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Garima,

I would sneeze forever just to see that one laugh of yours
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A Note from the Author

I have always been fascinated by space.

When I was growing up in Ujjain, my mother and I would spend evenings on the terrace. We would look up at the stars, and I would ask her questions about them.

She answered my questions with her own beliefs and stories. By doing this, she encouraged me to keep asking. That mattered more than the right answers ever could.

NANDI started on a night when grief surprised me. I was drunk (sorry, Maa), tired, and missing my sister, Garima. At first, I felt nostalgic, but soon I found myself asking questions. Those questions led to ‘what-if’ scenarios. In that quiet moment, Dev appeared. Once he arrived, he kept moving forward, crossing distances I never expected.

The science you are going to read here is speculative. That does not make it distant from reality. Somewhere in the background, physicists like Anton Zeilinger have shown that entangled particles behave as a single system across any distance. Others, like Daniel Jafferis, have explored the mathematics of wormholes within quantum systems. And researchers like Maria Spiropulu have used Google’s quantum processors to explore how spacetime itself might emerge from quantum systems, allowing gravity and quantum theory to speak to each other in unfamiliar ways.

I wrote these ideas with respect, curiosity, and wonder. I hope that one day, science will advance enough for me to come back to this book, to this note, and take away the word speculative from this page.

You will also find that I did not dilute the science here. I want you to pause while reading. I want you to look up a phrase online, fall in love with science, and feel small and curious. Then I want you to return to the story carrying that curiosity with you.

Science is only the surface of this book. Underneath, NANDI is about longing, about family, about the hope that somewhere the universe still owes us answers to the questions we asked while looking up at the stars.

If Dev stays with you, even for just a page, share him with someone else. Read a paragraph out loud to your partner. Leave this book on a friend’s shelf without explaining why. I am working on the second half of this story, Gayatri: 3.62.10, and I can write it only because a stranger like you chose to carry Dev a little further.

Lastly, we have borrowed our science fiction from the West for too long. There is a whole sky above this country that has been waiting for its own stories, and I want NANDI to be one small light in it. If you want to walk further into this world with me, or ask the questions this book left in you, find me on Instagram at @writtenbyviraj. I will be there, talking about NANDI and what comes next.

The terrace is still there, and so are the stars. I hope you bring someone with you when you read my story.

Jai Mahakal!


Prologue

Archive 03:48

‘Is this how you thought I would sound, Papa?’

Dr Trivi could not say where the words came from. They seemed to appear out of nowhere, but he knew whose voice it was.

He placed his hands on the console to steady himself as the sound faded. The only thing left was the familiar muffled ringing in his ears.

ISRO’s station was hidden deep in the Himalayas, carved into stone where pilgrims once came searching for moksha. Now it belonged to him alone, a sanctuary out of sight from satellites, built for someone who believed forgiveness could be created. The walls glowed with light as mandalas from different scriptures moved in shining circles, their delicate patterns shaking with the storm outside. Beyond the chamber, the storm pressed against the mountain, and deep inside, the old rock slowly cracked. It felt to him as if the mountain itself was against him today.

His hands fidgeted, and the AI unit began to record his message:

‘I know you don’t believe in the mythic references, Savi. But I see something when I look at the throat geometry. I cannot help but notice how it matches …’

The mandalas on the walls shook again. Their patterns broke apart, lines curving inward until the circles became funnels, all pulling towards a centre darker than the room.

His vision blurred, and beneath the storm’s noise, her voice returned, closer than before. He stood with one hand on the console while the recorder picked up only static.

There was very little he could do, and he had known that for a long time now. The visions came whenever they wanted, and he had stopped trying to resist them. So he did the only thing left to him – he sat down and finished the last of his black coffee.

Once the mandalas settled back into their circles, he picked up the recorder again and started speaking into it. He had spoken into it for hours, until his throat was sore and his own voice felt unfamiliar. He soon realized that if he spoke any further, he would conjure Savi fully into the room.

