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      IN MAY OF 2094, A relatively unknown summit was convened on Sanctum, an island in the Atlantic Ocean not far from Bermuda. Many jokes were made about the location. The North American Union representatives, headed by the Global Cooperative Initiative, self-effacingly argued that they were uncomfortable coming so far out from under the NAU’s protective lattice dome and onto an island that really belonged to no one — not because they feared hostility, but because it looked like a nice place and it bothered them that the NAU hadn’t stolen it in the spirit of Manifest Destiny. The German, English, and French representatives, who were significantly more polished than anyone in the civilized NAU would have given them credit for, countered that they controlled the Bermuda Triangle, and that if the NAU failed to play nice, they’d use their mystic barbarian powers to summon magic and make the NAU’s planes vanish.

      The fact that the two parties (because let’s face it, to the NAU, Germany, the UK, and France were really just one entity — “the  Wild East” — even to the open-minded GCI representatives) were able to joke was a good thing, because it seemed to indicate at least preliminarily that they were willing to see the other’s side long enough to talk. The NAU acknowledged the Wild East’s perception that the NAU was out for itself first and nobody else second. The Wild East pointed to the room’s largest elephant, able to laugh about the NAU’s perception of their countries as barbaric kingdoms ruled by chaos. Tensions were still high, sure; neither group of delegates probably actually thought well of the others when the doors to their private rooms were closed. The Germans, French, and English were well-dressed and clean, but to the NAU representatives they were barely removed from Genghis Khan. The NAU people went in willing to discuss opening trade and/or aid to the struggling European and Asian nations, but to the Wild Easterners, NAU delegates were almost certainly just another group from the West who, as always, thought they were superior, deserved the best, and would knife their mothers in the back to get it.

      The summit began on May 15th, just as the warmest of the warm weather hit Sanctum. Sanctum, like all of the other Caribbean islands, had been submerged by global floodwaters in the calamities of the ‘30s, but had been one of the few neutral islands reclaimed by electrostatic levies during the wave of optimistic planetary initiatives in 2057. As was true with Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands (as well as the sex islands Voyos, Elysium, and others owned by the monolithic O Corporation), the reclaimed land revealed the flooding to have been a breath of fresh air. Once debris from the former inhabitants (along with many bodies) were cleared, the island began to bloom beneath the tropical sun, soil refurbished with abundant aquatic microbes. Sanctum was rebuilt as a nation of gardens — a kind of idyllic Eden where, excepting their abject poverty, its people managed to live a simple but beautiful existence.

      When the two sides met to discuss global cooperation — and about damn time, said pundits from both the Enterprise and Directorate parties, though surely for different reasons — they did so in what should have been an ideal setting. Sanctum has a small lattice and hence some degree of weather control, so the delegates were given beautiful, temperate days despite the island’s southern location and harsh natural heat. Flowers were in bloom across the island, and discussions were held in the central garden, under a cabana with a slatted roof that left the air open but blocked direct sunlight unless it was exactly overhead. According to delegates and aides attending the summit, it was a vacation atmosphere.

      “We lay in the sun and ate grapes before and after our daily talks,” said Ambrose Pillings, who at the time worked for the GCI. “The Germans and English did the same. The French did it nude, and everyone else made jokes about us actually being on Elysium instead of Sanctum, because even after all this time, French girls are still cute. We swam in the ocean pools inside the levies. Everyone made jokes about everyone else, and alliances — in terms of jokes, I mean — shifted from hour to hour. The NAU and England versus the Germans and French, with each side arguing who won when the English language became the global standard. Germany and the NAU versus the others about engineering prowess — before the fall, of course. No one really talked about the fact that we had everything and they had nothing. They didn’t raise the issue of the NAU’s self-imposed isolation. We neither apologized for nor justified our actions. We were just people. It was nice.”

      It was intentional. A lot of care had gone into choosing Sanctum for the summit. It was in neutral territory but safe from floodwaters, and with a lattice dome — not just for weather control, but for protection from pirates who still patrolled the area. Despite being non-NAU, Sanctum felt posh even though it was poor, and the native population was more than happy to accommodate the proceedings in exchange for a generous aid package. The island wasn’t run down as so many outside-the-lattice areas are, which made the NAU comfortable. It was accessible and low-tech, which made the Wild East comfortable. But most of all, Sanctum was beautiful. Gorgeous gardens, fresh air, perfect weather, and a vacation atmosphere weren’t happy accidents. To speak in a spirit of equality, both sides had to feel comfortable. Simple “Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs” stuff. They needed shelter. Food and water. Atmosphere and soft pillows, grand buffets and clinking crystal. Only then — at the tip of Maslow’s pyramid, when everyone was relaxed enough to shed animosity — could anything be accomplished by two sides with such aggravated histories.

      But there was trouble in paradise — literally, in this case.

