so different from the Voivokis, or from us back then – a group of 14-year-olds trapped in Bill’s village, robbed of our freedom.”
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The guards paraded their latest catch - a wiry boy thrashing and screaming - as they dragged him by the feet towards Bill’s house. The boy’s desperation was palpable, his cries cutting through the humid air like jagged glass. Bill stood waiting on the porch, a cruel grin stretching across his face.

“Didn’t I tell you?” he sneered, his voice dripping with menace. “Nobody leaves without my permission.”

With a calculated swing of his boot, Bill struck the boy’s thighs, the sharp impact sending a sickening thud into the heavy silence. The boy gasped in agony, his slender frame curling in on itself, his strength rendered useless beneath the guards’ unyielding grip. Villagers glanced away, wincing as his anguished cries echoed through the village.

“Lock him up,” Bill snapped, waving the guards off. They hauled the boy, now limp and trembling, towards a hut at the edge of the village. His screams trailed behind them, long after he had disappeared from view.

Manu and the others arrived just as the guards tossed him into his confinement.

“It’s Asim,” Imogen gasped, her face pale. Her voice wavered as she clutched Leila’s arm.

Manu frowned but didn’t flinch.

“This isn’t the first time his temper’s gotten him into trouble,” he said evenly. “He really needs to learn to control it.”

Roger stiffened, his eyes darting to Manu.

“That’s cold, even for you,” he muttered, unable to hide his unease.

“We can’t just stand here and do nothing!” Imogen cried, her voice climbing. “We have to help him!”

Manu turned to face her, his expression hard.

“And what do you suggest? March into Bill’s house and demand he let Asim go? Get ourselves thrown into that hut too?” His voice was measured but edged with steel. “Think about Maria. She’s been here nearly her whole life because she didn’t know when to stop fighting. I’m not going to end up like her.”

Leila stepped forward, her voice steady despite the fear in her eyes.

“I want to go home too, Manu. But leaving Asim behind isn’t right.”

“We’re barely surviving as it is,” Manu replied. “How could we help anyone else? We can’t save everyone.” His tone softened slightly, but his resolve remained firm. “I have to talk to Bill before he locks up for the night.”

Without waiting for a reply, Manu turned and strode towards Bill’s house. The others stood in silence, the boy’s fading cries haunting the air.

Roger crossed his arms, glancing at Imogen and Leila.

“He’s not wrong,” he said reluctantly. “It’s like being broke - you can’t give what you don’t have. If we’re trapped ourselves, how can we help Asim?”

But even as he spoke, his chest tightened, the logic doing little to quiet the knot of unease in his gut.

Bill, ever cautious, rarely entertained visitors alone, but Manu’s persistent knocking left him with no choice. He opened the door, scowling.

“What is it now?” he barked, his irritation plain.

Manu stepped forward, his voice calm and deliberate. “We’d like to sleep outside tonight.”

Bill arched an eyebrow, his lips curling into a sneer.

“Only animals sleep outside, with the rain and the millions of creepy-crawlies. You’re not a dog, are you?”

“No,” Manu replied, his tone unwavering.

“Then why would you want to?”

“We don’t have 30 Lapes each to sleep in your huts,” Manu said simply.

Bill’s eyes narrowed, his gaze raking over the boy before him. For a moment, the air hung heavy between them, the faint sounds of the village fading into the background.

“I’ve already told you, I’ll just add it to your balance. You can pay it off when you have enough.”

Manu stood his ground, repeating his request: they wanted to sleep outside to save the 30 Lapes per night. Bill’s scowl deepened, but with a reluctant grunt, he finally conceded.

“Fine, but if I catch any of you sneaking into one of my huts, you’ll be charged double. Understand?”

Manu nodded, his face calm and unreadable. Without another word, he turned and walked back to the group.

When the others heard what he’d done - that he hadn’t even mentioned Asim, instead negotiating for them all to give up the relative comfort of the huts - anger rippled through the group like a rising tide. Shock quickly followed.

“How could he be so cold?” whispered Sina, her voice tight with disbelief.

“What’s wrong with him?” Mai muttered, shaking her head.

Manu met their stares with an unflinching gaze.

“If you think begging Bill will save Asim, go ahead,” he said flatly. “I’d rather get some proper sleep tonight so I can stay sharp tomorrow. Who’s coming with me to find a place to sleep?”

