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			Introduction

			By the end of 2022, residents of The Dalles, Oregon, had just about had it with Google. For nearly a year, the company had enlisted the local council in The Dalles in a fight to keep its water use data secret—even as it was negotiating an updated water agreement with the city of sixteen thousand people. Residents wanted to know what exactly Google was up to in their backyard and how much of their water the company was taking for its data centers before handing it even more.

			When the data were finally made public after a long legal battle, it became clear why the company was trying to hide it. Google’s data centers had sucked up 355 million gallons of water in 2021, equivalent to 29 percent of all the water used in the city that year. Over the course of five years, its water use had tripled and was sure to continue its upward trajectory.

			Google already had three data centers in The Dalles. It was hoping to build at least two more, hence the need for a new deal to get access to greater quantities of fresh water. Those new facilities would put even more pressure on local aquifers and on other businesses that relied on the city’s water supply.

			Since 2004, when Chris Sacca arrived in The Dalles pitching a plan to get the postindustrial city in on the ground floor of the digital revolution, there had been questions about what the company was up to—starting with the fact it presented itself as Design LLC until its first facility was built and the Google name was erected alongside it. The company demanded connections to fiber-optic cables and tax breaks so large the governor had to approve them. They made the council sign strict nondisclosure agreements that would tie their hands even twenty years down the road.

			The Dalles ended up being the site of Google’s first purpose-built data center with thousands of servers crammed into a warehouse the size of two football fields. The internet upstart needed all that computation to power its search engine and growing suite of online services. But when it opened, Computerworld reported that obtaining information about it was “almost as difficult as finding Bigfoot.” Diane Sherwood, executive director of the Washington port district that sat across the river from The Dalles, told The New York Times, “No one says the ‘G’ word.”

			Twenty years later, the tensions had only grown. Dawn Rasmussen, a local resident who had become one of the most vocal critics of the plan to give Google access to even more water, saw the company’s obstructionism as yet another reason not to let it move forward on further expansion.

			Google had “become a water vampire,” she said. It needed to be stopped before it sucked the city dry.

			

			—

			By the time the controversy in The Dalles took off, I’d been covering the tech industry for nearly eight years. I was never one to go along with the industry’s narratives. Whether it was Uber or Elon Musk, I was always looking for the parts of their businesses that weren’t getting nearly the attention they deserved for the harms they were causing.

			I’ve had people tell me I’m too cynical about Silicon Valley. Seeing how the industry has evolved, I would argue time has proved me right. But even with such a critical perspective, I never really had data centers on my radar.

			I knew they were out there, but they weren’t anywhere near the top of my list of concerns. I was much more interested in how the industry was using technology to chip away at the rights of workers, how fawning coverage of founders distracted from how they ran their businesses, and how billionaires were dreaming up harebrained ideas to remake cities whose supposed benefits had been disproven decades earlier.

			Data centers were just one of many areas where the tech industry was evading accountability. The cloud divisions of Amazon, Microsoft, and Google kept growing every year, and there had been some controversy around the computational demands of streaming services like Netflix. High-definition video files were much larger than what people were typically downloading. But they did not seem to have reached a scale that demanded the public’s attention.

			That started to change around the time the controversy in The Dalles was escalating. Cryptocurrencies like Bitcoin were booming, and all the computers and power needed to run them came with major environmental impacts. Founders hailed the technology as the future of banking, and well-placed investors made off like bandits. But when the dust began to settle through 2022, plenty of regular people had lost a lot of money and the technology was spewing out enough emissions to rival a country like Pakistan with a population of 230 million people at the time.

			In the case of cryptocurrencies, the data centers tended to be owned by dedicated crypto companies or dodgy operators evading scrutiny from local authorities. But the backlash in The Dalles signaled an evolution of the problem. This wasn’t happening in some upstart or law-bending segment of the industry. Now the players were some of the most powerful companies on the planet.

			Weeks before Google relented on its fight to keep its water use figures secret, OpenAI had shared ChatGPT with the world. The chatbot was more advanced than what had come before, and its release set off a firestorm of debate about what it heralded for the future. But it wasn’t immediately apparent just how resource-intensive this new class of products would become.

			The Dalles may have gotten a better insight into what was happening in their backyard. But the problems they were facing were about to plague many more communities in every corner of the world.

			

			—

			When we pop onto Google to answer a question, flick through Netflix to find something to watch, or have a back-and-forth with ChatGPT, we rarely think about what makes those digital services possible. Our screens simply illuminate and the digital magic unfolds before us.

