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Since the space lift was first conceptualized in 1895 by Konstantin Tsiolkovsky, the idea of a space elevator has intrigued and challenged scientists.  Suddenly, technical aspects are resolved, and the construction of a space elevator promises to open up the Solar System to all of humanity.  Seems that soon, Satellites or other payloads will be “launched” into orbit – without rockets, merely by attaching them to the tether with a machine that climbs – hauling the payload to the end of the cable and then letting it go into space. It will be that shimmering bridge between Earth and space that mankind will climb to the stars!

The scientist that announced the solution to the last challenge in the building of the elevator tether is treated as a world hero. Meanwhile, the head of the military starts receiving data that suggests something else is going on in our outer atmosphere and begins researching deeper.   It is discovered that there are aliens in orbit around the planet. The military also discovers these aliens had made contact with the hero scientist while he was performing duties at the ISS. They suspect that meeting was related to the tether and the advanced technological information exchange had a deeper and subsequent evil meaning.

It dawns on a handful of scientists and military members that the aliens could use the tether and the climbing machine to overcome their inability for their cargo craft to penetrate Earth’s atmosphere and “come down” once the first payload is brought up. Will the launch happen? Are the aliens really preparing to “come down” the tether?  What is the end game really on either side of the developing situation?
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From the journal of Dr. Ava Ringer - Entry: Notes for a Speech

Picture a balloon filled with helium. A child is holding it by the string and watching it bob along above her head as she walks along a set path, feet gliding smoothly and gracefully over an even surface.

The balloon is connected to gravity and to the surface of the planet tenuously but permanently, so long as the girl doesn't let go of the string. But it doesn't fall; it remains in the air, undisturbed but inexorably pulled along by the girl's walking. The string is the link between balloon and Earth.

Now, we'll take this image to the next level.

Imagine the string is approximately twenty-two thousand miles in length. Imagine it is a cable or a solid stalk, made of some material that is both extremely strong and miraculously lightweight. This cable is large enough for elevator cars to travel up and down its vast length.

At the top, rather than a helium-filled sack of helium, we have a large capsule. A space station, if you will.

The cable leads from the surface of the Earth to geostationary orbit. The station at the top is far enough out from the surface of the Earth to simply drift along, like the balloon. It would appear to ground observers to remain perfectly still. It is a counterweight to keep the cable taut. The entire construct moves along with Earth's spin, seemingly stationary for anyone who is riding on it. Just as you seem stationary when standing at the top of a mountain.

I have just described a space elevator.

It's an idea that may seem straight out of corny old sci-fi. The idea has fallen a bit out of favor over the decades, but in the light of recent crackdowns of fuel burning rockets I believe the time of the elusive elevator has finally come.

A rocket requires great expertise and precision if it is to be launched and landed safely. Most humans won't feel comfortable riding on one of them. But imagine a space elevator. It's just a static object with cars that go up and down. Compared to a rocket, it's just about foolproof.

The future of space travel is commercial. We've known that for a while. Money and financing have always been huge obstacles in the arena of space travel. The world economy has gone through tough times, and resources have been steadily stolen away from space agencies around the globe. There have always been more pressing concerns.

Most rocket companies have made money from delivering payloads into orbit. But if we could find a way to monetize the very act of getting to orbit itself, the problem of financing would be solved.

A space elevator would, no doubt, be a great draw for tourists and thrill seekers everywhere. Imagine a nice, smooth elevator ride to space. Imagine the spectacular views. It would be a life changing experience, one which consumers would gladly pay top dollar for.

So, I advance the idea of the space elevator as a means to an end.

The end would be to finally fulfill our promise of becoming a spaceborne civilization. The station at the top of the elevator could eventually be used as an exchange point. Materials from asteroid and lunar mining operations could be delivered there, then carried safely and inexpensively to the Earth.

The idea of the space elevator has always fascinated me. From a young age, I had my own childish ideas about them; how they would work, what they would look like, etc. But in high school, when I finally remember my childhood obsession and did some real research on it, I found out that a great many intelligent, creative, and downright crazy people have been working out the details for a long time.

My first taste of space elevators came in the form of a novel by Arthur C. Clarke. I read it at the age of seven. Yes, I was reading well above my level. But I'm sad to report that my reading comprehension hasn't grown a whole lot since that time.

The Clarke book came out in the late 1970's. The idea of a space elevator predates it by over eighty years. A Russian scientist had an idea of a so-called "castle" in space, anchored to our planet by a tower of surreal height.

As with many marvels of science, the space elevator has its roots in fiction, where it took on dream-like and impossible proportions. But I assure you, a space elevator is possible. It will or at least can be achieved eventually.

The main problem with the space elevator is material. What the hell are we supposed to make this magic cable out of? It has to be incredibly strong. It has to support its own weight, and also to withstand the tension put on it. But it can't be too heavy. The entire thing would collapse and fall to the ground.

This unfortunate truth rules out pretty much every known material.

I give you two words that have been the holy grail of elevator junkies for some time; carbon nanotubes.