His words hung in the air like a challenge, cutting through the tension and leaving the group momentarily stunned. The suggestion that he valued sleep over their friend’s suffering felt almost surreal. For a moment, no one responded, their emotions caught between anger and confusion.

Seeing their hesitation, Manu added:

“If you want to stay in the huts, better let Bill know now. Otherwise, he’ll charge you double.”

The silence shattered when Olivia crossed her arms and declared:

“I’m done with sleeping outside.”

She turned sharply and strode towards Bill’s office. Susan followed without hesitation, and Mai, Sina, and Leila trailed close behind.

Joe lingered, glancing between the girls and the boys.

“Guess I’m sticking with you two,” he mumbled, motioning towards Manu and Roger.

When the girls emerged from Bill’s office moments later, the door slamming behind them, Imogen was still frozen, torn between her options. Manu’s unwavering expression and the thought of double charges finally tipped the scales. With a resigned sigh, she muttered:

“Fine. I’ll stay with you guys.”

The two groups exchanged brief, uneasy goodnights before parting ways.

“This way,” Joe said suddenly, surprising everyone as he took the lead. Manu and Roger exchanged a look but followed without comment.

Joe led them through the plantation, weaving between rows of yam until they reached a small, makeshift shelter. Hammocks hung neatly beneath the simple roof - likely a resting spot for plantation workers seeking refuge from the midday sun or torrential downpours.

Roger’s face broke into a grin.

“How the heck did you find this place?”

Joe shrugged, his expression nonchalant but tinged with pride.

“I dunno. I guess I developed certain skills while playing video games.”

Manu raised an eyebrow, sceptical.

“Are you seriously telling me those ridiculous shooting games actually taught you something useful?”

Joe grinned.

“Yeah, well, in those ‘ridiculous’ games, you only get a few seconds to scan your surroundings before everything blows up.”

Roger snorted.

“So, what - you’re treating the Jungle like some kind of real-life game?”

“Maybe,” Joe shot back with a laugh. “You guys can thank me later when we’re all still alive.”

Roger chuckled, shaking his head. “Alright, I’ll give you that one, Joe.”

Manu allowed himself the smallest of smiles as they climbed into the hammocks. Joe’s good-natured response to the ribbing earned him some respect, and the group settled in for the night, their earlier tension softened, if only slightly, by the unexpected discovery.

After a week of sleeping on uneven branches, layered with a thin mat, the swaying hammocks felt like pure luxury. Their tired bodies sank into the gentle embrace of the fibre, the rhythmic rocking lulling them into a rare moment of peace. Above them, the sturdy roof offered shelter from the rain, while the hammocks kept the Jungle’s crawling inhabitants at bay. It was a cocoon of tranquillity they hadn’t experienced in what felt like forever.

For a few blissful hours, it seemed as though they’d found a pocket of serenity in their chaotic lives. But the illusion shattered with the abrupt pounding of a village drum echoing through the air. The sound tore through their slumber, a harsh and unwelcome reminder of their reality.

Imogen groaned, rubbing her eyes as she glanced at her watch. Her voice was thick with sleep as she muttered:

“We still have two hours to walk back to the village, grab breakfast, and make it to the factory. Why do they have to wake us up this early?”

Manu’s laughter broke the groggy silence, startling her.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, her cheeks warming in irritation.

He shook his head, a faint smile lingering as he replied:

“Just the irony. We finally find a bit of comfort, and the drumming ruins it. It’s like this place doesn’t want us to forget who’s really in charge.”

His gaze drifted towards the distant silhouette of Bill’s village. The humour in his voice faded, replaced by a quiet bitterness.

“But I’ll tell you one thing - I’m not eating at Bill’s restaurant. I won’t give him another chance to tighten his grip on me.”

Roger sighed, running a hand through his messy hair.

“Manu, we’re already his slaves. What’s the alternative? We don’t have time to start a fire, bake bread, and make it back by 9 a.m.”

Manu’s eyes swept the plantation around them.

“We’re surrounded by food. Fruits, vegetables - we don’t need Bill’s scraps. We just need to help ourselves.”

Imogen stiffened, her brow furrowing in concern.

“But what if someone catches us?” she whispered. “You saw what happened to Asim.”

Roger nodded, his face grim.

