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This novel is lovingly dedicated to my mother, Mrs. Urmila Shukla, whose unconditional love, silent sacrifices, strength, and unwavering faith have shaped my life in countless ways. Her patience during my struggles, her prayers in my silence, and her encouragement in moments of doubt became the foundation of my courage to write. Every emotion expressed in these pages carries a reflection of her values and compassion. She taught me resilience without bitterness and kindness without expectation. Whatever I have become, and whatever I create, is deeply rooted in her blessings. This work is a humble tribute to her enduring grace and boundless love. 


-  Aditya Shukla
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PREFACE
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Anguish of the Inner Soul

This novel was not born from a single event, a single person, or a single idea. It was born from silence — a silence that lives somewhere inside each one of us. That silence which creates a restless stirring within, even when everything on the surface appears perfectly fine.

Over time, I came to observe something profound and unsettling about the way we live. We grow so consumed by the relentless pursuit of success, by the weight of our responsibilities, and by the crushing expectations of others, that we slowly, imperceptibly, begin to drift away from our own inner selves. We smile politely. We perform our duties with diligence. We maintain our relationships with care and patience. Yet somewhere deep inside, a question remains perpetually unanswered, hanging in the air like smoke that never quite dissipates: 'Am I truly living the life that is my own? Or am I merely playing a role that was written for me by someone else?'

Antarman ki Vyatha — Anguish of the Inner Soul — is the literary embodiment of that very question. It is the story of people who are not broken, but who are exhausted from within. People who have not failed, but who feel profoundly incomplete. People who are outwardly silent, yet who carry within them an entire universe of things they desperately wish to say and express and release.

I was compelled to write this novel because I came to realize something that our world rarely acknowledges: we almost always treat anguish as weakness. We run from it, suppress it, medicate it, or simply deny its existence. Yet anguish, true inner anguish, is often the very first signal of our awakening. It is not a punishment. It is not a sign that something is broken beyond repair. On the contrary, if we find the courage to turn toward our pain rather than flee from it — if we choose understanding over escape — that very anguish can become the force that fundamentally redirects the course of our lives.

This book makes no grand claim of offering solutions. It does not present itself as a manual or a guide. It is, simply and purely, a mirror — one in which the reader might glimpse their own face, recognize their own confusion, hear their own unvoiced questions. If, while reading this story, you feel something stir within you — some restlessness, some recognition, some quiet acceptance — then know that this novel has fulfilled its purpose entirely.

Because ultimately, anguish is not a prison. It is a doorway — the first threshold of self-knowledge.




-  Aditya Shukla

February 27th, 2026
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CHAPTER ONE
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The Stillness of Morning

The mornings in Varanasi unfolded slowly, like verses from an ancient scripture recited in a measured, unhurried cadence. The city had its own particular rhythm at dawn — a rhythm that belonged to no clock, obeying instead some older, deeper law.

A thin veil of mist drifted languorously across the surface of the Ganges, as though time itself had chosen to rest for a while before resuming its endless march. The river lay wide and dark in the pre-dawn hours, its currents invisible beneath the fog, its voice a low, continuous murmur that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Then, gradually, the first tentative rays of the sun would reach down and touch the water's surface, and in that moment of contact, the river would transform — its ripples turning to threads of gold, its surface suddenly alive with light.

It was on the stone steps of one such ghat that Aarav sat, morning after morning, like a man who had lost something precious and could not quite remember what it was.

He held a small earthen cup of tea in both hands — the kind sold by the chai vendor who set up his stall at the foot of the steps before the rest of the city had stirred. The tea had long gone cold, but Aarav hadn't noticed. He sat with his elbows resting on his knees, staring out at the river, his eyes carrying the particular heaviness of a man who has not truly slept in longer than he can remember.

Aarav was a teacher of Hindi at one of the city's government schools — a good teacher, by most measures. He taught the poetry of Kabir and Mirabai with genuine feeling. He read aloud the verses of Nirala and Mahadevi Varma with a sensitivity that occasionally surprised even his most disinterested students. He had a gift for making language feel alive, for making words matter.

But his own words had remained unwritten for years now.

There had been a time — he could still touch the edges of it in his memory — when Aarav had wanted to be a poet himself. Not a teacher of poetry, but a maker of it. He had written verses as a young man with an urgency that felt like breathing, as though the words were not something he chose to write but something that simply needed to come out of him or else he would suffocate. He had carried notebooks everywhere. He had sat up through the night scribbling by lamplight, crossing out lines and trying again, chasing something he couldn't fully name but could feel with absolute certainty.

That certainty had faded. Gradually, without any single decisive moment of surrender, his days had become bounded by attendance registers and lesson plans and syllabus completion deadlines. The notebooks had been put away. The verses had dried up. The urgency had quieted to a whisper, and then to a silence so complete that Aarav sometimes wondered whether he had imagined the whole thing.

It often felt to him as though he were two people simultaneously — two Aarav occupying the same body with a kind of uneasy coexistence. There was the Aarav who moved through the daylight hours with composure and competence: the responsible husband, the patient teacher, the reliable colleague, the man who answered when spoken to and fulfilled his obligations without complaint. That Aarav was real. That Aarav functioned.

And then there was the other one — the Aarav who emerged in the small hours of the night, who lay awake in the darkness asking questions that had no satisfying answers, who felt a nameless, sourceless grief that he couldn't explain to anyone, not even to himself. That Aarav was also real. And that Aarav was lonely in a way that had nothing to do with being surrounded by people.

He watched the river. The waves rolled in from the middle distance, struck the steps with a soft slapping sound, and retreated, only to be replaced by the next wave and the next. An endless, patient repetition.

'Is that what life is?' he wondered, watching. 'This constant returning — wave after wave arriving, striking something solid, and falling back, only to come again? Never arriving, never resting, never finished?'

Somewhere upstream, a bell was ringing — the sound of morning aarti drifting through the mist from a distant temple. A group of sadhus moved along the ghats in their saffron robes, unhurried, carrying the calm authority of men who had long since settled their argument with the world. Boatmen were pushing their wooden vessels into the current. A vendor's call echoed across the water, announcing marigold garlands for the faithful.

Life was proceeding. The city was waking up around him, indifferent to the questions that kept him pinned to this cold stone step day after day.

He asked himself, silently, the question he had been circling for months: 'Which one is real? The man who stands before his students each morning and speaks with quiet authority about the beauty of language — or the man who comes home in the evening and cannot find a single word of his own to say?'

The tea had gone entirely cold. He set the cup down on the step beside him.

The sun had risen fully now, clearing the rooftops on the far bank, sending its light in long, slanted columns across the water. The mist was retreating. The day was claiming its territory.

Aarav gave the river one last look — a long, searching look, as though asking it a question he wasn't quite ready to put into words — and then he rose from the steps. He tucked the ends of his shawl more firmly around his shoulders, picked up his bag, and turned toward the city.

Behind him, the morning had fully established itself on the ghat — bright, busy, and alive.

But within him, as he walked the familiar streets toward his school, there remained a deep and wordless quiet that the morning light had not touched.
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