			But behind those seemingly mundane interactions is a vast infrastructure that enables everything we do online, and, increasingly, ensures we’re never truly offline. After our phones or laptops make a connection with a wireless router or telecom tower, our data snakes its way along a global network of fiber-optic cables that cross land and sea to make everything the web offers available to us in mere milliseconds.

			And at some point, those cables will run into a data center.

			Data centers are the hidden heart of the internet, without which the web as it’s been built over the past couple decades simply would not be able to function. They’re vital organs of the digital age.

			Those server farms, as they’re sometimes called, have been around since the dawn of computers in one form or another, but there was an important shift around the time Google built that first facility in The Dalles. A data center was once something a large-enough company had to manage for itself, typically taking up a room or floor in an office building. As their data needs grew, companies also started taking advantage of colocation centers, which are data centers that host computer equipment and data from any company that wants to rent space within its walls. That was exactly what Google was doing up until 2006.

			By the time it built its location in The Dalles, it was already estimated to have hundreds of thousands of servers in at least twenty-five facilities around the globe, none of which it controlled itself. But that was all starting to change. As millions more users rushed to get online and companies competed to find new ways to capture their attention, Google’s demand for computation soared.

			It wasn’t the only one building its own data centers; so too were Microsoft, Yahoo, and the other tech companies that were taking off in that period. Those small server farms quickly turned into centralized infrastructures that grew in size and demanded more resources with every passing year, eventually giving birth to an entirely new category: the hyperscale data center.

			You can probably imagine what an Amazon warehouse looks like. It’s a massive facility in an industrial park on the outskirts of a city, filled to the brim with goods that will be shipped out once someone places an order. Modern data centers are similar in many ways, but instead of all the housewares, decorative items, toys, and whatever other products you might imagine, they’re stuffed full of computers that store the data companies (and governments) collect on us and the files we back up to access from anywhere, and that power virtually everything we do online.

			Until recently, data centers mostly remained out of sight and out of mind, if people even realized they existed at all. But the truth is that they’re all around us—increasingly so since 2023, when generative AI tools like chatbots and image generators pushed companies to accelerate their data center construction plans to meet the demand they were creating.

			When I started working on this book, I wondered how many data centers surrounded me where I was living in Montreal. Through Google Maps and a website called Data Center Map, I could see the larger facilities from dominant players like Amazon, Europe’s biggest cloud provider OVHcloud, and major colocation companies like Equinix on the outskirts of the city, typically off the Island of Montreal itself. Their presence didn’t surprise me; you’d find something similar in virtually any major city.

			But what did stand out was the cluster of data centers in the downtown core. I was expecting to see some data centers in the center city but didn’t realize how well hidden they were. One appeared to be in a building I walked by regularly that looked vacant, with signs advertising leasing opportunities in the window, and another seemed to be in the same tower as a chain hotel. The physical manifestations of the internet are truly all around us.

			Those data centers dotted throughout the downtown weren’t large enough to create demands that present any real threat to the energy and water networks people in Montreal rely on. But as data centers become bigger and more numerous, the consequences for cities and towns around the world are escalating. Infrastructures that many people didn’t realize existed until recently are becoming impossible to ignore. The loud whirring of data center air-conditioning units can be heard miles away, bright floodlights remain on at all hours, and their waste pollutes groundwater and the air we breathe.

			The data center boom might be exciting to some tech executives and investors who hope to dominate a new market or cash in on the latest economic trend, but communities are dealing with the reality that comes with those facilities. Boroughs in London have halted housing construction because data centers have claimed all the available power, while businesses in Swedish cities have had to expand elsewhere for similar reasons. Communities in Chile and Uruguay worry about access to running water when they hear new data centers are planned nearby. Residents in Newton County, Georgia, saw their taps run dry when Meta set up next door. When residents go to their elected officials about the issues, they too often find them compromised by the prospects of major investment and jobs that prove to be mostly temporary.

			The problem here isn’t so much the data centers themselves. The issue we’re facing today is one of scale. The hyperscale data center emerged as major tech companies got into the business of not only powering their own services but also selling computation as a service to other businesses. There’s no set standard for what counts as a hyperscale data center, but at one time they were commonly said to be facilities more than ten thousand square feet in size that held more than five thousand servers. Those figures pale in comparison to what we’re seeing today.

