
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Copyright © 2025 by Christopher J Minchin

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

[image: 978-0-473-75421-1.jpeg]


[image: Cover One.jpg]

Forward

In a world shaped by geopolitical tremors, Christopher J. Minchin’s "Lines of Conscience" plunges us into the heart of a conflict that tests human morality. This is not merely a story of war, but an intimate exploration of the choices individuals make when faced with unimaginable pressures, where right and wrong blur, and survival becomes a moral battleground.

From Taras's desperate longing for a better life in Belarus, to the clandestine machinations within the corridors of power, Minchin weaves a narrative of courage, betrayal, and enduring hope. We witness the brutal realities of a conflict that rips families apart and forces ordinary people into extraordinary circumstances.

At its core, "Lines of Conscience" asks what we would risk for our beliefs, for our loved ones, and for the faint whisper of our own conscience. It is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, and a stark reminder that even in the darkest of times, the search for truth and freedom can illuminate the path forward.

Prepare yourself for a harrowing and deeply human journey, a story that will challenge your perceptions and stay with you long after the final page.
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TO UKRAINE: YOUR COURAGE in the face of brutal oppression inspires us all. May your fight for liberty prevail.

Taras Shevchenko sat on the grassy hill, his back resting against the oak’s rough bark. The sun hung low, casting long shadows across the grassy slopes. Insects hummed in the warm afternoon air. His old shotgun lay untouched beside him. He hadn’t come here to hunt; he wasn’t even looking for game. He just needed distance from the truck maintenance depot, from the constant grind and noise of the workshop, and especially from the constant idle chatter from his fellow workers.

"Another broken axle, Taras? This damn truck’s falling apart!" Kolya had bellowed earlier that morning, his voice scraping over the clatter of tools. Taras had just grunted, resigned to the job of changing the axel, and finishing for the afternoon. 

Tilting his head back, he watched the oak’s upper branches sway in the breeze. For a moment, the world was still. Then, as always when he found himself here, memories of Svetlana returned.

They had been on this hill together, years ago now. She was eighteen then and full of life, everything about her bright and free. They walked here, laughing, teasing, her hand warm in his. They ended up under this same tree, and it didn’t take long before they were lost in each other.

He remembered the moment vividly: her astride him, her body moving slowly over his, both of them breathless. The world closed in around them. It wasn’t perfect, not like something from a movie, but it was theirs, raw and unpolished. Her eyes locked onto his, full of something he didn’t quite understand then but never forgot. Afterward, they hadn’t said much; they just lay there, hearts racing, limbs untangled and relaxed. It had been messy and rushed, yes, but utterly unforgettable. It was her first time. For Taras, there had been other girls in his past, but none had left an imprint like Svetlana. This particular moment, with her, had stuck with him, vivid and singular, until the present.

Life had moved on, but that day, that feeling, he wanted to hold onto it forever. He had spent most of his twenty-six years in Rudsk, Belarus. At eighteen, he was conscripted into the Belarusian army, serving fifteen months in truck maintenance. After returning to Rudsk, his relationship with Svetlana deepened. She was nineteen when their first daughter was born; he was twenty-four. Now they had two girls. Taras worked as a poorly paid farmhand; always looking for ways to earn more.

"We need more than dreams, Taras," Svetlana had said just last night, her voice soft but firm, as she tucked their youngest into bed. "The girls need shoes for winter. New ones."

Rudsk was a small village of around six hundred souls. Its lifeblood was mostly farming, with a smattering of small industry. Seven kilometers to the north lay Ivanava, a larger town where Taras sometimes picked up extra work, especially during the harsh winters or when snow choked the farmlands.

As he sat beneath the old oak, his thoughts turned to his two daughters, and how he might secure a better life for them than his own. Progress in Belarus was stifled by pervasive corruption, a constant struggle to get ahead. The more he dwelled on his girls' future, the deeper his depression grew. No matter how he strived to improve his circumstances, he felt perpetually stuck, making no real headway.

