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A man holds a Ukrainian national flag during a march to commemorate Kremlin critic Boris Nemtsov in
Moscow on Mar. 1, 2015.

It may have been the last note Boris Nemtsov ever wrote, a hurried scrawl in blue pen on a
plain white sheet of A4 paper.

A day before he was shot dead near the Kremlin last week, the Russian opposition figure
and his close aide Olga Shorina were discussing a sensitive investigation he was preparing
into Moscow's backing for separatist fighters in eastern Ukraine.

Fearing their office was bugged by state intelligence, Nemtsov resorted to scribbling.

"Some paratroopers from Ivanovo have got in touch with me. Seventeen killed, they didn't
give them their money, but for now they are frightened to talk," said the note, shown
to Reuters by Shorina.
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"He did not want to say anything, just in case. He did not want to utter it out loud, which is
why he wrote it down for me," she said.

It was not possible to independently confirm the authenticity of the handwritten note.

Since last summer, reports have been circulating inside the country that many serving
Russian troops have died in combat in eastern Ukraine, where the separatist war has killed
more than 6,000 people.

Despite what Ukraine and its Western allies say is overwhelming evidence, Moscow adamantly
denies sending arms or troops to the region, saying any Russians fighting in Ukraine are
volunteers.

That is why Nemtsov's last report was so sensitive — perhaps sensitive enough, according
to some of his friends, to provide at least part of the motive for killing him, though they say
they doubt it was the main reason.

Last Friday night, after dining next to Red Square, the 55-year-old former deputy prime
minister was shot four times in the back while strolling home with his girlfriend across
a bridge within sight of the Kremlin.

He was the most prominent opposition figure to be killed during President Vladimir Putin's
15-year rule. The president has called his death a shameful tragedy, and the Kremlin has
denied any involvement.

No Airtime

Nemtsov was part of a liberal opposition that is supported only by a minority of Russians. He
was almost never given airtime on state-run television and radio.

The publication of his report was therefore not likely to resonate with the wider public, which
polls show backs Putin's policy on Ukraine. But Shorina said he had been planning to publish
one million copies, to reach as wide an audience as possible.

In a campaign over many years to expose what he saw as Putin's misrule, Nemtsov had
previously published eight reports, including investigations into alleged corruption
surrounding last year's Sochi Winter Olympics and into assets owned by the president and his
circle.

Shorina and other Nemtsov associates said most of the material he had gathered on Ukraine
was from open sources, and that he had not been intending to reveal any explosive new
information.

However, she said in the course of research he had been contacted by relatives of a group
of Russian soldiers who, according to Nemtsov, had been in action in eastern Ukraine. He was
trying to persuade them to make their accounts public.

These were the servicemen who according to Nemtsov's note were based in Ivanovo, a city
about 300 km (185 miles) northeast of Moscow that is home to units of the Russian military's
98th paratroop division.



"He was maintaining contact with them," Shorina said. "How he was maintaining contact
with them, I don't know, he did not put me in touch with anyone."

Shorina said she and another Nemtsov associate, Ilya Yashin, would try to salvage
the information Nemtsov had been gathering and attempt to publish the report in a month. As
far as she was aware, he had only managed to write down a table of contents.

She said that for previous reports, Nemtsov had stored most of the information in his head,
and would dictate it to her when he was ready.

Yashin said he and Nemtsov had spoken about the Ukraine report about a day and a half before
his death.

"He told me he had been in touch with relatives of Russian soldiers killed there and he was
planning a trip to Ivanovo to talk to the parents of those killed soldiers," Yashin said.

"He said in the very near future he was going to assemble and put in order various evidence
and documents directly proving the presence of the Russian military on the territory
of Ukraine and, accordingly, President's Putin's lies that there are no Russian servicemen
there."

Nemtsov had also settled on a title for the report, Yashin said. He was planning to call it:
"Putin and the War."
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