A delicate blue-and-white pattern floated above the table. The message was now encrypted in a way that only Dr Savi would ever unlock it.

Station 36210

7 December 2041. 03.48 a.m.

It was just a timestamp, but Savi would understand why he chose to record it here, when the mountain itself seemed to close in on him.

He turned away and focused on what he still had to do.

With a wave of Dr Trivi’s hand, NANDI’s design appeared in the air.

Thin, glowing arcs rose. The vessel still looked unfinished, but he recognized it. The fold of the hull and the way the arcs turned inward towards the centre had appeared in his dreams for months. His hands shook as he stored the projection deep in the station’s hidden core. Firewalls turned on one by one, each lock tied to his biometrics.

Only he would be able to summon it again, or so he thought.

The chamber grew quiet. He stood for a moment, breathing deeply as sweat cooled on his back. He walked to the exit and touched the sensor. The hatch opened slowly, letting the night air rush in.

The cold struck him first, as if the mountain had kept it waiting for him. He paused at the open hatch. The storm had passed, but its force remained. Snow lay thick on the ledge and over broken stones, with new drifts against the ridge. The mountains disappeared into darkness, their outlines blurred by ice and fresh snow. Somewhere above, a warning echoed down the slope, hinting at an avalanche if he stayed too long. He pulled his coat tighter and stepped outside.

At the edge of the outcrop, his auton powered up. Frost slipped off its surface, and lights shifted to guide him.

Trivi walked to the car, carrying the silence of the station and the promise he made long ago. He would return, finish what he started, and find meaning in the darkness that had taken so much from him.

‘Maybe, when NANDI wakes, the universe will show mercy,’ he whispered to himself.

The doors opened quietly, and the car’s warm cabin welcomed him as he got in. The AI’s voice came through the speakers.

‘Ready for departure, Dr Trivi. Route clear. External stability declining.’

As the doors began to close, the wind picked up and curled around him like a whisper. Then he heard it again, hidden in the gusts, as if the mountain itself had learned her voice.

‘I am waiting for you to be with me, Papa.’


1

Anomaly

Dev knew he had to open his eyes here. The problem was, they had opened in the wrong place.

He knew it for sure, even without words. He felt an urge inside, but it never turned into action. He tried to breathe, struggled against an invisible weight pressing him down. The more he fought, the more his body pushed back. It felt personal, like punishment … like a warning.

At the edge of his vision, a young girl in a yellow dress stood and waited.

She was too far away to touch or even see clearly, but Dev knew she was real in this strange place. There was something steady about her that softened everything around her. She stood still, a small figure against a pale background, and the longer he watched, the more familiar the stillness felt. He could not tell if she was watching him or looking past him. But he was sure of one thing.

If he could reach her, there would be no more pain.

The idea came to him as if it had always been there, just waiting to be named. If he could just get to her, everything else would fade away. His body would stop aching. The noise in his mind would go still. The burden of being Dev would finally lift, replaced by something lighter and quieter.

Dev tried to move his hand, but his body would not respond. He tried to scream, but nothing came out. His heart raced, as if it wanted to escape him. Panic grew inside him, and he realized his body was no longer on his side.

The girl remained where she was.

Still waiting.

He tried again, pouring all his will into one last effort.

That was when his wrist began to vibrate.

The feeling was sharp and out of place here. It did not belong, and it had nothing to do with the girl. The impatient vibration came again, and with each pulse, the world around the girl faded. Dev felt himself pulled away from the horizon and the stillness he had almost reached.

The vibration grew stronger.

His eyes snapped open.

Dev sat up in bed, feeling like he had just surfaced from deep water. For a moment, he could not catch his breath. His lungs worked too fast. His T-shirt clung to his chest, sweat soaking his back and underarms. He wiped his hand across his face. His skin felt cold to the touch, as if the dream had drained away all his warmth.

