
PRISON OF SALT AND STARS.

––––––––

Where the world’s brightest minds go to fade.



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      PRISON OF SALT AND STARS

    

    
      First edition. June 2, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

    

    
    
      Written by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Prison of Salt and Stars

Chapter 1: The Descent into Salt

Chapter 2: The Silent Community

Chapter 3: The Astronomer's Lost Lantern

Chapter 4: A Whisper in the Ventilators

Chapter 5: The Salt Garden

Chapter 6: Shadows on the Cold Stone

Chapter 7: The Seismic Heartbeat

Chapter 8: A Map of Invisible Skies

Chapter 9: The First Crack in the Rock

Chapter 10: Voices from the Dark

Chapter 11: The Golden Cage

Chapter 12: A Betrayal in the Quiet

Chapter 13: The Machine Beneath the Floor

Chapter 14: Gathering the Spark

Chapter 15: The Warden’s Quiet Choice

Chapter 16: Cold Light and Warm Blood

Chapter 17: The Run Through the Salt

Chapter 18: The Truth in the Deepest Chamber

Chapter 19: The Rising Heat

Chapter 20: Shattering the Ceiling

Chapter 21: The First Breath of the Real Sky

Chapter 22: Stars in the Open Air

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those who have spent their lives lost in the deepest dark, and for the companions who hold the lantern until the stars return.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They chose a controlled, safe prison of scarcity over the beautiful truth of abundance. They chose a comfortable lie to keep their gold. But the stars never change. They are just waiting for someone to look."— Thomas Marcus, The Salar Journal
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Chapter 1: The Descent into Salt
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The elevator did not scream, but it hummed with a low, heavy vibration that Sena felt in the very center of her bones. It was a slow, mechanical descent into the deep dark of the earth. There were no windows. There were no lights inside the metal cage, save for a small, warm amber bulb that flickered above the heavy iron door.

Sena sat on her small wooden trunk, her knees drawn up to her chest. Her hands were cold. She wrapped her wool coat tighter around her shoulders, breathing in the scent of her old life—the smell of lavender soap, dried paper, and the cold, clean air of the mountain observatory where she had lived for nine years. That air was gone now. With every passing minute, the air grew thick, dry, and tasted faintly of salt.

Opposite her stood Marcus, the guard. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and a quiet face that did not seem to belong to a prison. He did not hold his rifle with anger. He held it with a tired, familiar ease, his eyes fixed on the metal floor.

"How much further?" Sena asked. Her voice sounded small, swallowed by the deep rumble of the cables.

Marcus did not look up immediately. When he did, his eyes were soft, reflecting the amber glow of the flickering bulb. "We have passed the first mile," he said. His voice was a low rumble, surprisingly gentle. "There are two miles left to go."

"Three miles down," Sena whispered to herself.

"Three miles," Marcus confirmed. "The salt keeps the world away. It is very quiet down there. You will get used to the quiet, Sena."

Sena looked at her hands. Her fingers were stained with faint blue ink from the notebooks the soldiers had taken from her desk. She closed her eyes, and in the darkness of her mind, she could still see the charts. She could still see the green lines of her telescope’s telemetry. She had been so happy when she found the pattern. She had run through the cold mountain grass to show her director, believing she had discovered a new movement in the stars.

Instead, she had discovered a lie.

The stars she had tracked for nearly a decade were not moving naturally. The coordinates were repeating. The sky was a beautiful, grand projection, a synthetic screen draped over the earth to hide an empty, silent void. She had shared her calculations with one friend. By midnight, the silent men in dark coats had arrived at her door. They did not call her a criminal. They did not shout. They simply packed her books, her glass lenses, and her papers into heavy wooden crates, and escorted her to a black car.

"Why not just kill me?" Sena asked the empty space between her and the guard. "If the truth is so dangerous, why keep me alive?"

Marcus shifted his weight. The metal cables above them groaned as the elevator slowed slightly, then continued its steady downward crawl. "The people who run this world do not like to waste talent," he said softly. "A dead mind is useless. A captured mind can still think, as long as it thinks in the dark."

"I will not work for them," she said, her voice tightening with a sudden spark of anger.

"No one asks you to work," Marcus replied. He looked down at the floor again. "They only ask you to exist where no one can hear you."

The descent continued in silence. Sena watched the tiny specks of salt dust dance in the beam of the amber light. They looked like tiny, falling stars. She reached out a finger, letting a speck land on her skin. It was cold, dry, and dissolved into nothing.

After what felt like a lifetime, the heavy machinery began to groan. The elevator slowed, the vibrations changing from a deep rumble to a high, metallic shriek. The iron cage shuddered once, twice, and then came to a complete halt.

Sena held her breath.

Marcus reached out, his large hand wrapping around the iron wheel of the door. He turned it with a heavy grunt. The lock clicked, a sound that felt like a door closing on the sun forever.

"Welcome to the Salt Vaults," Marcus said, and pulled the door open.

Sena stood up, her legs shaking slightly from the long hours of standing. She stepped out of the cage, expecting a dark, damp cavern. Instead, she stepped into an impossibly vast hall of white.

The walls were made of solid salt, carved into smooth, sweeping arches that stretched hundreds of feet into the darkness above. The ground beneath her feet was a hard, pale white, covered in a thin layer of fine salt dust that crunched like fresh snow. Strung along the white arches were hundreds of warm, amber lightbulbs, casting a soft, golden glow across the entire space. It looked like a grand cathedral built inside a frozen mountain.

But there were no altars here. Along the sides of the massive cavern were small, neat cottages built from pale wood and grey stone. Each had a small window, a wooden door, and a tiny patch of white salt ground in front of it, arranged like a quiet street in a mountain village.