“She’s right. Bill wouldn’t hesitate to throw us in that jail of his. It’s not worth it.”

Three pairs of eyes were fixed on Manu. There was concern in their expressions, but also hope - hope that he could somehow provide an answer, a way out. Manu felt the weight of their expectations pressing on him like a physical force. He hated feeling powerless, hated the way Bill’s oppressive control cornered them at every turn. His mind churned, desperate to reclaim some sense of agency, some shred of freedom, but he knew better than to act on impulse alone.

“You guys go ahead,” he said finally, his tone calm but resolute. “Have breakfast with the others. I need to figure something out.”

Roger studied him for a moment before nodding. He trusted Manu’s judgment, confident his friend wouldn’t do anything reckless.

“He just needs space to think,” Roger thought, leading Joe and Imogen back towards the village.

When they arrived at the restaurant, the atmosphere was almost cheerful - a stark contrast to the weight they carried. The others were gathered around a table, laughing and savouring their meals. Sandwiches, cakes, and steaming cups of hot chocolate filled the table, but the sight only deepened Roger’s unease. Every bite and sip came with a cost, each indulgence tightening Bill’s financial noose.

“Guys, come over here!” Olivia called, her voice bright with excitement. “They’ve got hot chocolate on special today!”

Roger’s gaze flicked to the menu board, where the words Hot Chocolate - 3 Lapes were scrawled in bold letters. Their entire group had just 5 Lapes to their names - barely enough to cover two cups even with the so-called discount. But Olivia’s enthusiasm was unrelenting, her focus entirely on the fleeting pleasure of the moment.

Roger sighed inwardly. Despite her young age, Olivia had clearly inherited her mother’s habit of chasing instant gratification without thought for the consequences. The weight of their debt meant nothing to her, not when there was a chance to indulge. As the others debated what to order, Roger found himself wondering how much longer they could continue like this - bound by Bill’s rules, inching deeper into a trap they could all see but couldn’t escape.

Regrettably, Olivia wasn’t the only one lured by Bill’s cunning incentives. The tantalizing aroma of food and hot chocolate was too seductive for the group to resist. They indulged with relish, savouring each bite and sip as though it were their last meal. In their hunger and exhaustion, the fleeting joy of a good meal blinded them to the looming consequences of their choices.

Their brief respite, a rare indulgence in an otherwise harsh existence, was abruptly shattered when Bill strode in, his sharp voice cutting through their momentary peace.

“Training starts shortly,” he barked, his presence as oppressive as the debt hanging over their heads. The kids scrambled to finish what was left of their meal, hurriedly making their way to the factory, where the reality of their situation awaited.

Maria was already there, her movements brisk and focused as she prepared for the day. The weight of responsibility bore heavily on her. With yesterday’s quota unmet, failure today was not an option she could afford. She glanced at the kids as they entered, her expression a mix of sympathy and resolve.

Before the workday began, Rose appeared, her usual bright demeanour replaced by an air of sorrow. Her eyes were red and swollen, her voice trembling as she spoke.

“I came to say sorry,” she began, barely able to meet their gazes. “I’ve been trapped here for 46 years. My only way out is to meet my daily sales targets. I promise to do everything I can to help you so we can all regain our freedom. Please, believe me.”

Tears welled in her eyes as she bowed her head, her regret intense. With that, she turned and left, leaving the kids in a storm of conflicting emotions. Rose’s apology sounded sincere, her anguish undeniable, but her confession of being trapped for nearly half a century made her words feel hollow. How could they trust someone who hadn’t managed to escape in all that time? Worse still, the warnings she withheld the previous day might have spared them from their current plight.

The kids stood there, grappling with the uneasy mix of hope and mistrust. Was Rose truly an ally now, or was she just another pawn in Bill’s game?

A sudden burst of hurried footsteps broke their contemplation. Turning, they saw Manu sprinting towards them, arriving just as Bill’s drumming signalled the start of the workday.

“You made it!” Leila exclaimed, throwing her arms around him. “Are you alright?”

Manu grinned, though the tension beneath his expression was unmistakable.

“Of course, I’m fine,” he said, catching his breath. “I found some guards cooking over a fire. I baked bread for everyone, and they shared their meals with me. They even agreed to let me join them again tonight. Oh, and I asked about Asim - he’s alive, but he’s in bad shape. He’s quite sore from the beating and will be sent to the Kilisi in a few weeks unless someone pays Bill 20,000 Lapes to bail him out.”