There are different ways of crafting carbon nanotubes. Some of them are limited as far as the size and thickness of the produced nanotubes. Others are messy and time-consuming. There's no quick and easy way of making a nanotube, unless you're just trying to make a very small one. There is also expense to consider.

Most nanotubes produced today measure nanometers in length and diameter. Making a conglomeration of nanotubes that is tens of thousands of miles in length is akin to trying to build a city out of diamonds.

But this challenge only exists in the present. I am certain that techniques will be invented which will make the construction of a space elevator feasible. After all, our ability to fly to the moon would have been considered equally impossible to a human living a few hundred years ago.

I would like to close my speech with a tentative announcement. As a professional, I never speak of what I'm working on until I know it isn't foolish and presumptive to do so. But my team might, just might, be getting close to a fresh breakthrough in the matter of the space elevator. New insights, ideas, and inspirations have caused a shift in our aspirations. Not long ago, I was merely hopeful that a space elevator would one day be built.

Now I am certain it will be.

Thank you all for coming, and have a good time. Put your shades and sun block on, because the future is bright, baby!

***
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AVA READ THROUGH HER speech notes for the eighteenth time. By the end, she was rubbing her temples and cursing to herself. The cursor blinked on her screen, poised at the end of the final sentence. She had to resist the urge to delete everything, call Dr. Wagner, and tell him she wouldn't be showing up at the symposium tomorrow evening.

She couldn't do it, but that didn't mean she didn't want to. Running away was always easier.

If not for the news that had arrived yesterday, she wouldn't have been concerned. She would have had the spotlight to herself, just the way she liked it. The floor would have been hers.

Unfortunately, the great and elusive Chris Oden would be making an appearance of his own at Wagner's symposium.

The press was buzzing, trying to puzzle out what this rare showing could mean. Ava, on the other hand, wasn't puzzling at all. Oden was a true scientist, far from a man who thrived on public attention. He was happy to have a private lab and enough funding that he would never need to leave it.

His showing at the symposium was even more surprising given the fact he had been onboard the new ISS for the past several months. Especially when you considered that he was supposed to spend a full half-year up there. He was coming down early.

It meant he had something big to talk about.

Unconsciously, Ava's hand crept over her desk and rested on a dog-eared, tattered book that had been a constant companion through her years of study.

It was her copy of (Im)possible Future: Space Elevators and Other Oddities, by Dr. Christopher Oden.

There was real risk, now, of her being overshadowed. Or worse; beaten to the punch.

Please, please, please let his appearance be related to something else, she thought.

Though she had once admired Oden, and still respected his mind, her numerous run-ins with him in recent years had all led in one direction. They were now seen as rivals, who wanted the same thing for different reasons. Ava wanted the space elevator as a bridge to a better future. Oden, claiming himself older and with a more mature outlook, wanted it simply as a way to reinstate the supremacy of the west. He had made it his life's work, or at least part of it, to show the rest of Earth that their many breakthroughs were all for naught.

No one would call Oden a warm and fuzzy guy. But he was an intelligent one. And he was, technically, anti-war. There was no barrier between him and fame, other than his reclusive nature. Even with his best efforts, his rare public appearances were always met with great attention and his even rarer posts on social media had been memed and reposted to the ends of the Earth.

Ava, on the other hand, was content for now with her role as the up-and-comer, the maverick of science who occasionally stunned the science world with her "immature" but doubtlessly original ideas.

But she was not one for speeches. She preferred to speak off the cuff. From the heart, or whatever people said.

But public speaking terrified her. Unless she had a script to recite, she'd likely freeze up and say next to nothing.

The speech was a necessary evil. And she hated it.

Already she had made countless alterations. Once a behemoth of twenty pages, she had trimmed it down to something more concise that would actually fit the time allotment she'd been given.

Now she was worried she had put in too much information. Or too little. Was she explaining things right? Was she oversimplifying things? Would the audience feel patronized?

The questions bounced around in her head until she was on the verge of a total breakdown. She couldn't help but wonder whether she should have followed the path of her college roommate and became a stripper instead. Surely there was a sugar daddy out there for her.

She didn't have a sugar daddy, necessarily. But she did have a better half. Or a worse half, if you asked him. His name was Shane, and he was currently playing video games in the living room.

It was a corny thing to say, she knew, but she couldn't help but thinking of him as her rock. He kept her sane. He offered his input where he could, and did a million little things every day to make life easier on her. And he did all this without seeming to make a special effort. It came naturally to him. Which was part of the reason why she wished he would just propose to her, already.

But marriage was far from the front of her mind right now.

The speech was probably just fine. Logically, she knew that. But she wouldn't really accept it until Shane said so.

She printed off a fresh copy with her newest changes and carried it out of her office. She came out onto the second floor balcony of her home. Below, on the ground floor, she could see the top of Shane's head as he sat on the couch.

He wasn't currently gaming. The TV showed the pause menu, and his controller was sitting on the arm of the couch. He had his
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