As Taras stood to return home, his gaze caught something unusual along a distant, narrow side road. At first glance, it appeared to be just a few trucks, but as he watched, the sheer scale became apparent: long columns of tanks and armored vehicles rumbled, accompanied by more trucks packed with troops, all heading toward an open area, next to the old abandoned brick factory. The sheer volume of vehicles and the presence of numerous medical units among them suggested something more than routine. This wasn't just unusual; it felt significant, a detail that might be important to someone. As he watched, a knot of unease was tightening in his stomach. This felt far beyond routine.

On his fifteen-minute walk home, the image of the military convoy replayed in Taras's mind. The sheer scale of it, the medical units... it wasn't a standard exercise. He began to wonder about the implications, the whispers he'd heard in hushed tones about military movements. Could information like this be of value to someone outside Belarus? The thought was fleeting at first, a distant possibility. But the more he mulled it over, the more the idea of its worth began to solidify. This wasn't just interesting; it was valuable. Maybe, just maybe, this was the opportunity he'd been waiting for, a way to finally make a difference for his girls.

He thought of telling Svetlana, sharing this growing and possibly dangerous plan with her. For a moment, the idea of having someone else in on it, someone to confide in, was deeply appealing. But then the implications weighed on him. Her fear, her potential disapproval, the sheer danger it would put her in if anything went wrong. This burden, he decided, was his alone. For now he would keep it from her. He reasoned that embassies, especially the British, would have intelligence officers. Kyiv made the most sense. But the journey was costly, far beyond his means. 

In the meantime, he began watching. The military base near Ivanava was growing quickly. From concealed vantage points, he noted vehicle types and troop numbers, and even the construction of more permanent structures. His second-hand Canon camera clicked frequently. His old conscription binoculars; a souvenir he’d quietly kept were crucial to his surveillance.

After a week, an idea sparked: email. The government’s digital surveillance was intense. But VPNs were the answer, and though officially blocked, his friends could help.

"Hey, Ivan," Taras said casually to his friend, seeing him by his window, "You still have that fast internet? Could you download something for me? A utility program."

Ivan narrowed his eyes, his brow furrowing slightly. "What kind of utility? Another one of your crazy schemes, Taras?"

Taras just shrugged, trying to keep his expression neutral. "Nothing like that. Just for work. I'll buy you a beer." He hoped his friend wouldn't press for details. Ivan seemed to accept it, albeit reluctantly.

That night, while Svetlana and the girls slept, he switched on the computer. Slowly, carefully, he installed the VPN. A blocked news site loaded, it was sluggish but working. Then he set up a new Gmail account. Twenty minutes later, it was done. The plan was taking shape.

The next night, he found the UK embassy’s email address in Kyiv. He stared at the screen before deciding on the title. “Urgent information for Ukraine Military,” he typed. His fingers hovered over the keyboard. What should he say? He needed to sound credible, not like some paranoid fantasist. He decided to be direct, typing slowly and choosing each word with care.

He wrote that he lived in Belarus, near the border with Ukraine, and had witnessed an unusual and growing military buildup. He described the types of vehicles and noted the presence of mobile medical units. He stressed that this looked like more than a training exercise and that Ukraine might be the intended target.

He didn’t ask for money. Not yet. He simply explained that he had information and more details, should they be interested, attaching a single photograph that showed just enough to reinforce his claims. He included the Gmail address he’d created the night before. Taras re-read the message. It was short, factual. He hoped that would be enough. With a final breath, he clicked "Send." Now, all he could do was wait and see if anything came of it. He shut down the computer. The faint hum of the computer’s cooling fan faded into silence as he tiptoed into their bedroom, quietly undressing and sliding into bed next to Svetlana, her soft breathing echoing gently in their small bedroom. Sleep didn’t come easily, his mind still racing at the thought of his daring plan.