      Most of those who’ve written about the Sanctum summit agree that both sides genuinely wanted a positive outcome and expected sacrifice to see it. The NAU had been isolated, self-sufficient for nearly half a century. Knowing the rest of the planet was against it — barbarians at the gates would hack their way through the continental lattice if they could — felt like a ticking time bomb, requiring large expenditures to maintain defenses. The Wild East had lived for longer in chaos, without the internal cooperation required to mine even the resources available in their own countries, or travel in anything other than bands of savages, always on the watch for power grabs and despots. Most of the early-21st-century technology that the East had had prior to the disastrous ‘30s had rusted or fallen apart. None of the countries outside the NAU — other than pockets in Japan that hadn’t flooded — could make anything to replace it.

      That disparity — the very thing that made the two sides so willing to talk — was paradoxically the reason the summit inevitably failed. The NAU had marched forward in time, creating first Crossbrace and then The Beam, pioneering human advancement through cybernetic implants and ubiquitous, location-aware computing. The East had moved backward. Upper-class citizens in the NAU had harnessed nanotechnology to extend their lives, whereas life expectancies in the East were thinning, even when violent deaths were factored out. Although delegates from both sides seemed mostly in their 30s, the average age of the NAU representatives was actually 63, with two members topping 85. The Easterners, by contrast, averaged close to what they appeared to be, at 36.

      Gaps present at the summit were more numerous than anyone would have thought to consider beforehand. There was a cultural gap, obviously. There was a huge gap in wealth and resources, also obvious. But beyond that there was a gap in technology. There was an age gap, amounting to an entire generation. There was a fitness gap, a general heath gap, a work ethic gap, and a gap that can only be described as one of biological entitlement. When the varied delegates lounged by the pools, most had excellent bodies by NAU standards. But whereas the East had youth, lean living, grit, and hard work to thank for their strong muscles and flat stomachs, the NAU representatives had simply paid for nanos to scavenge and repair. The Easterners were hard. The NAU people, despite looking hard, were soft. The Easterners had achieved what they had through exhaustive work and repeated failure. For the Westerners, they had things as they were.

      Despite the various gaps, which were quickly apparent as the summit began, delegates from the two sides might have been able to negotiate successfully were it not for that final gap no one saw coming: the thinking gap.

      “We were speaking different languages even though we were all fluent in English,” Pillings told me when we met during the interviews for Plugged. He lifted his beer mug and, before taking a sip, paused with an expression that was somewhere between baffled and sad. “We just didn’t understand where things had gone wrong, and we’d started off so well. It seemed to us that the Easterners — these people we’d gotten to like and enjoy as people — suddenly went crazy once we finally put fingers to canvas. Nothing made sense. Imagine I’m holding an apple in front of you and I say, ‘I want to equitably distribute this apple. I’ll take half and you take half.’ You respond by saying, ‘You’ve got to be kidding. It’s winter in Minnesota!’”

      The summit broke up amiably but without resolution, with zero concessions from either side. There was no tension on leaving; the parties simply left Sanctum shaking their heads in confusion. They made vague promises to try again later, but in over three years, as of the writing of this book, not a single next step has been proposed by either side. The usual acrimony between the East and us here in the NAU still exists, of course, but behind it, when you talk to the few who attempt communication with the East, is a sort of despondent resignation. “We tried,” they seem to all say, “but there simply is no way to talk to them.”

      Looking back, reasons for communication failure at the 2094 summit are easier to understand even though findings don’t ease the frustration. And it is as my hypothetical diplomat above says: there “simply is no way to talk to” the East. While plenty in the East surely hate the NAU for its wealth and decadence, failure to communicate isn’t founded on hatred. It’s simply incompatible world views and a lack of common ground. Communication requires both parties to have something in common as anchor. If I only know English and you only know German, I can point to a window and say “window” so you can point to the same window and answer “Fenster.” If we’re floating in space and share none of our senses, there’s nothing we can point to, or suggest, or refer to in an unambiguous way to serve as our Rosetta Stone.

      The Wild East and NAU delegates on Sanctum in 2094 weren’t two different species of aliens floating in space, but in many ways they might as well have been. They shared the world’s basic objects and language. They shared human bodies and an appreciation of sun and flowers, gleaming sea and naked French girls. But beyond that, they had nothing. On average, the Easterners had been born in 2058. They knew poverty and fighting, a world of aged gasoline, food, and clean water being the only essentials a person could want. They’d grown up in small clusters that fortified old buildings and set fire to them when invaders came. All of the delegates could read, but the fact that they could made them fortunate in their world. The Westerners, by contrast, had already been an average age of 27 in 2058 — old enough for the Eastern delegates to have been their children. They’d seen the war years in the NAU (then the US, Canada, and Mexico), but most of their formative years were spent during Reconstruction — and by the time the Easterners were being born, they’d already had 16 years of the Crossbrace network. Looking back from an NAU perspective today, even Crossbrace seems primitive, but to the East it would appear revolutionary. The Westerners had gotten used to the fact that an upper-class NAU citizen could live to 100 in a young person’s body, whereas the Easterners took for granted that the body decayed with age and always needed to fight for sustenance and survival.