"It is beautiful," Sena whispered, despite herself.

"It is a beautiful cage," a voice said from the shadows near the first cottage.

An old man stepped into the warm amber light. He wore a simple, faded wool sweater and dark trousers. His hair was a wild halo of silver, and his skin was weathered, like paper that had been left in the sun for too long. His eyes, however, were bright and sharp, reflecting the golden light of the lamps. He carried a small wooden box filled with grey rocks.

"This is Doctor Hideo," Marcus said, stepping out of the elevator behind Sena. "He has been here the longest. He will help you settle in."

Hideo looked at Sena, his gaze lingering on her ink-stained fingers and her tired eyes. A soft, knowing smile touched his lips. "An astronomer," he said. "Or perhaps a mathematician. You have the look of someone who spends too much time looking up."

"I am an atmospheric physicist," Sena said, her voice trembling slightly. "I am Sena."

"Sena," Hideo repeated, testing the name. "A strong name. A warm name. Come, Sena. Let me show you your home. The air up by the elevator is dry. It makes the throat ache."

Marcus gave Sena a small, polite nod. He picked up her wooden trunk and carried it toward the nearest vacant cottage, leaving her to walk beside the old man.

As they walked down the wide white path, Sena looked around. The air was perfectly still. There was no wind, no sound of running water, no birds, and no rustle of leaves. The only sound was the soft, rhythmic crunch of their boots on the salt.

"How many people live here?" she asked.

"Forty-two," Hideo replied, his voice echoing softly against the white walls. "Forty-two of the finest minds this world has ever produced. We have historians who found the pages that were cut from the textbooks. We have biologists who discovered the cures that were too cheap to sell. We have astronomers, like you, who looked through the glass and saw that the night sky was not what it seemed."

"And they just let you live here?" Sena asked, looking at the neat cottages. "Like a village?"

"They give us food, water, books, and shelter," Hideo said. He stopped walking and turned to look at her. His expression became serious, the warmth fading from his eyes. "But we are dead, Sena. To the world above, we do not exist. Our names have been erased from the universities. Our families have been told we died in accidents or disappeared by choice. We are ghosts who eat bread and read books."

"I cannot accept that," Sena said, her chest tightening. "My father... he spent his whole life building the observatory. He died believing I would finish his work. I cannot just sit in a salt cave and disappear."

Hideo looked at her for a long moment. There was a deep, painful sympathy in his eyes, but also something else—a flicker of warning. He stepped closer, his voice dropping to a whisper that was barely louder than the dry rustle of his wool sweater.

"You must accept it, for now," Hideo said. "And you must remember the first rule of the Salt Vaults."

Sena frowned. "The guards have rules?"

"No," Hideo whispered, looking back toward the elevator where Marcus was placing her trunk inside the cottage. "The guards do not care what we do. This is our rule. The prisoners' rule."

"What is it?"

Hideo looked down at the solid white ground beneath their feet. He tapped his foot against the hard salt. "Do not look too closely at the floor, Sena. And do not listen to the deep earth when the lights go out."

Sena felt a cold chill run down her spine, a sharp contrast to the dry warmth of the cavern. "Why? What is down there?"

Hideo did not answer. He simply turned and continued walking, the salt crunching beneath his boots, leaving Sena standing alone under the soft, false stars of the amber lights.
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Chapter 2: The Silent Community
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The cottage was small, but it was built with a clean, simple care. The walls were made of smooth, pale pine wood that still smelled faintly of the forests above. In the corner stood a narrow iron bed with a thick wool blanket, a small oak desk with a brass lamp, and a bookshelf filled with leather-bound volumes.

Marcus placed Sena’s heavy wooden trunk at the foot of the bed. He stood in the doorway for a moment, his large frame blocking the amber light from the cavern outside. He looked around the room, then back at Sena.

"The water in the basin is fresh," Marcus said, gesturing to a ceramic bowl on a wooden stand. "Every morning, the guards bring fresh water and food down in the cargo lift. If you need more blankets, you can ask me. The salt cavern stays at the same temperature all year, but sometimes the dampness makes the bones cold."

"Thank you, Marcus," Sena said. Her voice felt thin in the quiet room.

Marcus nodded once, a slow and heavy movement. "There are no locks on these doors," he said softly. "You may walk anywhere in the cavern. But do not go near the elevator shafts after the lights are dimmed. The guards are trained to be suspicious of movement in the dark."

He stepped backward into the white path, and the wooden door clicked shut.

Sena stood in the center of the room. The absolute silence pressed against her ears like a heavy weight. In her observatory on the mountain, there had always been the sound of the wind rushing through the pine needles, the soft clicking of the telescope gears, or the distant call of a night bird. Here, there was only the sound of her own breathing. It was a suffocating kind of quiet.

She walked to the small oak desk and touched the surface. A single, clean notebook lay in the center, its pages empty and white. Beside it sat a simple wooden pen and a small bottle of black ink. It was an invitation to write, to think, to record. But what was the point of writing if no one would ever read it?

Sena sat on the edge of the narrow bed. She pulled off her heavy leather boots, letting them drop to the floor. The sound was surprisingly loud, a sharp thud that seemed to echo through the wooden walls. She felt the heavy, crushing presence of the earth above her. Three miles of solid rock, salt, and soil lay between her and the open sky. She closed her eyes and pictured her father’s telescope, its great glass eye pointed toward a heaven that she now knew was only a beautiful curtain.

A quiet knock at the door broke her thoughts.

Sena stood up quickly, her heart skipping a beat. She walked to the door and pulled it open.

Standing on the salt path was a woman with kind, tired features. She looked to
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