Located on the south bank of the River Thames in Vauxhall, London a solid modern structure housed the headquarters for MI6. From this base, the British Foreign Intelligence Agency, also known as the Secret Intelligence Service, orchestrated its operations. Inside, Eleanor, a middle-aged but smartly dressed woman, sat reviewing reports on her computer terminal. One particular paragraph, flagged by their internal analytics for unusual origin and content, caught her attention. It detailed a potential informant dispatch from their Kyiv office regarding significant troop and heavy armour movements in Southern Belarus. Eleanor pressed the print button, stood, retrieved the papers from the large printer, and walked purposefully down the hall to a large door, knocking firmly. "Come," a male voice replied. 

She entered and handed the papers to the man sitting behind the desk."Sir, analytics flagged this report this morning; they believe it warrants your attention." Eleanor handed the papers to the man behind the desk. He took his time, his gaze moving deliberately over every detail, pausing at the attached photograph. As he retrieved a small eyeglass from his top drawer, focusing intently on the printed photo, Eleanor added, "Analytics gave it a highly probable rating, Sir." "Thank you," he repeated, finally looking up. "I shall raise this at this afternoon's section heads meeting." Eleanor closed the door quietly and returned to her desk.

The man, Martin, re-read the analytics department's assessment, then promptly picked up his phone and pressed a two-digit number. After a brief pause, he began speaking: "John, who do we have with proximity to Lviv in Ukraine?" He listened, leaning back in his chair as he waited for the reply. 

Martin had spent over 16 years in active field operations before being called to head office, a role he had quickly mastered. "Right, only three. Any of them free for a short assignment, say two weeks?" he inquired. "Ah, I see. Who else is nearby? Michael Thornton, where did you say he was stationed? Budapest. Can we get him to Lviv urgently? No, we need someone there before that timeframe. Air travel then? Yes, discretion is paramount. Who else... Ana Kozlovsky? Excellent. Please make the necessary arrangements. Oh, and we'll require a reliable local contact for transport and logistics. I'll leave those arrangements to you. Thanks, John. Send me a detailed report on the deployment as soon as it’s done."

The black Volvo pulled into the parking area of the Tokol airfield, 21 kilometers southwest of Budapest, Hungary. Michael Thornton emerged, shutting the door while his gaze swept over the quiet surroundings. The line of rusting MIG fighter planes beyond the taxiway caught his eye ghosts of a bygone era.

Pausing, he reached for a cigarette, the small flame momentarily illuminating his face in the early morning light as he inhaled. He'd arrived early; Budapest's traffic had been unexpectedly light. Tokol airfield, now a sleepy flight training base: held a darker history, he knew that it was a former Messerschmitt base and that the factory was bombed during the Second World War and that it had later become a Soviet MIG base.

Michael's mind flickered to the dust and chaos of Iraq, the faces of lost comrades, the unseen enemy. That life felt a world away from this quiet airfield.

Joining the SAS had been about the adrenaline, Counter Insurgency a grim necessity. MI6, surprisingly, had proven a better fit than he'd anticipated a constant puzzle to solve. Budapest had been a recent assignment. 

Before that, back in London, he'd met Emily. The memory surfaced: a chance encounter at the swimming pool, her apologetic smile after a minor parking mishap. Emily, a sharp and independent woman, had quickly become significant. Their shared laughter was a bright spot. But even with Emily, he'd held back parts of himself, the nature of his work a constant shadow. The Budapest posting had created a distance that finally ended their relationship. 

Michael stubbed out his cigarette, the silence of the airfield broken only by the distant hum of an approaching aircraft. He watched as a small, single-engine plane descended and touched down on the runway. As it turned off and onto the taxiway, his interest heightened. The aircraft taxied closer and stopped. The cockpit door opened and a woman stepped out. A flicker of surprise crossed Michael's face, he hadn't been expecting a woman pilot, but he kept his expression neutral as she approached him. "Hello, I'm Ana, you are Michael Thornton?" she asked. He nodded, turning to the Volvo to retrieve a heavy carry-all. Slinging it over his shoulder, he followed Ana towards the plane, his assessing glances a silent acknowledgment. Inside the cockpit, there was the faint scent of aviation fuel along with Ana’s perfume. 