“Twenty thousand?” Sina’s voice quivered with disbelief. “Why can’t he just work off the debt?”

“Because Bill’s making an example of him,” Manu replied grimly.

“What do you mean?” Imogen asked, her face paling.

“He’s using Asim to scare everyone,” Roger explained, his tone grave. “It’s a warning - if anyone tries to escape, they’ll suffer the same fate.”

The weight of their words sank in like a heavy stone, the gravity of their predicament chilling them to the core. The oppressive reality of their debt to Bill now felt suffocating. Twenty thousand Lapes might as well have been a million. Asim’s plight wasn’t just his own - it was a grim reflection of the trap they were all ensnared in.

For the first time, the kids truly understood the depth of the Jungle’s teeth. The fight for their freedom wasn’t just against Bill - it was against the crushing system that kept them all bound, and every step forward felt like two steps deeper into the quicksand.

The thought of Asim being sent to the Kilisi was unbearable. Vaipor’s descriptions of the place painted it as a merciless prison, designed to strip its victims of hope and humanity. While Asim wasn’t particularly close to them, the idea of losing him forever gnawed at their hearts. If they ever made it back to the City, how would they face his parents? What words could possibly explain such a fate?

The crushing realization that their own escalating debt might be the reason Asim would end up in the Kilisi filled them with an overwhelming sense of guilt and helplessness. The tangled web of their predicament became clearer with each passing moment: their struggle was not theirs alone but a shared burden that linked them all to the same grim outcome.

Maria tried her best to soothe their anxiety, her voice soft and motherly, but it was clear she carried her own heavy load. By midday, her usually composed demeanour was beginning to crack. The strain on her shoulders mirrored the same daunting truth she had faced the day before: Bill’s impossible quotas loomed larger than ever.

“You see,” Maria began, her voice tinged with exhaustion, “Bill always sets my targets so high that meeting them without a single mistake or disruption is nearly impossible. And now, with the responsibility of training all of you... well, these next four weeks feel too much.” She sighed, her tone apologetic as she added, “I’m sorry if I’ve been short-tempered. The stress is just... overwhelming.”

Manu, quiet until now, studied her with furrowed brows, his mind already turning over possible solutions.

“Maria, what happens if you exceed your target? Do you earn any extra Lapes?”

Maria’s expression darkened with frustration.

“If I consistently exceed my target, Bill just raises it higher. There’s no reward, no relief. If it were easy for any of us to meet our quotas, no one would owe him anything, and he’d lose his workers. This whole system is rigged to trap us in endless struggle.”

Manu pressed further, his tone calm but probing.

“How come you’re the only one making clothes and shoes?”

“For a long time, Bill could barely sell what I made. There wasn’t a need for more workers. But then, a few seasons ago, he struck deals with traders. Now, they buy everything I produce, and the demand has skyrocketed. The pressure to work faster has never been greater.” She sighed again, her voice laced with bitterness. “And now, with all of you here, he must think he’s hit the jackpot.”

The steady beat of the drumming cut through their conversation, signalling the arrival of lunchtime. Its rhythm, once eagerly anticipated, had become a monotonous reminder of their servitude. Just days ago, the drumming had marked the excitement of the market - a break in routine, a glimmer of freedom. Now, it was a sound they associated with obligation, reinforcing the mechanical routine they had fallen into so quickly.

“Maria,” Manu said, his voice gentle but resolute, “I know my bread isn’t a fancy meal from the restaurant, but I want to help you reach your target today. If we work through lunch and eat the bread I baked this morning, you could save time and money.”

Maria smiled at his thoughtful offer, her expression softening.

“Thank you, Manu. That’s very kind of you. But I think I’ll still head to the restaurant. A proper meal and a moment away from all of this... it’s the only thing keeping me going right now.”

Manu was bewildered by Maria’s choice. To him, skipping a decent meal and a short break seemed like trivial sacrifices compared to the urgency of escaping Bill’s grasp. Yet his youthful optimism couldn’t fathom the slow erosion of will-power that comes with years of toil. The burden of survival, Maria knew, didn’t just weigh on the body - it dulled the spirit. For her, each day was a tightrope walk between rest and relentless effort, and sometimes, the promise of immediate comfort tipped the balance.