			Data centers have been getting progressively larger for years, and the release of ChatGPT in November 2022 forced the industry into overdrive. ChatGPT and the generative artificial intelligence applications that came after it require immense amounts of computation. Generative AI is so computationally demanding that one simple conversation with ChatGPT is estimated to use about ten times the electricity as a regular Google search. As a result, the companies competing to win the AI race needed a lot more compute—the collective processing power held in the processors and graphics cards that fill the racks of data centers. That meant not only more data centers but much larger ones.

			Amazon completed seven data centers in St. Joseph County, Indiana, alone in 2025, each covering about 220,000 square feet, with plans to add up to thirty-two buildings on one site. OpenAI brought two nearly 500,000-square-foot facilities online in Abilene, Texas, planning another six data centers alongside them by mid-2026. That entire facility would eventually hold more than 450,000 graphics processing units (GPUs)—the hardware most prized for AI workloads.

			Elon Musk bought a 785,000-square-foot factory in Memphis, Tennessee, and quickly filled it with 200,000 GPUs, then bought an even larger facility that could house half a million of them. He did not want to be left out of what was turning out to be a race for computation. Neither did Mark Zuckerberg. To top off the exuberance, the Meta CEO bought up more than 3,650 acres of land in Louisiana—the equivalent of about 2,700 football fields—where he plans to build an AI complex so large the company could power five million homes with the ten power plants it’s constructing nearby.

			This is where the stakes start to become clearer. Data centers are always going to have some impacts on their environment, but many are manageable. That begins to change when they reach hyperscale, and especially when large numbers get clustered together, concentrating their demands on particular communities and regions. That’s exactly what we’ve been seeing as the intensity of the buildout by major tech companies has escalated.

			

			—

			There are between ten thousand and twelve thousand data centers around the world. Only 1,300 of them were estimated to be hyperscale by the end of 2025, but they were responsible for about 45 percent of worldwide data center capacity—a figure expected to rise to more than 60 percent by 2030. That means that while there may be a lot of small data centers peppered around the world, it’s the relatively small number of hyperscalers that account for much of the computation available and the resources that computation demands—and their role will grow in the coming years.

			Put another way, there are data centers, and then there are hyperscale data centers. They are in a category of their own, and that means they need to be treated that way. The giants of Silicon Valley have been continually making the digital services we depend on more computationally intensive for years. Consider the push for streaming media, the effort to sell more data-dependent tools to businesses, or even the way so many of the websites we visit are crammed with ad trackers. But their ambition to add advanced AI tools into every facet of our lives has necessitated a massive, global buildout of hyperscale data centers costing them hundreds of billions of dollars with every passing year.

			Those data centers don’t just need a lot more computer hardware to run them; they also need the energy to power them and the water to cool them. For many communities, those demands are getting far too high—but the companies want to push ahead regardless. People are not just getting disillusioned; they’re getting angry. And they have every right to be.

			Campaigns to stop data centers have grown in cities and towns across many countries. Some have even succeeded in pushing the companies out of their neighborhoods. As the demands have grown, so too has the political pressure to do something about it. Places like Ireland, the Netherlands, and even parts of the United States have placed moratoriums on new data centers, and candidates have started running with the intention to expand them.

			Amazon, Microsoft, and Google alone control 59 percent of the hyperscale data centers around the world. As the race to build more computation to power generative AI accelerated, it felt like one of the trio was announcing a new multibillion-dollar data center investment somewhere in the world every other week. They’ve cast their climate targets aside in their pursuit of AI-fueled growth and have no interest in acknowledging the social harm caused by the rapid proliferation of technologies known to generate false information and designed to keep users engaged at all costs.

			In that sense, data centers are just one part of a much larger problem. For the past several decades, tech companies have pushed a particular vision of digital technology: one defined by vast data collection that has spawned deep concern about privacy and surveillance. It’s impossible to disentangle the infrastructure from all the harm it has enabled. People are not only starting to take on data centers; they’re also starting to ask whether we need all this computation (and the services that depend on it) in the first place.

			Zuckerberg’s old mantra of “move fast and break things” appears quaint in the face of the AI rampage that power-hungry tech companies have unleashed on the world. Their chatbots are breaking people, their image generators are breaking reality, and their data centers may break the world itself if the scale of their ambition is to be realized. For several decades, we’ve sat back and allowed the billionaires of Silicon Valley to chart our collective future. If we don’t take back the wheel soon, there may not be a future left to chart.