Ana ran through pre-start checks. Michael stowed his carry-all on the back seat and strapped himself in. The engine roared to life. Ana offered him a headset, before taxiing to the runway. "OK?" she asked before pushing the throttle forwards. Michael nodded. 

Soon they were airborne, the airfield shrinking below them. "Yes, quite a long time," she replied to his question about her flying experience. "I was in the Air Force." Glancing at a map, she added, "About two and a half hours to the airfield in Ukraine. “There’s a thermos with coffee in my bag behind my seat but, go easy on it, there’s no toilet;" she said. Michael smiled slightly to himself at her warning.

Their journey involved navigating around controlled airspace to avoid ATC clearances. Michael knew that Ana was also with MI6. Although they were meeting for the first time, London had informed him about the flight to Ukraine.

The terrain below shifted from populated areas to forests and then farmland. Rain streaked the windows as they began their descent.

The concrete block runway of Stryi came into view. Military trucks and light armoured vehicles were parked on a nearby apron. Ana landed the small plane smoothly and taxied them toward a marshaling officer. The engine died. "Heading back tonight?" Michael asked. Ana looked tired. "No, weather's closing in, and besides London has told me that I'm here to assist you on this one."

A jeep with a driver and an officer pulled up. The officer saluted Michael. "Colonel Denys Davydof, sir. Welcome to Ukraine. May I take your bag?"

"Thank you, Colonel," Michael replied in Ukrainian. "We won't be a moment, but I'll hold onto my bag." Ana offered a small smile, knowing the importance of the contents that it likely contained.

The Colonel directed the driver past the airfield to a small house in the adjacent village. Smoke curled from chimneys in the evening chill. At the house, the driver offered to take their bags. "This way," he said. Michael’s gaze swept the surroundings, as he took his bag. "Thank you." He followed the Colonel inside.

Ana was English by birth, but her Eastern European heritage ran deep. Kozlovsky, her surname, echoed her Polish-Ukrainian roots, and she navigated English, Polish, Ukrainian, as well as Russian with ease. Her childhood and teenage years were in a quiet English suburb. Her parents, a doctor and a lawyer, provided a stable home. Her father, originally from near the Ukrainian border in Poland, instilled in her an early awareness of Eastern European cultures. Their Kent home was modern and orderly.

As a child, Ana was bright and observant, excelling academically while preferring to watch and learn rather than seek the spotlight. She valued her close knit group of school friends but also found solace in solitude, often lost in books on aircraft and aviation in general. Though capable, a quiet insecurity sometimes lingered beneath her thoughtful exterior, pushing her to occasionally step outside her comfort zone, like joining the debate team.

Her teenage years brought an increasing awareness of the world, with a growing interest in politics, and a quiet determination to forge her own path, grounded in honesty and hard work. She valued her education as key to her future. Looking back, she appreciated the formative influences of family, friends, and mentors.

After university, a desire for something more led her to the Air Force, where she served for three years. The discipline and structure were valuable, but a yearning for intellectual challenge drew her to military intelligence, and subsequently, MI6. Her linguistic abilities and keen observational skills made her a natural fit.

Tall and striking, Ana possessed a quiet outward confidence. Her dark, wavy hair framed deep blue eyes that hinted at hidden depths. Her Air Force training was evident in her poised demeanor.

Her initial MI6 assignment took her to Hungary, where she built networks and gathered intelligence. This led to the unexpected order: fly to Tokol airfield, collect a fellow agent, and proceed to Ukraine. While qualified to pilot more advanced aircraft, the inconspicuous nature of a small, single-engine plane was crucial for this operation, allowing them to move with less scrutiny. 

The interior of the small house was sparsely furnished but clean. A wood burning stove in the corner radiated welcome warmth against the evening chill. Colonel Davydof gestured towards a simple wooden table with two chairs. "Please, make yourselves comfortable. Would you care for some tea?"

Michael nodded. "That would be welcome, thank you, Colonel." Ana simply nodded with a polite smile. The Colonel spoke to the driver, who had followed them inside with their bags. The driver nodded and busied himself by the stove.