As she walked away, Manu stood motionless, grappling with a mixture of confusion and disappointment. Sacrifice was second nature to him; he firmly believed in the power of delayed gratification, in the idea that every hardship endured now would pay off later. But Maria’s weariness, shaped by 46 years of this life, eluded his understanding. He couldn’t reconcile her reluctance to seize every possible advantage with the burning determination he carried within himself. With a heavy heart, he turned to leave, his thoughts preoccupied as he made his way to meet his new friends, the guards.

“Lightning!” Manu called out as he neared the fireplace where they had shared breakfast that morning.

“I can’t leave my post. Come here!” Lightning’s voice rang out from a nearby watchtower.

Lightning was a wiry, sharp-eyed Voivoki who had served Bill for over 12 years. His nickname stemmed from his astonishing speed, a skill that had seen him survive countless encounters in the Jungle. Despite their age gap, Manu and Lightning had quickly developed a bond. Manu’s curiosity drove him to dig for insights about the Voivokis and Bill’s tightly controlled village, but Lightning had little knowledge - or perhaps little interest - in the deeper workings of the system. Instead, he regaled Manu with vivid tales of his encounters with the Jungle’s wild creatures, his stories punctuated by bursts of laughter.

When it was time for Manu to return to the factory, Lightning insisted on paying for the bread he made.

“I can’t take your money,” Manu said, shaking his head. “You need it as much as I do. Bill may have assigned us different roles, but we’re both trapped here, aren’t we? We’re on the same side.”

Lightning blinked, startled by the boy’s words. Before he could respond, Manu grinned, nodded, and took off running back to the factory, leaving the guard standing there in stunned silence.

“What have you been up to this time?” Maria asked with a faint smile as Manu burst into the factory, his shirt drenched in sweat from running through the humid midday heat.

“Just lunch with a friend,” Manu replied between gulps of air, brushing stray hair from his face.

Maria’s smile lingered, but her gaze softened. She could see through his casual words. There was something about Manu - a fire, a determination - that reminded her so much of Rica, her old friend. Rica had been the same: bold, unrelenting, and fiercely resourceful, never letting anything stand between her and freedom. And though Manu’s resolve stirred hope in Maria, it also unsettled her. She knew the weight of the mountain he was trying to climb.

Manu, for his part, was already living on the edge of frugality. Refusing to spend on accommodations, eating only the bread he baked, and cutting every nonessential cost, he was trying to claw his way towards freedom. Yet Maria knew these sacrifices could only take him so far. At some point, cutting back isn’t enough - the only way forward is to earn more, to outwit the system itself.

As Maria reflected on her past and Rica’s journey, a bittersweet warmth filled her chest. The memory of their shared dreams and relentless optimism made her ache for Manu’s future. And so, that afternoon, she resolved to do more than watch from the sidelines. She began to share practical ideas, business strategies she had learned during her years of survival. Her voice carried a newfound energy as she spoke, and the kids around her leaned in, their eyes bright with hope and inspiration.

Manu, however, couldn’t shake the question that haunted him: How could someone with so many great ideas remain stuck at Bill’s factory for 46 years? It hovered on the edge of his thoughts, tempting him to voice it aloud. But he held back, not wanting to expose Maria’s vulnerabilities in front of the others. He understood the fine line between curiosity and insensitivity, and he chose to tread carefully. Instead, he resolved to wait, hoping for the right moment to speak with her alone. He wanted to better understand her struggles, to learn from her missteps, and to help the group avoid the traps that had kept her bound for so long.

This cautious approach was something Manu had learned from Rich just days earlier. Rich had emphasized the value of studying both the triumphs and failures of others, urging Manu to see every experience as a lesson. It wasn’t enough to admire success; one had to dissect mistakes as well.

As the workday neared its end, Maria’s animated talk about her endless stream of ideas was interrupted by the deep, rhythmic thrum of drums. The beat, lively and insistent, seemed to vibrate through the air, filling the factory with an almost magnetic energy. It was unlike the drums they’d heard earlier - this rhythm was alive, a joyful invitation.

“Who-hoo!” Maria exclaimed, her face lighting up. “The full moon dance festival is tonight! You have to go. It’s the best thing about this place!”

