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Chapter 1. Restricted Movement
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Moscow. March 2022.

The basement workshop smelled of machine oil, soldering rosin, and cold metal.

Viktor stood at the workbench, looking at the only thing he had managed to finish in the past few months—the mechanical right arm of a passive exoskeleton.

A complete suit was still a long way off. For now, there was only one assembly: a forearm, joints, linkages, springs, and a mounting system he had assembled millimeter by millimeter.

No motors were needed. No battery, either. The mechanism took some of the load and helped a person move their arm naturally.

These were the things Viktor loved most.

Not things that looked impressive on advertising posters, but things you could take apart on a table, figure out why they worked, and then put back together.

He was not an engineer in the professional sense of the word. He had no office full of drawings, no academic degree, and no habit of signing his projects as a “design engineer.” What he did have was years of working with his hands, a welding machine, patience, and a refusal to rest until some piece of metal worked the way he intended.

He strapped the mechanism onto his arm.

The joints followed his movements smoothly.

Viktor bent his elbow, raised his palm, and slowly rotated his wrist.

The linkages moved almost silently.

“There we go,” he said quietly to himself.

For a moment, he smiled.

Then another notification appeared on the screen of the old phone lying beside the vise.

Viktor took off the mechanism, set it on the workbench, and picked up the phone.

He read the message to the end.

Then read it again.

His hand sank, still holding the phone.

Nothing in the workshop had changed. The same lamp, the same workbench, the same smell of metal.

But Viktor was looking at it all differently now.

What had seemed, just yesterday, like work for the future had suddenly become a reminder of the past.

He sat on the edge of a stool.

It had all ended too quickly.

In a matter of days, the country where he had spent thirty years had become a place where he could make no plans beyond the following month. International connections were disappearing, money was losing its value, and people were no longer arguing about what to create, but about who was to blame and who should go to war.

Viktor looked at his mechanical arm and suddenly understood something simple: no one here needed it.

Not now.

Maybe never.

He ran his fingers over the polished steel.

“That's it,” he said.

That evening, he returned to the apartment.

Nastya was sitting in the kitchen.

In fifteen years together, they had developed enough shared habits to understand each other without lengthy explanations. But today, Viktor talked for a long time anyway.

War footage played silently on the laptop screen.

“I can't stay here anymore,” he said. “I just can't.”

Nastya said nothing.

“If I stay, I'll start falling apart. Or they'll drag me off somewhere. Or I'll back myself into a corner. I don't want any of that.”

Nastya looked at him.

“Where are you planning to go?”

“I don't know.”

He laid his hands on the table.

“But I have to leave.”

She was quiet for a while, then took a bank card from her wallet and slid it toward him.

“Take it.”

Viktor looked up.

“Nastya...”

“Take it.”

“What about you?”

“I'm staying.”

“Why?”

“Because my job is here. My life. Our home. The cats. I'm not ready to walk away from everything in one day.”

She spoke calmly.

“But you are,” she added. “And I've known you long enough to understand that if I say ‘stay’ right now, you'll stay. And then we'll both watch you slowly burn out.”

Viktor said nothing.

“Moldova is the closest,” Nastya said. “Try going through Chișinău. You'll figure out the rest.”

“And if it doesn't work?”

“Then you'll think of something else.”

She smiled.

“You're stubborn, remember?”

He gave a wry smile.

“Is that a compliment or a complaint?”

“For now, it's a warning.”

They stayed awake a long time that night.

And on his last evening before leaving, Viktor went down to the workshop again.

He looked at the unfinished project.

The mechanical arm gleamed on the workbench.

Viktor picked up a sledgehammer.

For a few seconds, he simply stood there.

Then he struck the central joint.

The metal rang with a dull sound.

The second blow hit a linkage.

The third hit a mounting bracket.

He did not shout. He just kept hitting it until he could no longer recognize the thing he had spent months assembling.

When he was done, he gathered the pieces into a heavy-duty trash bag.

Turned off the light.

Locked the door.