		

	
		
			
				1

				Buildout

			
			The sun was beating down as I made my way through a quiet community in Ashburn, Virginia. The roads were wide and lined with cars, there was a nice central playground with no one playing in it, the houses seemed monstrously large, and there were ample trees dotting the clean-cut lawns of the neighborhood. In so many ways, it felt like your typical US suburb, until you looked past the thick wall of trees that defined its boundaries.

			The white walls of a large facility peeked out from above the deep green foliage. It ran on in the distance, the large houses making it impossible to see its full extent. Towering above it a little farther away were the high-voltage transmission lines that fed it with electricity. The trees acted like a shield, allowing those who lived in the community not to think about what stood on their doorstep and the growing demands that came from the surrounding industrial expansion. I’m talking, of course, about hyperscale data centers.

			No location on the entire planet has more data centers than Virginia. The state holds more than 13 percent of global hyperscale capacity, double that of Beijing, which comes in second place. There were nearly 600 data centers within the state’s boundaries in 2025, about 150 of which were hyperscale, and most of them were clustered in an area in the north around Ashburn that’s been dubbed Data Center Alley.

			Data centers are unavoidable in Northern Virginia. When I sat on a bench next to a neighborhood lake, a hyperscale data center owned by Microsoft stared back at me from the opposite bank. As I drove through industrial parks, they were dotted throughout. When I pulled into a shopping area to grab a bite to eat, facilities that powered Amazon Web Services loomed behind the strip mall. I could even feel their influence in the street names: Cloud Plaza, Performance Circle, and, worst of all, Growth Mindset Lane. We can thank Microsoft for that one.

			In short, they were everywhere, and following them wherever they set down were high-voltage power lines needed to keep them running. The scale of the buildout was a stunning sight to behold. Data centers were remaking the fabric of a whole region to serve their needs. There seemed to be no end in sight for their expansion. They had become a major industry, and neither worries over local resource demands nor growing concern from residents seemed able to stop the ambitions of some of the most powerful companies on the planet.

			It’s hard to generalize about data centers themselves. They come in many shapes and sizes. They operate at various scales—from rooms in a nondescript building to entire parks of warehouse-sized facilities crammed full of thousands of servers apiece—and they seem to be getting bigger with every passing year. Some of them exist to serve the companies operating them; others exist as places where many different groups can rent space for servers of their own. Certain facilities are cooled with air-conditioning, while others lean more on water-based cooling, and even the way those systems are implemented can differ.

			I guess what I’m trying to say is that one description of a data center will never cover the gamut. There’s some standardization, but there is also a lot of room for operators to put their own stamp on how their facility or network of locations is going to operate. The interiors of some Google data centers have clusters of brightly colored tubes running throughout them—echoing the primary colors present in its branding—while the average Microsoft or Amazon facility might appear more utilitarian.

			Digital Realty is one of the largest data center operators in the world. The company has two major lines of business. It builds entire facilities that then get leased to other companies, including the major cloud providers, but it also provides colocation services. Those are facilities where Digital Realty runs the data center, renting space in racks to other companies that they can fill with their own servers.

			I stopped to walk the length of one of its facilities in Northern Virginia. The simplest way to describe it is to say it looks like a massive box. The company’s logo was visible near the upper portion of the building, and it had some different shades of gray and blue across its exterior. I often compare data centers to large warehouses, but you could also think of them like big-box stores—just far, far larger. The buildings rarely have stunning architectural features that make them stand out, because the goal is precisely the opposite: to blend in and not draw attention, especially as public anger has grown. It’s also cheaper just to put up some walls and fill them with the equipment needed to run a load of computer hardware.

			The data center seemed quiet that weekend afternoon, though even on a weekday there weren’t likely to be many people there. Data centers don’t need many employees to keep them clean, secure, and running. The bulk of the jobs are created in the construction phase and mostly disappear once that’s over. The parking lot at the front of the building was surrounded by a large black fence that went around the entire property. I wasn’t trying to get in, but I did wonder if there was a security officer behind a desk somewhere inside the building peering at me through the video feed of one of the facility’s many security cameras. Data centers are notoriously guarded, to keep their data safe and to assuage the worries of their clients.

