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About the story
Deep beneath the Atacama desert, a research team uncovers an eleven-million-year-old spire that learns
their voices, teaches them its language, and delivers a warning from a species that died alone.

This guide assumes everyone has finished the story, so it discusses the ending.

Character map
The main character is in the dark box. Arrows show who acts on whom.
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The others
Distant listeners

The ministers
Authority

Who's who
Dr. Ines Marlowe (Protagonist). Leads the excavation and argues the world must be told the truth.

Tobias Renn (Acoustician). First to hear the pattern. Works the numbers by pencil because he doesn’t
trust the machine.

The spire (The teacher). Dark, seamless, humming. Learns their voices and speaks in a chorus of them.

The Keepers (The ancients). A species from the Orion arm who watched their worlds die and scattered
spires as warnings.

The others (Distant listeners). A civilization nineteen light years away, building the same answer.

The ministers (Authority). Flown in from Santiago and Washington, advising secrecy.
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Themes to look for
Not being alone. ‘The Keepers were alone. That is why they are gone. Be less alone.’

Truth and fear. Ines argues that ‘fear shared was easier to bear than fear withheld.’

Deep time. Eleven million years buried, forty years left. The story moves between vast and human
scales.

Learning to listen. The spire is ‘built to teach whoever finds it how to hear it.’

Discussion questions
1 The spire speaks by remixing the team’s own voices. Why is that both eerie and moving?

2 Tobias calls it ‘not a message’ but ‘a teacher.’ What’s the difference?

3 What did you feel when the eleven tones turned up in an observatory archive from eleven years ago?

4 Ines insists the world be told. Was she right to override the ministers?

5 The Keepers died alone. Why does the spire’s advice focus on connection rather than technology?

6 What does it mean that the other civilization answers ‘in a different shape, a different hand’?

7 Ines asks, ‘Will it be enough?’ What do you think?

8 The story ends with Ines writing a reply. If you could add one line to it, what would it be?

Craft corner
For writers in the group: two ways to look at how the story is built.

Pacing. The story covers months in a few pages. Which moments does it slow down for, and why those?

Stakes. The threat is cosmic, but the story stays close to two people. How does that make the stakes feel
personal?

Try this together
As a group, write the first message humanity sends to the civilization nineteen light years away. Keep it
to eleven short lines, to match the eleven tones.
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