In the morning, the airport awaited him.
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Chapter 2. The Chișinău Conveyor Belt
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Chișinău International Airport. June 2022.

Viktor felt as though the line wasn't moving.

He shifted from one foot to the other, checking now and then for the passport in his pocket.

A Russian passport.

Everything on the photo page was in order.

But farther down, under Place of Birth, was a word that had come to determine far too much in recent months.

Ukraine.

When his turn came, Viktor stepped up to the counter.

The border officer examined his documents, checked something on the computer, and looked up.

“Purpose of your visit?”

“Tourism.”

“Specifically?”

Viktor thought for a second.

“A winery. I want to see the vineyards.”

The officer looked at the screen again.

Then at him.

Then back at the screen.

“Wait here.”

A few minutes later, Viktor was asked to step aside.

A plain table stood against the wall.

Several people were already gathered beside it.

Someone was arguing.

Someone was talking on the phone.

Someone was waving their arms.

Viktor could make no sense of the general clamor.

The officer placed a sheet of paper in front of him.

“Sign it.”

“What does it say?”

“The decision on your admission.”

“I want to read it.”

The officer gave him a weary look.

“It's all clear.”

“Not to me.”

The man let out a heavy breath.

“You've been denied entry. The purpose of your trip hasn't been substantiated. Sign here.”

Viktor picked up the pen.

For another second, he looked at the document.

Then signed.

He didn't feel like arguing.

And he no longer saw the point.

A few hours later, it became clear that this was not the end.

He was sent to a restricted transit area.

There was nothing remarkable about it: metal seats, cold lighting, vending machines selling water, and the endless noise of the airport beyond the glass.

All he could do was wait.

A day passed that way.

Then another.

On the second night, Viktor slept sitting up, his head resting on his folded jacket.

In the morning, they announced which flights the passengers would be put on.

Some left on a flight to Baku.

Viktor and several others were told they would be sent to Istanbul.

No explanation followed.

The plane took off.

Istanbul greeted him with more of the same.

A crowded hall.

A sleepless night.

Announcements he couldn't understand.

A foreign language.

A suitcase at his feet.

And the feeling that he was no longer a person with an itinerary, but merely an object passed from one airport to another.

A few hours later, it was clear: there was nowhere else to go.

He would have to return.

As the plane bound for Moscow began to climb, Viktor stared out the window until the ground disappeared into the clouds.

Almost four days since he had left home.

He had left Russia with one plan.

He was returning without a single workable option.
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Chapter 3. The Stress Test
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Moscow. June 2022.

The flight from Istanbul landed in the middle of the night.

The passengers quickly dispersed through the terminal.

Viktor was walking with the others when an airport employee approached him.

“Viktor?”

He stopped.

“Yes.”

“Come with me.”

No explanation.

The employee took his documents and led him toward a staff-only area.

Viktor managed to look back.

Behind him, people were wheeling suitcases and laughing. Someone was arguing with a taxi driver on the phone.

An ordinary night at the airport.

Only he already understood that he would not be allowed to go home just yet.

They sat him in a metal chair.

“Wait here.”

The employee left.

About fifteen minutes later, two men in plain clothes appeared.

One was stocky and broad-shouldered.

The other was tall, thin, and stooped.

The first man looked at Viktor.

“You're Viktor?”

“Yes.”

The tall man opened the passport.

“Born in Ukraine.”

Not a question.

A statement.

“Yes.”

“But a Russian citizen.”

“Yes.”

“And during a war, you suddenly decided to travel through Moldova.”

Viktor said nothing.

“To see whom?”

“Relatives.”

“Where?”

“In western Ukraine.”

“Why?”

He felt his mouth go dry.

“I wanted to go on to Europe afterward.”

A pause.

“Which country?”

“Any country where I can live and work.”

The stocky man leaned forward.

“Maybe work wasn't what you had in mind in Europe?”

“No.”

“Maybe you wanted to take up arms?”

“No.”

“Maybe join the Ukrainian army?”

“No.”

Viktor's voice grew quieter.

Not out of fear.

Out of exhaustion.
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