      All of this led to profoundly different ways of seeing a mutually incompatible world. The East wanted to offer the NAU textiles and motorized vehicles they’d managed to rally and manufacture in isolated plants, but the West’s robotics could create higher-quality finished clothing for Old-World pennies and no longer used gasoline in their engines. The West was willing to offer medical aid to the East, but since the advent of medical nanotechnology, medical supplies that don’t require the patient to have circulating nanobots were only available in first-aid quantities, with no facilities at the ready to manufacture more, seeing as they were unnecessary. The West offered the East a nanobot solution once they realized the problem, but the East didn’t understand how the bots would know what to do. The West said, “Oh, your Beam connection will tell them.” When they remembered their faux pas — that the East had no Beam — they offered to write software for native computers and to supply wireless chips to match. The East said, “We don’t have computers anymore,” and a few of the youngest didn’t know what a “computer” was. The West offered to supply the computers, then they realized there was no network in place and that the computers would have to work independently, which nobody really knew how to do in the age of distributed processing. Even the limitation of isolated computers didn’t matter in the end, the East would have nowhere to plug them.

      The summit’s declassified visual and written records further crystallized the thinking gap between the groups. NAU reps pinched and swiped the air to take notes and access reference materials using corneal heads-up displays as their mobiles projected Beam cloud data that only they could see. Easterners thought they were swatting at insects. Two NAU delegates would view-share a projection and read off common points of reference. The Easterners would become angry, certain their opposites were holding secrets. The Easterners brought large pads of homemade paper and wrote points with felt pens, but they’d do so using their hands to write and the Westerners couldn’t read what they’d written, which made the Easterners think they were being difficult.

      The Easterners clustered their heads to discuss points, the Westerners were sharing a central data cluster and using eye flicks to highlight points in the others’ heads-up displays. To the East, this was witchcraft. The Westerners were essentially thinking in a network, collaboratively and automatically pre-solving problems before any one spoke. Each seemed to know what the others knew, and when one of them learned or realized something, the others learned or realized it, too. The modern NAU style of group processing manifested itself (to the Easterners’ frustration) in the talks. At one point, one NAU delegate begins saying, “But what about … ?” then another NAU delegate — not the one who’d started the sentence — says, “Oh, I see.” Then all of the NAU reps nod, and the Easterners are left scratching their heads, cut from the discussion like crooked cloth without even hearing the question.

      Everyone entered the Sanctum summit with the best of intentions, eager to solve their mutual differences and begin to live again in a cooperative world. But it failed because the two sides had diverged too far — one forward and one backward — and couldn’t negotiate because pieces of one world no longer fit into the other. There was nothing either side was willing to give the other that would have remotely helped them. And at the end of the day, although the delegates all looked like 30-something humans with the same basic wants and needs, the discussions proved the Easterners were 36-year-old air-breathing Martians while the Westerners were 63-year-olds from Venus who, more than anything, breathed electrons and nanobots.

      Unfortunately, the days of possible peace with the East may have passed — not because there’s any necessary animosity between the two groups, but because our ways of thinking have diverged far enough to make meaningful discourse impossible. While the NAU is busy offering to split its apple in half, the Wild East continues to staunchly object that it’s winter in Minnesota. Keep in mind, this isn’t an issue of East versus West. More accurately, it’s an issue of Now versus Then.

      Throughout this book, my intention is to show you how that happened — how the rise of technology in the NAU has fundamentally changed not just how we live, but who we are … and how The Beam and always-on hyperconnectivity have made us incompatible even with the people we used to be.
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      IN 1990, CLIVE SPOONER WAS born in England. In 2015, he came to America and amassed great wealth almost immediately by selling shovels.

      Spooner didn’t actually sell shovels, of course, but that’s how he described his first American business to the hundreds of biographers who interviewed him throughout his life. “In the Gold Rush,” he said, “it wasn’t the gold prospectors themselves who got rich. It was the smart men selling shovels to optimistic souls who made the real money.” That’s what Spooner did for telecommunications. He had a chip designed that completely cloaked all location-sensitive pings made by mobiles (called “cell phones” in 2015), then nudged civil rights groups he’d already riled up to push the U.S. government to enact stricter privacy regulations on the industry. When cell phone manufacturers all scrambled to comply, Spooner’s company, Microdyne, was there with a quick and relatively inexpensive solution.