Colonel Davydof turned back to Michael. "So, Mr. Thornton, you have come a long way. We appreciate your assistance." He spoke in fluent English with a noticeable Ukrainian lilt. Michael met his gaze. "I understand you have a situation here." He kept his tone neutral, waiting for the Colonel to elaborate. Ana remained quiet, observing the room and the two men. The house felt lived in but temporary, the kind of place used for short stays.

The driver placed mugs of steaming tea on the table. The aroma was earthy and strong. He then retreated to stand near the door.

Colonel Davydof took a sip of his tea. "Indeed. We have observed unusual military activity to the north. Movements of Russian troops and heavy equipment. Our resources are... stretched." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "Your agency's insights are highly valued."

Michael picked up his mug, the warmth seeping into his hands. "The information we received suggested a significant buildup."

"Precisely, but it’s probably just another exercise, we have seen this happen many times in the past." the Colonel suggested. "And your colleague here is a pilot?" He glanced at Ana.

"Yes," Ana replied, her voice calm and steady. "The aircraft is small and discreet." "That is... advantageous," the Colonel agreed. "Tomorrow, we can discuss how you might be able to assist us in observing their exercises more closely."

Michael nodded slowly. "We are here to help." He took a sip of the tea, the taste surprisingly comforting. A tense silence settled in the room, broken only by the crackling of the fire in the stove. Each person seemed to be assessing the others, the unspoken weight of the situation hanging in the air.

Colonel Davydof eventually broke the silence. "You must both be tired. We have prepared a room each for you. They are simple, but clean." He gestured towards a door at the back of the house. "Perhaps you would like to rest before we begin tomorrow."

Michael looked at Ana, a silent question passing between them. She nodded subtly. "That would be appreciated, Colonel," Michael said. He stood up, his movements deliberate. Ana followed suit.

The Colonel led them to two small, adjacent rooms. "We will talk in the morning." He offered a curt nod, his eyes perhaps lingering a fraction too long on Michael, before leaving them.

Michael placed his carryall on one of the narrow beds in his room. A few moments later, Ana quietly knocked and entered his room, closing the door softly behind her. "So," Michael said quietly, turning to face her. "What did you make of our Colonel?"

Ana's expression was thoughtful, a subtle tension in her brow. "He seemed... eager to please, almost too accommodating. Did you notice the way he looked at you?"

Michael nodded slowly. "Something felt a little off, but difficult to say what, but his English is very good, and London would have organized him."

A beat of silence passed between them. The crackling of the wood stove from another room seemed louder now. "We should be careful," Ana murmured, her gaze direct, "about what we say."

"Agreed," Michael replied, his eyes narrowing slightly. "I assume London's brought you up to speed on our assignment?" He paused briefly. "Are you ready for tomorrow?"

Ana met his gaze, a hint of something unreadable in her blue eyes, now tinged with a sharper awareness. "Yes, I’m looking forward to working with you and learning from your experience." Ana smiled and returned to her room.

Michael closed the folder and walked over to his carryall. He was too tired to finish the report, which contained detailed information about the signals that gave some of the movements of Putin's military exercises that were now located just over the border with Ukraine. Michael knew that there were many lists of suspected Russian agents and their last known addresses that were scattered throughout the critical cities that could potentially be attacked. He placed the folder in a zipped side pocket and took a deep breath, bracing himself for the challenging work ahead. Once again, he unzipped the leather bag from his carryall and retrieved a small, zipped pouch. He opened it, revealing a SIG Sauer P226, and loaded a magazine into the handle with a solid click.

It occurred to Michael that he was now quite hungry; he slid the pistol into its leather holster and clipped it onto his trouser belt just behind his right side, and put on his jacket.

When they had arrived, the Colonel had thought ahead and made arrangements for Michael to have a car at his disposal and in addition, their aircraft had been moved to a hangar.

Michael made his way to Ana's room and knocked on her door. She responded promptly, assuring him she would be ready soon. "Are you feeling hungry?" Michael inquired as Ana emerged from her room  "Absolutely famished”, “Do you have any suggestions as to where we should go?" Michael told her that the Colonel had handed him a note with several places but recommended the tavern as the best choice, including instructions on how to find it as it was only ten minutes drive.

