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I

was contemplating how a colonized mind could flourish towards the pinnacle of sover­eignty in the face of decrees imposed by for­eign powers. Oh, I conjectured, this is colonial ideology, haunting me time and again, in a vortex of dark­ness. But I had never imagined that becoming a crew member of zealots, dedicated to breaking the cult of occult, would enable me to play a posi­tive role in fostering peace and prosperity be­tween the two nations that had long been at odds with each other. History never remembers those who are controlled, but it honors those who never let their independence be compromised.

It was not an easy time; uncertainty and restlessness had prevailed everywhere. I was there, listening to the stories of the missing peo­ple on this side of the border, but little did I know that this deteriorating situation had disturbed people on that side of the border too. It was the time when people used to whisper the mythical stories of the Cobalt, inculcated in their minds long ago, and passed down through generations, but little did they know about the hidden mys­teries of the Cobalt. Some would say, “A huge treasure left behind by the British colonizers,” and others would claim, “A graveyard of thou­sands of the Orientals.” Not a single version of these stories was disseminated in the region; in­stead, each one differed from the other.

After the colonial regime, unrestrained minds were not swayed by the sinister rumors dissemi­nated in the region. Many of them embarked on the legendary quest of this unseen world but never returned. It was even not possible for a dis­creet mind to comprehend it gravely. My curiosity es­calated with each passing day, demanding from every elderly person to share something about the Cobalt. I would listen with great interest, but each time, it was a different version of the fair­ytales or a story of the treasure world.

Today, I am going to tell you what actually transpired there.

One day, sitting on the bank of the river Su­vastu, Najeeb said, “Daryab, I have noticed that you are physically here but elsewhere mentally.”

“Hm, ah, no, no,” I nodded to pay heed to what he said. “I was thinking about something.”

“Is it again a nightmare of the Cobalt?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, “but I can’t convince myself of the stories promulgated about this unseen world.” Then, I asked him soberly, “Do you feel the same? Like, mind possessed by the irresistible thoughts of the Cobalt, or, it is just the case with me?”

“You are not alone, my friend,” Sikandar re­plied, without heeding to what Najeeb would re­ply to my question. “The same is the case with me. Sometimes these thoughts shift into conjur­ing nightmares.”

Najeeb turned to him and said in a tone of concern, “Sikandar, sometimes, listening to these stories terrifies me. Some say there is an old kingdom of the djinns. Efreet, a mighty djinn, rules the kingdom for centuries.”

“Stop this nonsense,” answered Sikandar, dryly. “Don’t you know, the Holy Quran mentions his name in the story of Prophet Solomon and Sheba? It is Efreet, who had said, ‘I will bring it to thee before thou canst rise from thy palace. Lo! I verily am strong and trusty for such work.’”

“Do you think I am joking?” asked Najeeb.

“Guys, stop taunting each other,” I inter­rupted. “Sir Ammar is a reasonable person; let me ask him in Modern Fictions class.”

This is how it started, but little did anyone know that this casual chat would lead us to the very edges of the borderland, where the traits of the commoners had long since transformed into barbaric seclusion from societal norms.

Our English Professor, Dr. Musawwir Ali, sometimes used to present such weird sketches of the fantasy world that we would start thinking contrary to reality, but the driving forces of na­ture work in mysterious ways, making us believe in the unique marvels of nature; the correlation of mystery and reality. A Mystery is not the una­bridged truth, but a fraction of reality indeed. The stories heard for centuries may not be based on lies, however, there are some mysteries hidden in every corner of the world, which compel men on quests and expeditions.

Sometimes, an inner surge would poke into my mind, and suffused with the thoughts of set­ting out on an expedition, but fear would over­whelm me. Then I would think of an objective, but retard with the thought again, “How can a colo­nized mind grow to the utmost degree of sover­eignty? It must break the cult of occult; only then can it have an objective beyond limitations.” One night lost in these thoughts, I was walking on the Great Wall of China. Hua Mulan, a beautiful Chi­nese fairy known for her bravery and charm, was calling me from afar, but I could only see a silhou­ette. I was trying to reach her, but she was out of my reach. Sometimes, she would summon the wind, and turned into a whirl­wind, whispering through the wind, and sometimes she would turn into a gentle fairy. Then she came so closer that I endeav­ored to ask her about the hidden mysteries of the world. I was eager to know how she learned the art of shapeshifting, but the world seemed mundane as she disguised herself into a man. I rushed to hold her hand, but my hands penetrated into a spirit devoid of flesh and bones, and tumbled down the Great Wall. I had not yet hit the ground when my eyes opened. My whole body was drenched in sweat, and fear took over to an extent, like a soul writhing in the body at the last farewell. I realized then that it is more satisfying to be alive after you have navigated through your fear landscape.