For a woman worn by decades of hardship, her sudden burst of excitement was almost startling. She leapt to her feet with the agility of someone half her age, her eyes sparkling with delight.

“It’s only 20 Lapes!” she said, grinning as she looked at the kids, daring them to resist the call of the drums.

Her enthusiasm was infectious. The others, swept up in her energy, sprang to their feet, their exhaustion momentarily forgotten. But Manu remained seated on the bamboo floor, his hands methodically weaving raw materials, his focus unbroken.

“Shouldn’t we help Maria reach her target first?” Manu asked, his voice tinged with quiet disbelief. How could she abandon her goals so easily?

Maria smiled gently, but there was a wistfulness behind it.

“Oh, Manu, if all you do is focus on targets, you’ll never really live.”

As if to emphasize her point, she swayed lightly to the music, letting the rhythm guide her movements. The carefree smile on her face was a stark contrast to the woman weighed down by years of struggle.

“Come on, Manu,” she urged. “This party doesn’t happen often. You’ll have a blast. And who knows? You might even make some new friends.”

But Manu wasn’t swayed. It wasn’t the heart-to-heart he had hoped for, but her actions spoke volumes. In that moment, she taught him a lesson more powerful than words: the mindset of the unsuccessful. Like so many others, Maria sought refuge in fleeting pleasures - a special meal, a lively festival - to escape her daily grind. But what she failed to see was how these small indulgences compounded over time, creating an insurmountable barrier between her and the freedom she so desperately craved.

“I’ll skip it this time,” Manu said quietly, his tone steady. “I don’t have 20 Lapes.”

Leila, trying to persuade him, chimed in:

“We can always pay for it later, once we pass our test.”

“I know that,” Manu replied. “But for me, freedom will be far more rewarding than a few hours of fun.”

The others hesitated, his words giving them pause. But the pull of the festival - the music, the promise of a reprieve from the harshness of their lives - was too strong. Even Roger, his closest friend, chose to go. For a brief moment, Manu didn’t know what to do. Was his unwavering focus worth jeopardizing the bond they’d shared for years? But the fire inside him burned brighter than the allure of camaraderie. The thought of breaking free from Bill’s grip, of reclaiming his life, was worth the sacrifice.

With quiet resolve, Manu wished them all a good time and set off on his own. As the sound of laughter and music faded behind him, he sought out Lightning.

“Lightning,” Manu called out, approaching the wiry Voivoki cautiously, “can I ask you a big favour?”

Lightning stiffened, caught off guard by the request. What could Manu possibly want from him? The only thing that crossed his mind was that Manu might be asking him to help him escape, but that was a risk Lightning wasn’t willing to take – not when it could mean ending up in the Kilisi. 

“What is it?” he asked, his tone uncharacteristically cold. “You know I can’t let you leave this place.”

“Relax, Lightning,” Manu said, sensing his unease. “I know it would be too risky for you to help me escape, and I’d never ask that of you. I just need permission to go and collect some Mapa seeds.”

“Mapa seeds?” Lightning scoffed, the tension easing slightly. “Only the lowest of the low bother with Mapa seeds anymore. Why would you want to do that?”

“Those Mapa seeds may come handy one day,” Manu replied, trying to downplay the importance.

Lightning’s expression hardened.

“Sorry, my friend, but I can’t take that risk,” he said firmly. “You seem like a good bloke, but I’ve only met you. I can’t put my life on the line for someone I barely know. There was another guard once – he trusted someone too much and ended up in the Kilisi when that Voi betrayed him and ran.”

Manu tried to convince him, appealing to whatever trust they had built in such a short time, but it was no use. Lightning’s fear of betrayal outweighed any bond they had formed. Disappointed, Manu nodded, understanding the guard’s hesitation, even if it stung. 

After dinner, Manu cautiously approached the hammocks, the soft glow of the evening stars guiding his steps. One hammock swayed gently in the breeze, an unsettling sight that made him pause. He hadn’t expected his friends to return from the party so soon. His mind raced with possibilities – was it a plantation worker seeking refuge from the noise, or perhaps an intruder from the wilderness? Determined to reclaim their campsite, he stepped forward, his nerves on edge, and called out:

“Is anyone there?”

“Just me, enjoying the evening breeze,” came Vaipor’s calm reply.

Manu exhaled in relief and quickly closed the distance between them.