The Colonel's instructions were clear, so they found the tavern without any difficulty. As they walked into the tavern, they were greeted by a cozy, unassuming atmosphere. A fireplace flickered at one end, casting a warm glow throughout the space, while a bar beckoned from the other end. "Feel like a drink first?" Michael asked, and Ana readily agreed. "I'll have a white wine if you're buying," she added with a wry smile. Settling in at the bar, Ana sipped her wine while Michael savored his whiskey. As they chatted, Ana commented on the charming decor of the tavern and the impressive selection of dishes listed on the menu before them. 

After perusing the menu, they made their way to a table and ordered a mouth watering spread of traditional sausage, potatoes, salad, and a basket of bread. Michael opted for a glass of red wine while Ana stuck with white. They enjoyed their meal, washing it down with their chosen drinks. As they finished up and paid in the local currency, they thanked the waiter and left a generous tip. Throughout the entire experience, they conversed in Ukrainian.

The car windows were frosted with condensation as they got into their car, the chilly night air having taken its toll. They embarked on the short drive back to the house, but their attention was soon diverted by a car they had previously passed, which was now following them from a distance. Michael stepped on the gas, but the car continued to trail them. When they reached the turnoff to the small village where they were staying, the car passed them and carried on without any further pursuit.

The following morning, the pale light of dawn filtered through the thin curtains of Michael's room. He awoke to the unfamiliar sounds of the village stirring. He rose, washed, and dressed. Downstairs, the smell of strong coffee filled the air. He found Ana already in the main room with Colonel Davydof.

Taras had been waiting for a reply for three days now, a knot of disappointment tightening in his chest with each passing day. Still, he kept watch on the military camp. Doubt crept in. Was this truly worth it? Was he foolishly risking everything; his freedom, his family, maybe even his life; for a gamble? Would the possibility of money even be real? The chances of success seemed tiny, the dangers huge. What if he got caught? What about his family? The thought chilled him. But then, the military presence grew a raw display of power in a country built on corruption. This was his chance. Everyone had a price, and he knew his. Someone had to move, and who else but him? He had little left to lose but his dignity, and a desperate need for money to secure something, maybe even a future for his two young girls and his wife. Fear was real, but the promise of that money was stronger.

Today, he'd brought his father’s old shotgun. His cover if discovered: hunting for food. That would make the binoculars less suspicious. His notes were tucked securely in his jacket pocket. On the eighth day, a message arrived from an unknown sender. Spam, he first thought. But the cryptic text made him wonder if it was the embassy: "Thank you for your inquiry: we have sent you your free sample; please click the link to track your parcel." Taras hesitated, his cursor hovering over the link. He clicked. His phone, beside the keyboard, emitted two quick, strange beeps. That was all. Had it been a trap? A cold wave of realization washed over him. By seeking contact, he had officially made himself a spy. If caught, the penalty here was clear and brutal: execution.

Martin sat at his desk in the SIS building, the steam from his morning tea curling upwards, when John called. “Just to advise we’ve made contact with the potential new asset. We have his cell number, and the tech boys have loaded the code. We’re all set; just say the word.”

Taras was in Ivanava, the garage work on trucks had been a welcome distraction these past weeks. The army training had been surprisingly useful. As he wiped grease from his hands, his phone beeped twice, that same odd two-tone sound from before. He unlocked it. A new message: “Concerning your email to the embassy, we are interested. In the meantime, we have changed your phone’s password to (Tosca480); memorize it, don’t share it. Your phone will now lock automatically 10 seconds after each use; we will be in touch soon.”

Unseen by Taras, the technical team at SIS now had access: photos of him, Svetlana, their daughters, his contacts, and his call history. They were in complete control of the camera, microphone, location tracking. 

Over the next two weeks, Taras used the app they’d silently installed, sending a few photos taken with his cell phone and snippets of information, unaware they’d already been uploaded directly. MI6 knew the precise coordinates of each image.