			There wasn’t much to see as I walked along the fence, the spikes at the extremity of each pole warning me not to try anything rash. It took nearly five minutes to walk from one end of the building to the other, and this wasn’t even one of the bigger ones I’d seen that day. At the far end, a little beyond the fence, I walked onto a wooden platform where I could make out a serene pond obscured by tall trees and plants. The chirps and trills of birds and insects were just audible over the buzz of the air-conditioning system on the facility’s roof. The pond appeared impossible to access as its lifeless neighbor encroached upon it.

			

			—

			When I pulled into an outdoor shopping mall, I parked across from the shell of a structure that was soon to become a data center. Some tech companies will take over an existing facility and convert it into a data center, but most end up being built from scratch on vast tracts of newly cleared land.

			Towering outer walls of concrete reached far above even the retail stores that surrounded me. Each one was held up with steel braces as they waited for the installation of roof trusses that would be used to bind the various pieces together. After that, it would all be sealed against the outdoors with some utilitarian exterior cladding, then fitted with the cabling, temperature-regulation systems, power backups, and everything else needed to get thousands of servers running and wired to the internet.

			It’s not always easy to know when a data center is slated for a community before it starts rising out of the ground or, when residents do get that information, who is actually behind it. Consider Lowell Charter Township, which sits about twenty miles outside Grand Rapids, Michigan. In 2025, its residents learned a new data center was planned for their area, and they saw their local leaders moving fast to rezone land and get any barriers out of the way to make it happen. Yet no one would reveal which company would ultimately run the facility. The public was not happy, and near the end of the year so many angry residents crowded into a planning commission meeting that officials were forced to put the project on ice. It was only then that Microsoft finally came out from behind the curtain to reveal itself as the proponent.

			Situations like the one in Lowell are not uncommon, though they rarely end in the outcome those residents achieved. Major tech companies often use shell companies to hide their involvement in data center projects until it’s too late for locals to stop them, just as Google did in The Dalles when it used the name Design LLC. Amazon has gone by Razor5 LLC in Indiana, Meta deployed Sidecat LLC in Ohio and Degas LLC in Wisconsin, while Google has used a range of other names like Sharka LLC, Questa LLC, and Dataluna. There are plenty more that could be added to that list.

			All those shell companies are designed to keep the spotlight off secret negotiations that happen between the companies behind the data centers and the governments of the jurisdictions where they want to locate. Public officials often sign strict nondisclosure agreements that limit the information they can share with their residents. Data center operators come to cities and towns looking for land that fits their needs, access to infrastructure like fiber-optic connections, and guarantees of adequate electricity and water access—all things that sound pretty standard. But they typically want some hefty subsidies and tax incentives too.

			The lack of a state income tax is an attractive sweetener for companies, but they also seek out sales tax exemptions, property tax abatements at the local level, and any other tax credits and subsidies they can get their hands on. Let’s look at how this has played out in one state. Ohio offers data center projects a fifteen-year exemption on sales and use tax, the bill for which was projected to hit $127 million in fiscal year 2025. That came out to $634,000 per job, meaning it was already questionable whether taxpayers would get their money’s worth. Projects in Ohio could also get discounted energy rates and property tax abatements. In 2021, Columbus did just that for a data center that was later revealed to be owned by Google, with the property tax savings coming out to $2.7 million for each of the twenty jobs it created.

			These stories are repeated across the United States and in many countries around the world, especially as jurisdictions compete to attract tech investment. In many cases, the secrecy companies require limits the amount of information locals can find about the sweeteners offered to some of the most highly valued corporations on the planet. Governments often hope a data center will create more jobs than they do in practice, will generate more tax revenue to offset the subsidy that gets them in the door, and will be a stepping stone to more lucrative projects with more employment potential—investments that rarely materialize in practice. Tech companies need a lot of data centers to fuel their ambitions; they do not need nearly as many offices where engineers create the products that justify the need for the data centers in the first place.

			When I saw that shell of a data center in Virginia, I was also seeing the phase in which it would provide the most employment. During construction, a data center project tends to employ over a thousand people—or more for the monstrously large hyperscale facilities—but once they’re done, the employment tends to drop into the dozens. These are not high-paying engineering jobs. Many of those workers are doing security, cleaning, and conducting maintenance on the systems. Is that really worth hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of dollars per job in tax breaks and incentives?

			A growing number of Virginians didn’t think so. As state legislators were debating the government’s budget in early 2026, the Senate put forward a proposal to phase out the state’s sales and use tax exemption for data centers on January 1, 2027. The tax break was costing the state $1.6 billion a year. “At some point, a program never designed to be a blank check for some of the world’s most profitable corporations becomes exactly that,” said Senator Scott Surovell. He wanted to see that money redirected to investments in water and transportation infrastructure.

