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Dr. Vinay Vaidya is a scientist, educator, and storyteller passionate about telling stories and teaching through stories. With decades of experience at Boeing, Siemens, and KPIT, he has helped shape cutting-edge technologies and mentored tomorrow's innovators. He now serves as a non-executive director at Kinetic Communications in Pune, India.

Dr. Vaidya has taught science to children from ages 4 to 14. Additionally, he has taught undergraduate and graduate students at the University of Washington in Seattle, Symbiosis International University in Pune, India, and Savitribai Phule Pune University in Pune, India. Five students completed their doctoral dissertations under his guidance. His areas of research include data analytics, imaging, parallel computing, and security systems.

Beyond his research, Dr. Vaidya brings curiosity, warmth, and humor to his writing—sharing the lives of brilliant scientists, creating mathematical adventures for children, and making complex ideas feel simple, engaging, and fun. His work inspires readers of all ages to see science not merely as a body of knowledge, but as a journey of wonder and discovery. His focus is clear: to make STEM exciting, relatable, and full of wonders to explore.

Preface

From the late 1980s through the early 1990s, I conducted hour-long Sunday Science classes in Seattle, Washington. I spent hours preparing for each session to ensure it was fun and engaging for children ages 4 to 9. Later, as I became busier with my professional career, I found little time to teach children. My passion for teaching was partially rekindled when I began working with children aged 9 to 14 at Muktangan, an Exploratory Science Centre, Bhartiya Vidya Bhavan, Pune, India. Teaching continues to be a source of pure joy for me, and I remain eager to reach out to more students.

Reflecting on my teaching experience, one thing became clear: the surest way to reach the hearts of all students is through storytelling. I embraced this approach throughout my classes and witnessed its remarkable impact—even while teaching graduate students.

Eventually, I started teaching graduate students and guiding them in their doctoral research at S. P. Pune University. My classes became popular, and many students attended—I suppose not only to listen to the stories I shared, but also to learn mathematics! Although I enjoyed mentoring PhD students, I found even greater joy in teaching larger groups, seeing it as my chance to make a broader impact.

My passion for mathematics and science has been with me since childhood, and my aim has always been to share that excitement with the next generation. That is why I decided to write this book. My purpose is to inspire a love for STEM subjects especially applied mathematics among students, with a particular focus on encouraging more girls to pursue these fields.

Through the stories in this book, I hope to spread that passion. I am sure my readers will enjoy the stories, and above all, develop a genuine liking for mathematics.

This work is made possible by the support and encouragement of many of my mentors, friends, and near and dear ones. My mentor, Padmashree Arun Firodia, has been instrumental in guiding

me for over 10 years. His advice, ‘It's ok to break but not to rust’, is a guiding light that keeps me from ever stopping. He encouraged me to teach children at Muktangan Center, where I realized how much I truly love teaching. Later, it became my goal to reach as many students as possible with stories about mathematicians and scientists and to instill in them an inner urge to pursue science. This book is a result of that. I owe it to Firodia Sir.

Dr. Deepak Shikarpur is a magician who turned a draft into a bookshelf-ready title at the prestigious Pune Book Festival in less than 8 days! Thanks to Bhalchandra Kulkarni, the publisher, for keeping the tight deadline.

My friends Aditya Shukla, Kiran Chandras, Milind Panat, Dr. Shridhar Shukla, and Prof. Manohar Rajarshi spent hours helping me get the book back on track and in shape.

My wife, Sujata, graciously tolerated my being at home yet so often absent in spirit during the many months I spent writing this book. She has borne similar stretches before, especially during the five years I devoted to my PhD thesis. I owe more than I can express to her enduring patience and sacrifice.

This is a revised reprint. I am happy to note that the first edition of 500 copies is sold out.

Vinay Vaidya

December 13, 2025
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1.  The Chessboard That Ate the Kingdom
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Once upon a time, there lived a mighty and adventurous king named Vikram. He was brave, clever, and above all, he loved playing chess. He had a beautiful chessboard carved from fine wood and gleaming ivory, sitting right in the middle of his palace.

King Vikram had conquered many lands and was proud of his strength and smart thinking. Everyone knew he was not only strong in battle but was also sharp-minded.

One day, the king faced a different kind of battle – a battle on the home front.

His only son fell ill with a high fever. He was weak and tired, and no doctor could cure him. One by one, healers came and went, but the prince’s fever would not break. Days turned into a week, and soon, into two weeks. People started to lose hope.

Then, just when things seemed darkest, the royal minister brought a wise man to the court. His name was Ravi. He was gentle and calm and didn’t carry any fancy boxes of medicines just a bundle of herbs.

Ravi looked at the prince, whispered a few words, and gave him some leaves to chew on. Then he bowed and quietly left the palace.


A week later, Ravi returned. And what did he find?


The prince was back on his feet, laughing, walking, and practicing sword drills in the garden. He was completely healed! The entire court was overjoyed.

King Vikram was so pleased, he stood up from his throne and thanked Ravi personally.

“Wise doctor!” the king said, “I owe you the life of my son. Ask for anything you want gold, jewels, or land. Anything! I have



conquered many kingdoms. I can even give you one of those. It’s yours for asking. Just ask.”


Ravi smiled humbly. Ravi sensed pride in the King’s words. “Your Majesty, I am glad to see the prince well. That is reward enough for me,” said Ravi.

The king continued to insist. “No, no! You must ask for something. I won’t take no for an answer.”

Ravi looked around and spotted the King’s favorite chessboard sitting nearby. He walked over and gently placed his hand on the first square.

“If you insist,” Ravi began politely, “then all I ask is one grain of rice on the first square of this board. Then, two grains on the next square, four on the next, then eight, and so on doubling the amount of rice for each square, until you reach the 64th.”

The king blinked. “That’s it?” he asked, puzzled and a little amused.


Ravi nodded.


The king chuckled to himself. I would have given him one of my kingdoms, and here he wants rice - the king thought. Even after 64 squares, how much rice could that possibly be? Just dozens of barrels full? We shall see.

He called his servants. “Do as Ravi wishes,” he ordered. “And don’t delay!”


The servants started counting and placing grains on the board. 1... 2... 4... 8... 16... 32... 64...


At first, it went quickly. However, before long, the numbers grew large. They really grew large. Each square doubled the one before it! By the time they reached Square 25, they were already counting in thousands. Then millions. Then billions of grains.

Soon, storage rooms began to be emptied. Rice was being taken from every corner of the kingdom.


Alas, it wasn’t enough.


Finally, a trembling servant returned to the hall and bowed before the king.


“Your Majesty,” he said, “we have a problem. We’ve run out of
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rice. The entire kingdom’s supply is gone.” The whole kingdom had about 1,000 tons of rice.

King Vikram sat up straight. “How many squares have you filled?”

“Only thirty-five, Your Majesty,” the servant whispered. “We could barely reach halfway.”

The king was shocked. He realized the grain request was not small at all. It was more than he could ever provide.

The king turned to Ravi, his eyes wide and his voice much humbler.

He told Ravi to ask for something possible. Ravi said, “Your Majesty! This was a lesson for all of us to be humble. Pride is the root cause of defeat. Mathematics is compelling. As I said before, I do not want anything. Just watching your treasures and the servants



run around to fulfill your promise was a good enough gift for me.” “You... are very smart,” the king said softly. “I wonder, why didn’t

you ask for treasure? At least that would have been easier.” Ravi smiled









Final Thoughts:
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