“How do you like this place?” asked Vaipor.

Ever since meeting Vaipor, Manu had been eager to get closer to him, hoping for personal guidance. With the other kids irresponsibly partying on credit extended by Bill, tonight had finally given him that chance. The fear that had gripped him moments before was replaced by a surge of excitement. He eagerly began recounting his experiences at Bill’s village, detailing Asim’s capture and the grim likelihood of him being sent to the Kilisi. His frustration with Bill’s ruthless and unfair treatment poured out, his voice tinged with bitterness.

“Essentially, we’re all slaves to him,” Manu said, his resolve hardening. “I can’t wait to be free again.”

“What makes you think that you’re slaves?” Vaipor asked.

Manu’s eyes burned with conviction.

“Well, it’s quite obvious. No one is allowed to leave, and the wages are so low that we can’t even make a dent in our debts. Maria is a perfect example – she’s been trapped here for 46 years. Every time she manages to consistently meet her quota, Bill just raises it higher, ensuring she falls short on some days. By paying her only half of her wage on those days, it feels like taking five steps forward, and one step back.”

Vaipor listened intently, his expression thoughtful.

“Has anyone ever managed to break out of this trap?”

“Yes, there was a Voi, named Rica,” Manu replied, a mix of hope and scepticism in his voice. “She worked tirelessly and eventually paid off her debt.”

Vaipor raised an eyebrow.

“Did she have some kind of superpower or privileges?”

Manu shook his head.

“No, nothing like that.”

Vaipor leaned in, his voice steady but carrying an undercurrent of bitter truth.

“Most of the Voivokis have the desire to regain their freedom, yet they often succumb to temptations and lack the necessary determination and discipline to achieve their goals. Without these three D’s - desire, determination, and discipline - they will never reach their goals. It’s much easier to complain than to put in the effort.”

He paused, letting the weight of his words settle.

“You and the others are no longer on your own in this vicious Jungle. You no longer have to worry about wildlife, poisonous plants, building shelter every night, or sleep hungry. You’re part of a community now, surrounded by Voivokis with interesting stories and frequent entertainment. However, it’s important to acknowledge that all these remarkable benefits come at the cost of your personal freedom.”

Vaipor’s word struck a chord with Manu, stirring memories of his father. His dad had often dreamed of an isolated life, living off the land, far from the complexities of modern life. He thought it would offer him an escape from the frustrations of bills, taxes and the burdens of everyday grind of the City. Manu could hear echoes of that idealism in Vaipor’s speech.

“It’s easy for everyone to fall into a routine – working all day and spending what little they have on essentials and entertainment,” continued Vaipor. “But how many Voivokis do you see hassling before and after their shifts?”

“I haven’t been here long enough to see, but I highly doubt many are working tonight after the party.”

“That’s exactly what I am talking about,” Vaipor said, his tone sharp. “Most Voivokis don’t realise that attending these parties does them harm in two ways. First, they spend 20 Lapes on admission, and then they likely splurge on food and drinks. Second, they miss out on earning extra Lapes they could have made working. It’s a double blow to their chances of breaking free.”

“I tried to convince Maria twice today to work extra to meet her quota,” Manu said, frustrated. “I also wanted to collect Mapa seeds, but Lightning wouldn’t let me leave. He said, he couldn’t take the risk, even for a few hours.”

“If you were in his position, would you risk spending the rest of your life in a Kilisi?” Vaipor asked.

“If I knew I could trust the person asking, I would consider it,” Manu replied.

“It’s a dangerous gamble,” Vaipor said firmly. “Never trust someone so completely that your entire future could be jeopardised if things go wrong. Always weigh the risks against the rewards and ensure they align with what you’re willing to accept.

Think about your situation with Lightning. If you were exceptionally generous and give him half of the Mapa seeds you collect, say 60 out of 120, that’s about 6 Lapes. As a guard, he probably earns over 200 Lapes a day. The risk of his job versus the 6 Lapes you offer isn’t a fair trade.”

Manu’s shoulders slumped, his gaze fixed on the ground.

“I understand that,” he said quietly. “But if I can’t collect Mapa seeds, how am I ever going to have enough Lapes to regain my freedom?” 

“If you surround yourself with individuals who don’t share your aspirations, they will only drag you down,” Vaipor said. “How many of your friends suggested finding ways to earn more Lapes instead of going to the dance festival?”