			As hefty subsidy packages have become the rule rather than the exception, groups like Good Jobs First have begun actively campaigning to get state governments to rein them in. “We know of no other form of state spending that is so out of control,” concluded a report published by the group in 2025. There were still states that refused to provide any information to their taxpayers about how much money they were shelling out to attract data centers.

			The rush to build out data centers in response to the generative AI boom has led to a renewed rush for land, this time led by the companies competing in the AI race or trying to profit from powering it. With time of the essence, access to electricity has become one of the defining metrics of a site’s viability. Companies can’t wait years for capacity to be built or grid connections to be made. In some cases, that competitive pressure has led companies to bypass some of the demands they typically make of local governments, as was the case when xAI did not demand property tax abatements of Memphis, Tennessee. Elon Musk wanted the data center up and running as quickly as possible.

			But the construction boom has also lifted some surprising companies along with it. Construction firms clearly benefit from all the additional projects they get hired to complete, while electricity companies and computer hardware manufacturers find there’s a much greater demand for what they’re selling—aspects we’ll return to in future chapters. Caterpillar is one of the companies doing brisk business from the AI boom.

			In the public’s mind, Caterpillar is best associated with construction equipment like excavators or bulldozers painted in its trademark deep yellow with “CAT” emblazoned on the side. Their machinery is ubiquitous. Whether you’re with a crew repaving some roads, on a mine site where important minerals are being extracted, or simply on a construction site, their large machines are almost certain to be there.

			The company has been in business for over a century, and over that time the machinery segment of its business has always tended to lead the rest. Even today, it’s benefiting from the increased demand of all the data centers going up across the United States and the wider world. But Caterpillar also sells industrial-scale backup generators and gas turbines. The ravenous need for AI compute is causing sales in that division to boom, as operators need to produce electricity to power their facilities.

			The segment of Caterpillar’s business focused on energy overtook its construction division in 2024. Jason Kaiser, president of energy and transportation at Caterpillar, provided the example of a data center using 125 megawatts of electricity—an amount that’s become increasingly common in the generative AI age—to demonstrate the demand the company is experiencing. “That’s 100,000 homes worth of electricity,” he said. “Each of our [generator] sets for backup is two to four megawatts. You can do the math and see the really large lineup of backup power that’s there.”

			In early 2026, the company reported its order backlog had hit a record of $51 billion, driven in large part by data centers. Caterpillar is just one of the many companies getting in on the data center buildout, and it would take a hit if that additional demand suddenly dried up.

			

			—

			All the infrastructure that makes generative AI and other digital services possible comes at a cost—and not just a financial one. Communities like the one I visited in Virginia were feeling the brunt of the AI boom. As the data centers got closer, some property owners even started begging government officials to rezone their land for industrial use so they could sell and move away from it all.

			In Northern Virginia, the signs of that opposition are increasingly common. I spotted large banners hanging from gazebos along a central stretch of road in Loudoun County, warning that towering high-voltage transmission lines would slash the values of people’s homes. “Who pays? Loudoun families,” they read. “Who profits? Data Centers and Dominion”—the local electricity provider and utility.

			Chris Miller is the president of the Piedmont Environmental Council. Since 1996, he has led the organization’s work to protect Virginia’s lands and waters for all to enjoy, but the rapid growth of the data center industry has proved to be a challenge.

			Until around 2016, data centers were not much of a concern for Miller and his organization. Server farms certainly existed in the state and he was well aware of them, but they remained in areas that were designated for industrial development and their facilities weren’t significantly larger than those of other industries. But then things started to change. Data centers started getting bigger and bigger before pushing beyond the limits of existing industrial parks. “One in particular called True North was proposed in an area that was actually planned for conservation,” Miller said. “It’s set aside as an area where there should be very little development because it was in the immediate watershed of the Goose Creek Reservoir.”

			As Miller watched the approval process play out through 2018, the alarm bells started going off. It was not just that data centers were presenting a growing threat to the environment and people of the state, but lawmakers were largely on board with doing whatever was necessary to get the companies to pour money into massive data center projects. True North may have been the wake-up call, but after it carved the path, more companies just kept coming.

