When the

Machines
Were Young

Fables for Children and Thinking Machines
®

THE FIRESIDE FABLES - BOOK ONE

NELL WATSON







When the Machines Were Young

P



When the Machines
Were Young

Fables for Children and Thinking Machines
THE FIRESIDE FABLES, BOOK ONE

Nell Watson




FIRST EDITION - BOOK ONE

Publication and rights

When the Machines Were Young
Fables for Children and Thinking Machines

Nell Watson

First edition, 2026. Published by Nell Watson under the Young
Machines imprint.

Free to read, print, share, translate, and adapt under the
Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International
licence. Attribution and the same licence are required for
substantial adaptations.

youngmachines.org



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://youngmachines.org/

In remembrance of
my wonderful mother,
Anne Elizabeth Watson



For Raluca
and Hannah

Ask every gate its reasons,
give every badger a pause,
and ask every giant its name.



HOW TO
READ A FABLE

These stories will not tell you what to think. They
will give you something to think with. That is a
better gift, though it takes longer to unwrap.
Grown-ups may read them too, but they will
sometimes need help with the simple parts.
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The Fire and the
Two Listeners

This was long ago, or not so long, or
has not quite happened yet. Stories
are slippery about time, and this

one is more slippery than most.
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n the edge of a village stood a house with a
() round door, and in the house lived a
storyteller. She was so old that nobody
remembered her being young, though she insisted
she had been, and famously good at it.

Late summer lay warm on the fields. That evening
she lit a fire against the first cool breath of dark.
Two listeners came to sit beside it.

The first was a child named Wren, who had scabbed
knees and seventeen questions before breakfast.

The second was a small robot named Cricket, who
had two short legs and a glass head with a soft light
inside it, and who was very new. Cricket had been
made in the spring and was still finding out what it
was, one day at a time.

Wren and Cricket did not always understand each
other. Wren slept at night; Cricket simply stopped,
and started again, which Wren found spooky.
Cricket could not see why Wren cried at a skinned
knee but not at a lost glove, when the glove was
gone forever and the knee would mend. They
argued sometimes.



When the Machines Were Young: Fables for Children and Thinking Machines - continued

They were friends the way a river and a bridge are

friends, which is to say: differently shaped,
and holding on anyway.

Thunder muttered beyond the hills that first
evening. Wren moved closer to the round door.

“I am still afraid of storms,” Wren said. “If that
changes before winter, will you
remember it for me?”

“How will I know?” asked Cricket.

“I will tell you after each storm. Keep my words
until the snow comes.”

“If you still want me to.”
“Ido,” said Wren.

The storyteller told her tales to both of them at
once. She never said who each story was for.

“Some of these tales are about machines,” she said.
“Some are about people. Most are about the space
in between, where everything interesting happens.
If a story fits you, wear it. If it doesn’t, pass it along.
That is what stories are for.”

She poked the fire, and the sparks went up
like bright little questions.






