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A FISH HIRES A LAWYER
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Percival Nettlebunk firmly believed that a good fishing trip required three things:


	A comfortable patch of riverbank, preferably free of ants, snakes, and suspicious rustling sounds.

	A fresh pot of tea, brewed strong enough to clean minor wounds.

	Fish who minded their own business.



And of course you need a fishing rod with some accessories purchased from Rajbansi’s fishing emporium.

On this particular morning, the river had other ideas.

The Mighty Splish,(a funny name for a river) which wound through Lower Bibbleford like an indecisive serpent, was unusually chatty. It burbled. It gurgled. It made several noises that sounded suspiciously like disgruntled muttering, which Percival politely ignored. He had grown up beside this river. He knew it had moods. Today it was clearly in one of its talking-about-you-behind-your-back moods.

Percival cast his line with the solemn grace of someone who had absolutely no idea what he was doing but was too polite to admit it. The float bobbed, the current hummed, and the sun glinted off the water with all the subtlety of a show-off.

He waited.

He sipped tea.

He contemplated a sandwich.

Then the rod jerked so violently that it nearly catapulted him into the river with the elegance of a startled scarecrow.

“Ho! Got you!” Percival exclaimed, immediately apologising to the fish for the aggressive tone. He began reeling it in, muscles trembling, knees wobbling, and his hat steadily sliding backward in dismay. Rajbansies cheap tackle taking strain.

The fish broke the surface with an indignant splash.

And then it spoke.

“I KNOW MY RIGHTS!” it shrieked.

Percival dropped the rod.

The rod, feeling personally abandoned, continued flailing. The fish dangled from the line like an outraged pudding.

Percival blinked several times in the universal human attempt to reboot reality.

“I, pardon?” he asked the universe.

“You heard me!” said the fish. It was a carp, medium-sized, gold with a hint of self-importance. “I demand legal representation. Take me to a solicitor at once!” (thus the saying was born carpe diem, or sieze the day, Latin was not invented by the Greeks after all.) in this case seize the angler.

Percival stared at it. The carp glared back.

The river sighed.

As Percival gently, cautiously, very apologetically hauled the fish onto the grassy bank, it produced, unmistakably, a small, waterproof scroll from under its fin. The scroll was stamped with the official seal of something bureaucratic and therefore ominous.

“What’s that?” Percival asked, because it seemed safer than screaming. (where on earth would a fish get parchment? Who knows?)

“My complaint,” the carp said crisply. “Against you.”

“Me?” Percival squeaked. “I haven’t done anything!”

“You have captured me unlawfully,” the carp announced. “Without due process, without consent, and without even offering me the courtesy of a conversation starter. Shocking. Barbaric. Highly irregular.” and “using cheap inappropriate tackle, probably purchased at bargain prices from Rajbansi’s”

Percival looked desperately up and down the empty riverside, hoping for witnesses, or at least somebody who could confirm that this wasn’t how mornings normally worked.

“Look,” he said weakly, “I didn’t know fish – er - filed paperwork.”

The carp puffed up proudly. “Most don’t. But I, Sir Flapton Carpington, Esq., do not tolerate such indignities. Now, fetch me a solicitor before I escalate this matter.” he obviously wasn't finished yet! “The scales of justice must prevail!” he pronounced.

Percival opened his mouth. Closed it. Considered throwing himself gently into the river and letting the current sort it out.

Before he could come to any decision, a loud voice boomed behind him.

“NETTLEBUNK!”

––––––––
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He jumped, nearly launched the carp back into the water, and turned to face Griselda ‘Grit’ Mudchester, River Warden and general enforcer of things that needed enforcing.

“What,” she demanded, stomping toward him with the force of an approaching storm, “is that fish doing talking?”

“Apparently filing a complaint,” Percival said, in the tone of a man explaining that gravity had stopped working.

Grit stared at the carp.

The carp stared back, unafraid.

Grit’s eyebrow twitched, just once, which in her case suggested a complete emotional breakdown.

“Well,” she said at last, “this is bloody typical.”

And far downstream, unheard by most but not by the river, came a rising chorus of, 

“We demand rights! We demand respect! And proper fishing etiquette!”

The fish uprising had begun.
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LOWER BIBBLEFORD
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Lower Bibbleford is a town that should, by all rights, have been erased from the maps by now, if only because the maps keep trying. Every cartographer who’s attempted to draw it has ended up smudging the ink, sneezing, or giving up halfway and labelling the entire region simply “miscellaneous dampness.”