The wristband vibrated again.

Dev looked at the pale glow of the display as it steadied, then started showing him data.

Pulse: Irregular

Sleep cycle: Interrupted

Cortisol spike: Detected

Neural stress: Elevated

The numbers were neat and polite, almost gentle in their harshness.

The house was quiet, with only Vyali’s gentle voice drifting from her office. She had been awake for hours, working on research she needed to present in Berlin the following week. Dev sat with his elbows on his knees, head bowed. His hand rested on his chest. Though his heartbeat had calmed, the memory stayed with him. He tried to picture the girl’s face again, to bring her features into focus, but the dream kept her hidden.

A moment later, he heard Vyali’s chair move and her footsteps head to the kitchen.

He got up slowly and went to the bathroom. The mirror recognized him, lighting up with the morning brief:

10 June 2071, 08.28

Clear skies till 14.00

Rain projected from 15.00

The data hovered over his reflection like a second skin. Today’s to-do list was short, almost too normal for someone who had flown missions in space and walked on the Moon:

A doctor’s appointment with a long-overdue health scan.

He splashed cold water on his face and stood there for a moment, both hands gripping the sink. The water ran over his fingers, and for a few seconds, he let himself stay inside that small rhythm. He changed into white shorts and a plain tee, which made him look less like a mission commander and more like a man in his late forties who just wanted to blend in. The jumpsuit stayed folded in its designated compartment. Even the thought of wearing it felt wrong this morning, as though stepping into ISRO colours would remind the universe that he was expendable. For now, it was better to keep his head down and move quietly through the day.

Dev walked out of the bathroom but paused at the corner of the living room. From there, he saw Vyali in the kitchen, making his coffee by hand. Despite the state-of-the-art kitchen that catered to every need, Vyali always insisted on doing it herself. She never trusted the automated machine or its brew the way Dev pretended to, and over the years, the ritual had become hers as much as his. There was something grounding in the way she stirred the coffee that made Dev realize that this was something no machine could ever replicate. He watched her for a moment as the sunlight filled the room, casting a warm glow around her.

And in that moment, everything else faded away – the dream, the paralysis, the distant image of that girl in his mind. Even the dull pain that had lived inside his bones for months seemed to recede, unwilling to compete with the simple truth that Vyali was there. She was real.

‘When are you leaving?’ Vyali asked without even looking at him.

He walked into the living room and sat down. ‘Czar, what does my day look like?’

Dev spent years working on Czar for ISRO’s deep-space program, but he never thought of it as just another system. He wanted it to have a mind of its own, able to learn and adapt. The official name for the AI program was DOST. On paper, it meant Deep-space Operations and Support Tech, but for Dev, it always meant what those four letters signified in his own language. What made Czar different was the way it learned, and that idea turned out to be bigger than the program itself. Within a few years, other agencies started rebuilding their AI based on Dev’s ideas, and soon those same concepts found their way into the systems people would eventually live with.

‘Good morning, Dev,’ Czar replied. ‘You have an appointment with Dr Vani at 11 a.m. After that, you were scheduled to speak with Ridh at the laboratory, but it seems she has postponed the call to the evening.’

The decision to schedule the doctor’s appointment had come after weeks of Vyali’s gentle prodding.

‘I understand how you feel, and I agree that your recent tests all came back negative,’ Vyali had said the night before. ‘It’s probably nothing, but why would you take any kind of risk before we leave for our vacation?’

‘Why can’t Czar handle it?’ he replied. ‘It can take my vitals and run diagnostics. We have trusted it with everything else.’

‘Because Czar has already been noticing small things, Dev. It reported how your resting metabolism has changed a bit over the last quarter. It keeps marking your breathing patterns. And honestly,’ she paused, ‘a machine can only tell me what it sees. I want someone who can help me understand what it might mean.’

He hated hospitals, not just for their clinical odour or the way they reduced life to numbers and probabilities, but for something
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