      “It was a bit shortsighted of me, seeing how things turned out,” Spooner told reporter Cason Whitley in a 2073 interview. In the interview, Spooner — easily one of the NAU’s wealthiest people — looks maybe 40 despite his 83 years and still has the charming, upper-class British accent he brought with him to America in 2015. “At the time, though, nobody wanted anyone but their friends to know where they were. But those friends? Hell, people back then wanted their friends to know everything, so I should have realized I was paddling in the wrong direction even though that direction made me rich.” He chuckles. “You have to realize, this was before even the next-gen Internet. Social telecommunication back then was so pointless, though I’ll admit I found it fun. There was a thing called Facebook, and people would send updates to their friends, telling them where they were. They’d put up pictures, then send those pictures to everyone as if everyone cared about where they were and what they were doing.”

      At this point, Spooner’s eyes brighten with nostalgia. “And then there was Twitter! Oh, Twitter was even worse. And by ‘worse,’ I mean devilishly, pointlessly fun. You could write a sentence, and people were supposed to care about it. You could tag your location there, too, and the photos were usually geotagged if you looked at the metadata. Because, see, in those old networks, people wanted others to know where they were and what they were doing, but somehow didn’t want their mobiles telling the world where they were without their permission. People yelled to the world, ‘I’m at Starbucks on Fifteenth Street!” but threw a fit when they realized that EverCrunch or whatever — though I guess it would have been Dropbox then — had pinged its server and basically whispered the exact same thing. There were bits written up about spy devices that could figure out all sorts of information from you when that happened, and people threw a fit. Yes, their passwords were secure, but their mobiles were letting them get tracked.” He laughs again. “Anyway, it was a big deal back then, being tracked. Imagine if people had a problem with it today! But yes, that’s where I saw an opportunity, and I’m not too proud to say I leapt on it like a lawyer chasing an ambulance. I knew the privacy issue was hot, so I asked people I knew in the American Legislature how hot it really was. I realized it could be given a push, then hired developers to solve the problem that the push would cause.”

      It’s strange, looking back, to realize that this is the same Clive Spooner who backed Crossbrace earlier than anyone. Crossbrace couldn’t function without constant location awareness, but the fact that Spooner leapt on the opportunity at the right time is important. Without it, he wouldn’t have had the capital necessary to fund what became one of the most decisive events in history: the lunar base in the “Sea of Cold.”

      
      SPOONER, WHO AS OF THIS writing is nearing his 100th birthday, will tell you he grew up playing soccer and that the 2019 lunar base was his World Cup.

      To understand what this means, you must understand that as popular as soccer is today, it used to be much, much more popular — on the scale of a global obsession. With the ironic exception of the U.S., the entire world cared more about soccer, on average, than any other sport. Most of the world called it “football,” but America already had their own version of “football” (which even in the year of Spooner’s emigration to the U.S. barely used the feet), and perhaps because of that, it alone relegated soccer to a distant fourth, fifth, or 17th place in its collective heart.

      But what was true of America was not true of the rest of the pre-calamity world. England was no exception. Children grew up idolizing their favorite soccer stars, played the game throughout their youths, and shouted their lungs raw cheering for their favorite teams. But aside from the rest of the world’s interest in soccer, what was more important — and what Spooner meant with his metaphor — was that it was a sport that had countrywide teams. Each year, each nation’s team would play the other countries’ teams until two finally battled in the epic World Cup championship game. The fact that each country — not just city or state or province or district — had one team to root for was a single rallying point offered on the same scale by no other sport. Cheering for your team — and, by extension, your country — in the international soccer championships brought people together each year under a common umbrella.

      “America didn’t have that,” Spooner recalls. “It was sad. I came here, and there was no real national solidarity. Each area, each class, each race, and so on had petty spats and rivalries, but there was nothing above to hold their bond. The idea of widespread pride about ‘America,’ as an ideal, had vanished long ago. Even the blip in 2001, when America suffered a devastating terrorist attack, only restored unity for a year or two, then the country mostly forgot, fragmented, cleaved back into its own niche ways. America had a World Cup football team, of course, but most of the nation didn’t care. They didn’t have that recurring, yearly reason to get behind their country, forget their differences, and rally as one. They had this sense of dislocation and alienation — not that the rest of the world wasn’t going the same route, you understand — but I was looking for a new venture in early 2016, after I’d sold out of Microdyne, and the World Cup was on and I was backing my jolly old England, missing home. I tried watching the American team, but was alone in my support. I got to thinking about America not having a rallying point, and it occurred to me what my Gram had said about the so-called Space Race in the 1950s and ‘60s. The race was mainly between Russia — the Soviet Union? — and the U.S,, but she said everyone kind of got the bug, and that there was this great spirit of cooperation and excitement and sense of possibility. That was the spark, I think.”

      The timing was perfect. The world had mostly forgotten its interest in space, with more and more vessels being decommissioned each year and funding getting harder and harder to come by
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