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	I. Triumph

	They named it in ten languages and none of them were humble. The King of Dams. The Crown. The Great Stillness. On the morning the gates closed and the river became a polished blade, flags trembled along the parapet and the air smelled of wet stone and diesel and new paint. The water, held back for the first time in its life, took a slow breath against the wall and exhaled mist into the sun. Helicopters circled. Brass bands tuned, audibly nervous at the scale of the canyon and the acoustics of a gorge that had learned to swallow sound.

	Dignitaries stood in a line like rivets. Their smiles had the bright varnish of money and sleep deprivation. They wore lapel pins in the shape of a stylized wave, a lightning bolt trapped inside it. Cameras clung to scaffolds and rails. Drone swarms hummed into geometric patience. This was the day humanity would put its thumb on the scale and the planet would nod along, cooperative at last.

	The Engineer stood back from the stage and touched the concrete as if taking a pulse. She had been here long before the speeches: through the nights of cold joints and admixtures, the days of tilted sun and vibrating trucks, the months when wind laid grit into every lunch. She knew the wall’s secret geometry—the stone’s weight and the river’s ambition, the way the foundation keyed into bedrock that had never been asked to hold such silence. She could still recite the final pour schedule from memory. She had loved numbers as a child, but this was different: an affection for something that could crush her without noticing. When the MC said her name for the crowd to cheer, she smiled and lifted a hand; her palm left a gray print on her suit.

	Down on the drowned margin, where a road had once braided through orchards and a schoolhouse had kept a blue door, the Villager watched from the prow of a state boat. The deck was pricked with confetti from a ribbon-cutting earlier upriver. Officials had invited “representatives of resettled communities,” a phrase he heard in three syllables: re-set-tled, like a chair scraped back and made to fit somewhere else. His grandmother had been buried on a hillside that would tonight be a brown shadow beneath ten meters of green water. When the dam was rumored, he’d taken a tape measure to the church and found the height of the eaves, then stood on the ridge with a survey map and held the tape in the wind until it snapped. This morning the reservoir licked the new shoreline with a cat’s deliberate tongue. On deck, he rubbed the river’s grit between finger and thumb and wondered if remembering counted as resistance or only as salt.

	Far from the crowd and the choreography, in a trailer that smelled of plastic and coffee, the Scientist watched the screens where satellites turned raw light into numbers. Her team had worked a miracle of their own—borrowing time from instruments that had been meant to map glaciers and the jitter of tectonic plates. The curves she traced were tiny, honest things. Micro-variations in gravity. The postural sway of the crust under burden. The sort of data that made people clear their throats on television and say words like negligible and within expectations. She did not disagree. She simply understood that negligible, repeated enough times over enough area, learns to pronounce itself.

	Outside, the speeches began. The first minister said the dam would “secure the century.” The energy secretary called it “a battery the size of a sea.” The international consortium’s chair compared it to the Moon landing, then corrected himself with a laugh—“No, the Moon landing compared to this”—and the crowd was happy to let the joke stand. Someone read a poem that had taken no risks. A ten-year-old from the nearest new town pressed a chrome button that did exactly nothing; somewhere out of sight, a control room enacted the ceremony’s cause.

	The wall itself did not care. It accepted the new pressure with the same indifference it would one day offer the old. Men had argued over arch vs. gravity vs. buttress; the river had voted for whatever didn’t move. The Engineer, listening to the speeches, recounted load paths the way some people pray. She could feel the heat still living in the concrete—metabolic, like an animal digesting a long meal. When she closed her eyes, she could imagine the reservoir that would be: a bruise of blue pushed into the folds of the basin, then a sheet, then a continent of contained weather. She could nearly hear it, the low massed murmur of a new inland sea practicing its vowels.

	“We ask the Earth to partner with us,” the second minister said, which was one way to name it. A choir sang. Two hawks used the updrafts like stairs and refused to look impressed.

	On the boat, the Villager’s neighbor pointed out landmarks like a grieving tour guide. There, the almond grove that had been replanted twice after late frosts; there, the mark on the cliff where the flood of ’72 had peaked; there, the snake rock where children took dares and a boy had split his head open like a melon, and somehow the memory made everyone laugh even now. The Villager nodded and kept his own cartography: the rhythm of wheels on a bridge that no longer existed, the summer stink of fish guts and mint near the cannery, the taste of iron that a thunderstorm put on your tongue. The loudspeakers on the dam threw the minister’s voice out across the reach, warped by wind and echoes into something ancient and unintelligible. He found himself liking it that way.
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