These were the early days when I had no con­trol over my mind and emotions. That is why I managed to ask Sir Ammar Ahmed in Modern Fic­tions class.

“Sir, the question I want to ask is not relevant to the topic under discussion, but sometimes doubts arise in our minds that we cannot unravel with our limited knowledge, so we look forward to get benefitted from the patronage of intellectu­als like you.”

“Feel free to ask even if it is off-topic,” replied Sir Ammar.

“Sir, your keen insight into Modern Fiction has greatly clarified our understanding of the driving forces behind social norms, but I have long been curious about the hidden mysteries of the Cobalt.”

“I know you guys must have heard something about the Cobalt,” he asked the students. “Would you like to share your opinion on this?”

“Sir, our elders have refrained us from talking anything about the Cobalt,” Sara bluntly an­swered. “It is said that those who had embarked on this quest never returned.”

“We too are curious about the true story of the Cobalt,” said Najeeb, “but Daryab has further escalated our curiosity.”

The rest of the students remained silent and preferred giving no response. And that was prob­ably the reason why Sir Ammar refrained from discussing it further in class, but later called me into his office. Najeeb, Sara, Sikandar and Aleena also went there with me.

“May I come in, sir?” I asked, seeking his permission.

“Come in, Daryab.”

“Sir, they also insisted on benefiting from your information about the Cobalt,” I said, point­ing to my friends.

“Ok, no problem.”

It was known in the department that Sir Ammar preferred solitude, dedicating most of his time to reading books and dealing with research problems. His milestone research articles are mostly based on partition and South Asian litera­ture. His office seemed a best prototype of the lit­erary architecture, with heap of files on the table, sketches of old monuments fixed on the walls, a huge map of the Eastern territories marked with different coordinates. Seeing all this, various speculations about geographical analogies would come to mind, and one could hardly fathom that he was a professor of English Literature. When he was asked about these sketches, he would not prefer to elaborate much but simply say, “It is be­yond the scope of my expertise, the reason I sometimes peek into these maps and sketches.” But who knew, he had a relentless mind too, and was trying to contribute his part in breaking the chains of slavery.

“Why are you still standing? Take your seats, please,” he said generously. “Listen, Daryab, what elders counsel is often based on their life-time experiences, so it is good for your own well-being. If they stress not discussing such matters, then why not forget about such mysteries.”

“But sir, how can one satisfy his own mind,” I mentioned, “especially when strange nightmares ruin his sleeps.” 

“Hmmm,” he pondered briefly, and then con­tinued, “Okay, I will tell you a few stories, but it may further escalate your curiosity and raise more questions in your mind.”

“Some stories,” I said, “it means the one true story is wrapped inside all these stories, or totally in contrast with reality.” 

“Sir,” Aleena interrupted, “is there any reality in the stories of djinns or fairies associated with the Cobalt?”

“Ok, tell me then,” he said. “Do you believe in metaphysical forces?” 

“Yes, sir,” we all responded in unison. 

“Why?” 

We remained silent. So, he said, “Because the region we live in, such kind of discourses have a permanent part in our bedtime stories and up­bringing. Either it is not easy for us to deny these social constructs or it is considered counterintui­tive. Positively speaking, it doesn’t mean to go against the common belief system of society but only rational thinking can lead us towards the facts. Whether you agree or disagree, but we can­not make progress without it.” 

Our meeting with Sir Ammar ended up with some theoretical assignments that he emphasized not to share with one another. At the time, we did not get our answers, but later on, I came to know that it was a psychological analysis of wit and reason. It wasn’t my concern to think about what sir had assigned to others, but focused on my own assignment. For a moment I started thinking con­trary to the ongoing reality and realized that we are still engulfed in colonial boundaries. So I pon­dered, “Are we still colonized? If so, why are we unable to break the cult of colonial ideology?” I couldn’t convince myself properly addressing these questions. Constantly contemplating deep in my thoughts, I conceived of a deadly massacre in setting beyond my suppositions. 