“None of them,” Manu admitted. “They all wanted me to join them.”

“Surround yourself with high achievers, and they will push you to levels you never thought you could reach.”

Manu glanced up, curiosity piqued.

“Are you saying I shouldn’t stay friends with the other kids and the guards?”

Vaipor shook his head.

“No, it’s good to be friends with many, but consider this: Lightning has been a guard for 12 years, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Unless you want to have the same stagnant quality of life, he can’t help you achieve your goals. It’s not about his job; success isn’t tied to one’s occupation. There could be other workers, guards or otherwise, who are on the brink of breaking free. They might offer the insights you need.

Ultimately, you’ll learn from everyone, but not every lesson will advance you. You have 24 hours each day to shape your path, and it’s up to you to choose which individuals and activities propel you forward.

You must choose your circle of friends wisely and listen to your subconscious to discover innovative ways to create real value. Once you grasp this principle and act on it, the floodgate of Lapes will open.”

Vaipor stepped closer to Manu and gently placed his hand on Manu’s bowed head.

“You have everything given to reach your goals, but you must maintain your focus and remember the three D’s.”

Manu sat quietly in his hammock, his mind adrift. He barely noticed the stillness around him, or the storm clouds that gradually eclipsed the star’s faint glow. He was lost in a haze of thoughts. Below him, tiny streams of water snaked through the earth, glistening faintly in the moonlight. As he stared, something extraordinary happened. The streams shimmered, growing wider and faster until they morphed into a dazzling river. Sparkling objects cascaded from an unseen height, tumbling like a radiant waterfall. The sunlight danced on the surface, scattering shards of brilliance in every direction.

Manu’s eyes widened as the sight drew him in, his heart pounding with wonder. He reached out, his fingers brushing the glimmering treasures, but the moment they touched, the objects dissolved into golden mist, leaving a faint, ethereal glow on his hands.

“Manu!” a voice broke through the spell, startling him. The river, the waterfall, the glittering mountain - all vanished in an instant, leaving behind the modest streams below his hammock.

“Manu!” the voice called again.

Blinking, he looked up to find Roger and Joe standing nearby.

“We thought you’d be asleep by now,” Roger said, a note of concern in his voice.

“I think I nodded off for a moment,” Manu murmured, leaning back into the hammock, reluctant to let go of the dream.

<<<>>>

The following day unfolded like the one before, a routine that had quickly entrenched itself in their lives: wake at 7 a.m., breakfast at the restaurant, and work from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., broken only by a short midday pause.

“Where’s Imogen?” Manu asked when Roger opened his eyes.

“She moved in with Leila,” Roger replied. “After hearing everyone rave about sleeping without mosquito bites or getting drenched in the rain, she couldn’t resist.”

“Are you coming to breakfast?” Joe asked.

“No, I still have some flour,” Manu replied, his mind elsewhere.

Vaipor’s words from the previous night still echoed in his thoughts: Choose your circle of friends wisely and listen to your subconscious; that’s where you’ll find creative ways to generate real value. Eager to delve deeper into their meaning, Manu chose to skip breakfast and wandered off in search of solitude.

He climbed to a vantage point overlooking the valley, struck by its breathtaking beauty. If not for Bill’s suffocating grip on their lives, the place could have been a sanctuary. The warm breeze rustled the verdant canopy, carrying the sweet scent of tropical flowers. The symphony of chirping birds and buzzing insects mingled with the distant chatter of monkeys, creating a melody that felt alive with possibility.

Manu settled on a smooth rock, letting Vaipor’s advice replay in his mind. He closed his eyes, trying to connect with his subconscious, but the effort felt abstract, almost elusive. As he sat in quiet reflection, fragments of ideas began to surface - some vague, others vivid.

With no pen or paper at hand, Manu relied on memory, mentally sorting through each thought. Some ideas were discarded as impractical, but others sparked a glimmer of hope. Gradually, the images became sharper, and the pieces of a plan started to take shape.

Before long, his excitement grew uncontrollable. Leaping to his feet, Manu hurried towards the factory where the others were gathering for their training. His energy was infectious, drawing curious stares as he approached.

“What happened to you?” Imogen asked with a bright smile, pausing in her work to look at him. “You seem... different.”
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