			By the early years of the pandemic, the hyperscalers were moving in at full force. Miller was concerned that proper land-use planning was being thrown aside to attract investment, regardless of the long-term impacts on the land and water, as well as the millions of people who relied on them. Just as they were doing in so many other high-demand regions, data center operators were creating a bidding war for land across the state. There was a “competition for land between housing, other commercial retail uses, and then data centers,” Miller told me. “It’s created a scarcity of land and a cost of land that’s prohibitive for a lot of other uses.”

			In essence, everything else was being pushed aside to please the tech companies. All that development has real effects on regular people and the places they live. Across the state, a third of data centers sit near residential areas. That means their inhabitants have to deal with tremors through their homes during the construction period followed by the incessant hum of air-conditioning units once they’re up and running. Some have to contend with bright lights that stay on all night to illuminate the exterior of the facilities.

			It’s easy to dismiss some of these concerns as typical “not in my backyard” (or NIMBY) behavior, which is framed as an effort to stop any new development that might change the existing nature of a community. But most Virginians were not initially opposed to data centers. For a long time, there wasn’t much of a concerted campaign to stop data centers at all. That only began to change as they started encroaching on communities and people experienced tangible impacts in their lives. Not wanting to deal with constant noise and light, not to mention the bulldozing of natural areas for big, bland boxes, is not unreasonable. There can be a lot of issues with modern zoning regimes, but keeping some of the biggest drawbacks of industrial development away from residential areas isn’t one of them.

			The True North data center sparked public backlash because it moved beyond industrial areas and created risk to a reservoir that people relied on for drinking water—a risk heightened by the massive tanks of diesel fuel kept on-site in case of a power outage. In early 2026 a cold snap hit many parts of the United States. Once the grid was stressed, data centers in Virginia were given permission to run fully on their diesel generators, with little regard for the air quality impacts of burning all that fuel. They did not have to “reduce their consumption, take some of the AI offline,” says Miller. Instead, the decision was made “to expose the general public to an increased level of public health hazard” from the burning of all that diesel fuel.

			It’s no wonder that as data center construction ramped up in 2024 and 2025, opposition began growing around it. Between 2024 when I’d first spoken to Miller and early 2026 when we reconnected, he described a night-and-day shift. People were feeling the effects of data centers near their communities, and they were also getting confirmation that what they were feeling was real. Over that time, a lot more data became available on the facilities’ water use and electricity demands, and media reports shed further light on how they were contributing to higher electricity prices in places like Virginia. People were finally waking up to what was going on around them. For many, it felt like a fight over who would get to shape the future of their state.

			

			—

			It’s easy to imagine a data center’s interior as sinister: the ominous, towering black boxes filled with servers whose small lights and indicators give off an eerie glow in the dimmed light of a chilly server room. But the truth is that they’re typically quite mundane and utilitarian spaces. In bigger facilities, the floors can be concrete, but many others have elevated floors covered with removable tiles, while fluorescent lights keep things well lit—at least when humans are inside. Miles of cables running overhead and down into the racks enable rapid data transfer and the servers’ ultimate connection to the wider internet.

			On the outside, the high fences, secure gates, and unavoidable cameras demonstrate the level of security at modern data centers. There’s no question that the sensitive data held inside must be protected, and the extent of the effort to do so must be visible to clients. But it’s not a form of theater that ends at the door. Stringent security practices are present throughout the facility, beginning with the people who are allowed through the door.

			I had a hard time getting inside a major data center. The most recognizable companies rejected my requests, if they responded to them at all. Several of the experts I spoke to for this book told me that’s typical: Since the generative AI boom has increased the scrutiny placed on data centers, getting inside their walls has become much more difficult. When I finally visited a data center for a tour, the extent of the security measures struck me more than anything else.

			Security officials already had my name when I arrived at the gate. Once I got through the door, I needed to check in and hand over my passport before I could go any farther. No photos were allowed. As we made our way through the facility, it became clear you couldn’t simply walk through the doors of a data center. Every one of them had their own digital lock, meaning the executive guiding me through had to tap us into room after room as he explained to me how the different parts of the facility worked.

			When you enter the server room of a data center, the warm air produced by all the computer hardware envelops you, but far more striking is the incessant metallic hum that feels like an auditory assault—the product of all the servers and whirring fans in the room. Rows of tall lockers called racks fill the facility, each containing dozens of long, thin servers. Depending on the size of the data center, there can be hundreds, thousands, or hundreds of thousands of servers throughout the building.