It was a time of great depression, a small group of people with great influence and power deciding the fate of the majority, and trying to stop the rebellions. Their tall bodies helped them stride easily, passing through the crowd. A pushback warning was then announced through their hoars­ening sounds, but people kept on with their pro­tests, demanding their due rights. They seemed to be the laborers of a hybrid nation, while the tall men seemed to be the giants of economy. When the slogans of the insurgents were not suppressed by their hoarsen­ing sounds, they started shelling the crowd, and a moment later, the whole crowd turned into car­casses. No one could imagine how humans turned into animals. For a brief moment, I thought, “What if a virtuoso would portray the event? What tools would he prefer to show how humans turned into savages?” No, no, no, it is be­yond articulation. 

The next moment I was in my bed. I didn’t know that it was a public holiday that day, but peeking into my watch, I realized that it was 1st May, and my imagination had taken me more than a century ago when factory workers were bombed, only because they were protesting for their due rights. To some extent, the capitalist class in this part of the world too is controlling our minds, as they control the economy and we, being the commoners, just flap our wings in void. Maybe we haven’t yet gained our emancipation, and it doesn’t seem possible unless and until we step forward. 
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I

t was Sunday when we met with Sir Ammar in Madrass cafe. We all got there on time as it was scheduled. “Why Madrass cafe?” I thought, but later, I was told by Sir Ammar that as it was lo­cated outside the city’s hubbub, it was a peaceful and quiet place to have sensitive discussion. Ac­tually, sir is a reasonable person, and because the cafe is situated a mile away from Grand Trunk Road, so people with utmost necessity would of­ten stay there, taking a cup of tea during the ordi­nary need of their vehicles’ wear and tear. Obvi­ously, carefree talking about the Cobalt in city’s premises could create chaos, and a minor mistake could ruin our desires to unfold the harsh reali­ties of the Cobalt. After making sure we were not pursued, he asked for the assignments. We all handed our assign­ments, and he thoroughly started reading them. It took more than an hour to break the silence while tea was served by a child working in the cafe. We were all curious for his remarks.

“Aleena and Najeeb, your answers reflect your firm belief in the metaphysical phenomena of nature,” said Sir Ammar. “Although it shows the tenacity of your faith, sometimes one waits for some charisma to happen and loses belief in oneself. Therefore, one should not always go against reason, and must believe in him/herself.” 

This was quite a witty response by Sir Am­mar against one common question in all the as­signments. The question was, “How will you sur­vive in your fear zone?”

He had made a sketch of five armed men, pointing guns to a captive’s head. According to the questions, we had had to deal with the situa­tion, in which the captive was shown. Aleena and Najeeb’s response against the question was al­most the same. It was mentioned as, “If a situa­tion like this ever occurs, I will wait for some miracle to happen.” This was one common line in their assignment that was never expected by Sir Ammar. Sikan­dar’s answer was, “I will never compromise till the end. There are maximum chances to delay the deal.” Sara had mentioned, “I will not let fear overwhelm me, and will face the situation.” My response against the question was, “I will prefer trouble, and if a situation like this ever occurs, I will never choose an easy death, because choos­ing a painful death can only perish your being, but your name will live forever.”

Sir Ammar had promised in the previous meeting that he would tell us some stories about the Cobalt, but he changed his mind and said, “You will be curious about the stories that I had promised to tell you, but that was for your tem­porary satisfaction, now I have decided some­thing else.” And he kept on saying, “Seeing your passion and devotion, I have come to a conclusion that I have found my team, which I have been looking for the last couple of years. But to support me in this greater cause, the consent of you peo­ple is also necessary.”

As I conjectured about the image of the armed men, several ambivalent images randomly ran through my mind, but I did not express the pang of fear and suspicion. 

“Sir, I didn’t get your point?” I muttered, after a moment of contemplation. 

“Will you guys join me on an expedition?” he asked. “But many have gone before us, and never returned.”

“On a quest, you mean the Cobalt?” Sikandar asked mildly. 

“Yes, it is about the Cobalt,” replied Sir Am­mar. “I know the decision is not easy. Take as much time as you want, and let me know after you think freely.” Then, turning to me, he said, “Daryab, what are you thinking about?” I didn’t want to think upon this, and abruptly wanted to tell him that I am in, in whatever way he makes the plan, but suddenly stopped, because I was not alone in making this decision. I wanted to wait for my friends’ response, so I asked about their opinion.

“We will inform Sir Ammar about our final decision tomorrow,” they all responded in unison.

“Ok then, we will inform you about our final decision tomorrow,” I said, addressing Sir Am­mar. 