Yet the town persists.

Nestled on the bend of the Bibbleford River (which would be the Upper Bibbleford River if the townsfolk had any sense of ambition), Lower Bibbleford is a place best described as accidentally scenic. It is a patchwork of mossy cottages, suspiciously leaning chimneys, and fences that give the firm impression they were assembled by committee.

A common misconception is that there exists an Upper Bibbleford. There does not. There never has. There was a proposal for creating one in 1843, but the town council concluded it would require “too much upping.”

Thus Lower Bibbleford kept its name, on the reasoning that a town called “Bibbleford” alone would be far too presumptuous.

The defining feature of Lower Bibbleford is, of course, the river itself, broad, muddy, and temperamental. It is said that the river flows gently on weekdays, grudgingly on weekends, and sideways during bank holidays. It also contains more improbable fish species than any other stretch of water on the continent.

The locals insist this is normal. The rest of the nation disagrees.

The people of Lower Bibbleford are a hearty, peculiar sort whose hobbies include:


•  Competitive muttering (annual championships held in the town square)

•  Judging the weather (usually harshly)

•  Not trusting the ducks

•  Arguing about the best fishing bait despite none of them agreeing on what counts as a “fish”

•  Trying to remember what the original colour of the pub used to be



Despite its small size, Lower Bibbleford has three pubs:


	The Dripping Otter, Rustic charm, questionable carpet.

	The Fisherman’s Regret, Built on a tilt after the Great Shoddy Masonry Incident of 1892.

	The Slightly Unnecessary Spoon, Nobody knows why it’s called this, not even the landlord.



Collectively, the pubs contain:


•  Six regulars (rotated between locations)

•  Forty-three rumours

•  A barmaid who knows everything about everyone, including what bait they claim to use VS. what they actually use.



Lower Bibbleford is world-renowned—if you define “world” as the neighbouring two towns, for the following:


•  Hosting the Annual Festival of Almost Certain Fishing Disasters,

•  Being the birthplace of Edgar Ploops’ self-administrative hooking incident,

•  Housing the only recorded sighting of a synchronised Fizz tail Perch migration (which ended abruptly and explosively),

•  And offering riverside footpaths that are technically footpaths as long as you step only where the ground doesn’t argue.



Lower Bibbleford’s climate can be summarised as:


•  Fog: 38%

•  Rain: 42%

•  Clear skies: 3%

•  Weather that seems to have forgotten what it was meant to be doing: 17%



Once a month, the weather takes a day off entirely, leaving the townsfolk mildly confused but grateful.

Local Legends and Oddities

Some of the more enduring tales include:


•  The Clockwise Trout revolt, commemorated annually by spinning awkwardly in the market square.

•  The legend of Old Snicker jaw, honoured by hanging hats from the bridge railings every new moon.

•  The Moon-Tiddler Mosaic, a public artwork created unintentionally when several spawning Tiddlers drifted into a drainage grate.



There is also the Great Bibbleford Mystery, an event so confusing that the town decided collectively never to speak of it again. Outsiders occasionally ask about it, and the people of Lower Bibbleford respond by changing the subject, the weather, or their address.

Lower Bibbleford’s town council consists of five members:


•  Three who have mastered the art of sleeping with their eyes open,

•  One who takes minutes using a system of shorthand no one else can decipher,

•  And one who believes they are in charge, though no one has confirmed this.



Meetings are held weekly and accomplish nothing except the unanimous passing of motions such as:


•  “We should do something,” and

•  “Not today.”



Despite everything, indeed, because of everything, Lower Bibbleford attracts anglers from across the region.

Why?


•  The fish are bizarre.

•  The river is unpredictable.

•  The stories are magnificent. (But mostly exaggerated!)

•  And if you catch something unlikely enough, the council will name a footpath after you.



The town may be odd, damp, confused, and occasionally explosive, but it has heart. And charm. And an unwavering commitment to believing this is all perfectly normal.
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GRISELDA “GRIT” MUDCHESTER
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Semi-retired angler, part-time river marshal, freelance scolder of fool 

Somewhere between “old enough to know better” and “young enough to do it anyway.”

Solidly built in the way granite is solidly built.

Hair: Grey but defiant, usually tied in what she calls a “functional knot” and others call “that dangerous-looking bundle.”

Eyes: Sharp enough to de-bone a fish at five yards.

General impression: If a riverbank could turn into a person, it would look like her, weather-beaten, immovable, and slightly annoyed about something you haven’t done yet.
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