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A Sample 400-Word Fable and What Makes It Work

Read a sample fable of about four hundred words first, then take it apart

paragraph by paragraph to see why it works.

The opening: at three in the afternoon, the air by the wall felt heavy and damp,
and a dragonfly swept low over the grass tips. The ant captain ran down from the
hill, touched antennae with each ant, and passed on the order: Rain is coming -
before dark, every bit of food goes up the slope! The column moved at once: one grain
of rice, half a cookie, three fly legs, forming a black line toward the hill.
Comment: no wasted sentence like what nice weather. Three signals - heaviness,
dampness, the low—flying dragonfly - establish the coming storm, and the captain’s
one—line order sets the goal and the deadline, so the story carries urgency from

paragraph two.
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The middle: halfway along, a plane tree leaf covered the path, slippery and soft,
so the ants in front climbed on and slid off. Then a shining puddle lay across the
column - impossible to go around, impossible to fill. Little ant Doudou was so
anxious his antennae stood straight up: We can’t carry the food across! Big ant Ali
said: Find twigs! If one is not enough, use two. Comment: the obstacles come in
pairs, each harder than the last, a classic escalation in fables. The problem is
solved through dialogue between Doudou and Ali, not through narration, so the

personified talk does its job.

The ending: scout ants hugged over two small twigs and laid them across the
puddle as a wobbling bridge. Strong ants walked the middle, small ants pushed crumbs
along the edge, and a dozen ants together shoved the leaf aside. The instant the last
grain passed the hole’ s door, rain hammered down on the bare ground, raising tiny
bubbles. Inside, the ants shared rainwater from leaf cups, and the old ant said with
a smile: Anyone can carry one grain; only together can we carry a whole pile.
Comment: the move finished just ahead of the rain, and that narrow gap gives unity
its payoff; the moral comes from the old ant in a single sentence, with no slogan-—

shouting.

Two places could be better. First, Doudou only panics once and never changes; let
him say give up first, get argued out of it by Ali, and then help build the bridge -
now the character moves. Second, every role in the division of labor is heavy
lifting; nobody counts the load or hands leaves to the bridge builders. Add one

support role and the colony feels like a real family.

Use this sample as a checklist: does the opening carry signals, are the obstacles
concrete, does dialogue drive the plot, does the moral close in one sentence. If all

four are yes, a four—hundred-word fable stands firm.
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