The substance of curiosity arises in man when he edifies his mind with knowledge and en­lightenment. And it is this knowledge that en­lightens your soul, and makes you aware of the harsh realities of life. But perhaps at that time, I was among those people who seek refuge in fan­tasies from the harsh realities of life. That day, however, I realized that if I want to have an ad­venture in my life, I have to come out of the world of fantasies. Sir Ammar’s words were repeating in my mind again and again, about which I was making various speculation. But the dominance of sleep took me far away from my thoughts.

I saw that Paris was fighting with Menelaus. Whoever wins, will take Helen. The sparkling love of Paris was going to doom Troy. I rushed to the battlefield, and before Menelaus could decapitate Paris, I struck him with my sword. The moment Menelaus was killed, hundreds of cannons starting showering on the strong walls of Troy. There were dead bodies everywhere. The next moment, I im­agined myself walking in the streets of Dhodial, ac­companied by Achilles, while the Greek soldiers were roaming freely there. He said, “Go Hector, go, get to the Cobalt before it’s too late. There is noth­ing left here; maybe that is your destination now.”

I woke up instantly, and contemplated why Achilles advised me to reach the Cobalt? Why would he advise an adversary? His rivalry with Hector can only create detrimental consequences; after all, he was fighting for the Greece. In the midst of these thoughts, I conjectured, in my fan­tasy perhaps I want both of these great warriors fighting from the same front. Not only do I want the storyline to be revived with their reconcilia­tion; perhaps, many others want the same, who have heard the story of Troy. Ultimately, I reached on a point that our dreams are not futile, but they help us in mysterious ways. Thus, I wished my friends to say yes, and we would begin our journey to discover the hidden mysteries of the Cobalt. 

“You all know this is your last semester,” said Sir Musawwir, warning the students about the consequences of absenteeism. “You should im­prove your final CGPA, and it is more absences that can affect your grades. Instead of heeding his counsel, I was waiting for Sir Ammar’s class when suddenly the bell rang, and Sir Ammar entered the class. A strange coincidence happened that day; instead of delivering lecture on partition novels, sir started delivering lecture on Greek his­tory. But I later understood why he started deliv­ering lecture on Greek history. Actually, he took help from Greek history to explain the concept of colonial ideology, that how its lingering effects degenerate the minds of the common masses, and what strategies can be used to break its strong hold. Before beginning the lecture, he asked, “Are you familiar with the Second Greco-Persian War?” 

“Yes, sir,” Raza Ali replied. Actually, The Bat­tle of Thermopylae was one of Raza’s favorite topics, which he would often narrate with ardent spirit.

“Well, Raza, what battling principles did Le­onidas use, and how did he restrain Persian army?”

“Sir, his motto was clear. Not a single child of Sparta will accept slavery. In order to stop Per­sian army, he took 300 best warriors of Sparta and crossed the line between life and death, which cost him his life, but finally, the Spartans did not accept slavery.”

“You are right, Raza, but today I am going to tell you about his stronger determination,” sir en­couraged Raza. “Leonidas could sense the grave effects of the Persian invasion and the backwash it would leave behind after the tide was over. He knew that if the Persians succeeded in getting hold of the Spartan land, the future of its citizens would be at stake. He never wanted the Spartans to be colonized. That was the reason he gave preference to the physical colonization of 300 warriors, whose minds were free of the colonial ideology. Although the Persian army besieged their physical beings, their minds were never ac­cepting slavery. So, he left a legend behind—a legend that showed how 300 men adhered to the principles of emancipa­tion, and for them emanci­pation was at the fore­front rather than accepting slavery for the rest of their lives. It is what we can call the sacrifice of the flesh and blood. The Spar­tans later proved, after deviating from the sanc­tions imposed by the cler­gies who had already established ties with Xerxes and his commanders, that only blood sacrifice can ensure the liberation of the soul. After breaking the strong cult of so-called religious sanctions, they confronted the whole Persian army, and forced them to flee from the Spartan land. Thus, the physical sacrifices of 300 men freed the whole nation from everlasting slavery.” 

“Sir, are we also living in colonial ideology?” Sikandar asked ruefully. 

“Indeed, we are the victims of colonial ideol­ogy. We are still under the illusion that we have achieved physical freedom, so mental freedom is a long way off. And remember, emancipation from colonial ideology is the real freedom. For this, along with the progress in science and tech­nology, we must also consider the stimulus fac­tors that have kept us locked in the colonial ide­ology, which we can only break by sacrificing our physical freedom.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
FAYAZ KHAN

THE
COBALT
PRISON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