Sitting in his car, Taras finished typing in the small text panel on the app. “I have many important photographs taken with a telephoto lens that will be of interest, along with quantities and types of military equipment, plus other data. I need 15,000 Euros cash for this information.” He sent the message, pocketed his phone, and imagined how that money would transform his family’s lives. A personal exchange felt necessary; after the risk he was taking, he wanted to be compensated properly. A few minutes later, a reply: “Where do you want to meet? We can pay as requested.” Taras quickly typed a time, date, and a location just inside the Ukrainian border he knew from his army days.

Ana woke with a start and lay frozen; her eyes wide open, lying on her back. A cold chill ran through her body. Was there someone in her room? She daren't move; stay still, she reminded herself. Think of the training, keep calm, and don't lose your advantage of surprise. Then it happened; the room became a riverbank with alligators sliding down towards her, teeth gnashing and foul smelling breath. She started to run, but her feet made no progress. She was stuck in the mud. Ana, her heart pounding sat up; glad it was only a dream, so real, but only a dream. She sat on the edge of the bed and waited until the terror had passed.

Michael was awake early and had spent the last three hours reviewing the Intel in the Report; re-reading passages twice sometimes to be sure he understood all of the connotations and possibilities. As they had discussed, he knocked on Ana's door at 07:30. There was no answer; he knocked again and heard muted noises from within. Finally, her voice, "Sorry, I slept in. Can you give me 15 minutes?"

"Sure," he said, "I'll see you in the kitchen when you are ready."

Michael was on his second cup of coffee when Ana appeared; twenty minutes later, she had her hair tied back in a ponytail and was wearing jeans and a white pullover.

"Coffee?" Michael asked, holding a white mug in her direction.

"Yes, thanks," she replied.

"I packed some bread and ham that was in the cold store," Michael said. "Can you be ready in ten minutes? We have a reasonably long way to go today."

"Of course," Ana replied without looking up from her coffee.

Michael checked the car out with particular interest, going over the ignition system and engine. He used the vanity mirror he had attached to a broom handle from the bathroom to check the underside until he was satisfied that the car had not been touched in the night.

Ana came out in a reflective mood, one that Michael had not witnessed in the short time they had met. "I'm ready when you are," she said.

They set off, back down the road towards the town where they'd eaten dinner the night before, and on to the road to Lviv. Michael had considered using the aircraft, which would have meant hiring a car when they arrived. Also, it may have attracted unnecessary attention. Ana was unusually quiet on the road trip to Lviv; Michael wondered if the car that had appeared to follow them the night before had spooked her.

After an hour and fifteen minutes, the travellers caught sight of the Danylo Halytskyi International Airport on their left. As they watched a UIA Boeing 737 soar overhead. The city greeted them with a few significant roundabouts, and soon they were driving down the main road close to the city centre. The neatly arranged 10-story apartment blocks flanked both sides of the street, giving the city a pristine but reminiscent reminder of the Soviet days.

Despite the early hour, traffic was already building up, but it flowed at a reasonable speed with occasional stops. Michael and Ana were too busy taking in the sights and planning the meeting agenda to notice the two plain cars that switched places with each other on the way behind them.

Michael had plans to meet an informant originally from the Luhansk oblast, which was dominated by Russian influence. Ana had been briefed on the meeting details and was impressed with Michael's planning and details on the informant, but she knew that the technical people in London were experts.

The day was overcast, but there had been no rain. Dark clouds were building to the west, and the wind was freshening. Michael was worried about the car that had seemed to have been following them for a few km on the way back to the house last night. He wondered if they had been detected and, if they were, by whom.

Ana, too, had some concerns with the incident but kept her thoughts to herself and appeared to be gazing at the passing houses but was deep in thought. Michael saw how attractive she was for the first time since they had met. Ana recalled her suggestion to Michael of flying closer to the area that the informant had set for the exchange.

"I had thought about flying us closer," Ana said, breaking the silence, "but you made a good point about stopping in Lviv first."