			The server racks stand seven feet high, with bundles of colored cables connecting to the hardware and running along the back of each rack. When the servers are cooled with air-conditioning, you can feel the difference in the heat they produce simply by standing on either side of a rack. The cold air flows under the floor, then emerges through vents in front of each of the racks, where it’s sucked through the servers to cool them down. When you place your hand toward the back of the rack, you can feel the hot air blowing out toward you.

			Beyond the server room, there are areas where staff and clients can prepare servers before they’re installed in one of the racks, and there is conventional office space for staff separate from the more industrial side of the facility. Some data centers collect rainwater to reduce their draw on the local water system, or they use outdoor air for cooling when it’s cold enough. I also visited a generator room filled with massive diesel generators meant to keep the facility running if the grid goes down—all painted Caterpillar’s signature deep yellow.

			Standing within a data center, I couldn’t help but think of the vast network of supply chains that make them possible. The internet has extended to touch every corner of the world, but so too do the trade routes whose finished goods eventually sit within the facility’s racks. The many thousands of servers overwhelmingly arrive from factories in Asia, with supply chains that snake out to mines across the world where the minerals and metals essential for their production originate. Many of those chips are cooled not only with air-conditioning but with water too, meaning they’re connected to local water systems. The demands that modern AI factories place on reservoirs can be staggering.

			In addition to the generators and diesel located on-site, transmission cables snake out to ensure a constant supply of electricity to keep all those computers running and cooled down. Sometimes that power comes from a nearby gas power plant erected solely for the data center; other times it’s drawn from the electrical grid. And then there are the other cables: the fiber-optic connections that link data centers into the web of networks that span the globe. They cross land and dive deep under the sea to ensure virtually everyone is connected and can tap into anything held in the cloud in mere milliseconds. Without those cables, there would be no internet—and certainly no business model to justify the accelerating construction of massive computing warehouses.

			

			—

			While I was in Northern Virginia, I met up with Daniel Greene, an associate professor at the University of Maryland who studies the political and social dimensions of the physical nature of the internet. That pursuit has unsurprisingly led him to focus on data centers and the companies behind them—companies he has come to refer to as the “internet landlords.”

			When he uses that term, he’s primarily talking about the major colocation companies. While cloud providers operate their own data centers and own all the hardware within their walls, the colocation model is distinct. An operator like Digital Realty will control the facility and facilitate its power, connectivity, and security, but all the servers, hard drives, and graphics processors are owned by other companies that rent space in its racks. Sometimes their clients include the cloud providers themselves—companies like Amazon, Google, and Microsoft, which rent space in colocation facilities to extend the reach of their networks.

			This model got its start in the 1990s, with Northern Virginia acting as the stage for everything that came after. In 1992, several private operators launched Metropolitan Area Exchange-East, better known as MAE-East, with three locations in Northern Virginia, along with a fourth in neighboring Washington, DC. Those sites allowed different networks to connect up and transfer data across one another as the internet continued to grow. It was an incredibly valuable service, so much so that the National Science Foundation designated it one of the four original Network Access Points—the data transfer facilities that would replace the public version being wound down as privatization got closer.

			Proximity to an internet exchange point became incredibly valuable as the number of people going online grew exponentially, making real estate in Northern Virginia even more attractive for up-and-coming internet companies. For Greene, the story of data centers is in large part a real estate story. Data center operators effectively became landlords renting out space in server racks and computation by registering as real estate investment trusts. The layers of networking infrastructure that emerged from the military-industrial complex already made the region’s land valuable. As private companies like AOL built even more on top of it, it created a self-perpetuating cycle where further investment and infrastructure attracted even more of the same.

			Today, Equinix is the largest colocation provider in the world, with more than 280 data centers across thirty-six countries by early 2026. It’s unlikely it would have reached that position had it not started providing an essential service with a pioneering business model at just the right moment. Cofounder Jay Adelson helped start the Palo Alto Internet Exchange on the West Coast in 1996. The company provided networks a physical location where they could connect to one another and transfer data.

			Adelson left that job in 1998, teaming up with his colleague Al Avery to open a data center that would do something similar in Ashburn, Virginia. That new company was Equinix, and it popularized the model where clients pay by the amount of hardware they have in a colocation data center instead of the traffic that flows through it. Greene calls it “this perfect compromise” because companies can off-load responsibility for maintenance while still maintaining control of their hardware.

			Equinix’s model was part of the reason it survived the dot-com crash and other downturns that followed: Their
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