Michael nodded. "And flying too close to the Belarusian border would definitely attract attention. Not worth the risk for now."

The meeting with Shevchenko was planned for 17:15 in two days; he had been precise about the time and place. They would leave tomorrow morning and have a long drive as they still had 269 km to go. Michael and Ana checked into the same hotel but made sure to wait 15 minutes apart so not to appear they were together.

In the quiet of his office within Moscow's imposing General Staff Building on Znamenka Street, General Oleg Zorowich's gaze lingered on a photograph. It sat on the corner of his desk, behind a plain, slightly dated yellowing plastic telephone, typical of Russian military issue. His wife smiled out at him, a vibrant, almost laughing expression. He remembered her in that moment, the day the photo was taken, and how devoted she was as a mother to their young daughter. The dress she wore a soft blue he always thought suited her; seemed to hold a memory of her, a ghost of her presence. Fifteen months had passed since her laughter had faded from his life. They had been married for 32 years, and he felt her passing deeply. He remembered the good times they had shared when life was more predictable and manageable, but life under Putin's rule was not as certain as it once had been.

His enduring friendship with Alexi Orlov stretched back to their early days in military training. They shared countless conversations about the state of the Russian military, often engaging in spirited comparisons with the West, celebrating whenever they discovered a system or weapon that outmatched its Western counterparts. Their competitive spirits fuelled marathon chess matches. Neither of them took kindly to defeat. When either of them was slow to make the next move, they had a saying of French origin but always said with a smile, "Le temps presse" (Time is short). This was always preceded with "C'est à toi de jouer", (Your Move).

It was a profound shock to Oleg one afternoon when Alexi appeared at his quarters, delivering unexpected news. Alexi solemnly revealed that he had resigned from the military and been recruited into the GRU. His face wore a mixture of sadness, deep contemplation, and unyielding determination. Oleg was taken aback, struggling to comprehend the drastic change his friend had undertaken. In a sombre tone, Alexi disclosed that their close relationship could no longer remain the same due to the protocols of his new position. He fixed his gaze on Oleg momentarily as if grappling with unspoken words. Ultimately, he extended his hand briefly, only to alter his decision and envelop Oleg in a heartfelt embrace. With a heavy heart, Alexi bid farewell, saying, "I have a small gift for you, but don't open it until after I leave. Take care, my friend."

Oleg sorely missed Alexi's companionship and reminisced about their shared cherished moments. He couldn't fathom what had transpired to drive such a profound and unexpected choice in Alexi's life. Oleg always considered himself a patriotic Russian who loved his country and endeavoured to put his country before himself.

Oleg's daughter Zara had been estranged from him for nearly two years. He had seen her only once at her mother's funeral. Zara had changed after her first term at Moscow University; her activism and public protests had caused a rift between them. He missed her and his wife terribly, but his loyalty to his country and the President took precedence over his personal life. He wondered if he could still serve his country while staying true to his values and beliefs.

Oleg was lost in thought when his adjutant entered the room with a folder of reports on the situation in Crimea and Ukraine and intelligence briefings on NATO forces in the region.

"General, the daily reports," his adjutant stated, placing the folder quietly on his desk.

Oleg nodded absently. "Thank you, Major."

As he read through the reports, he couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease about the President's recent actions regarding Crimea and Ukraine. He knew that speaking out against the President was dangerous, but he also knew he was not alone in his feelings. He briefly considered reaching out to his daughter for perspective but quickly dismissed the idea as their relationship had been strained for years.

Oleg was interrupted by a knock on the door. "General, the delegation from the Ministry of Defense has arrived," his aide announced from the doorway.

He composed himself, knowing he had an essential role in defending his country, regardless of his misgivings.

––––––––
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Oleg Zorowich's sleek black car pulled up in the basement car parking entrance, the driver, a young man in his late twenties dressed in a dark suit and white shirt and tie, walked around to the rear door, opened it, and waited. Oleg appeared five minutes later carrying a satchel. He exited the elevator and walked down the two steps to the waiting car. The driver stood at attention and saluted as the General sat down, removed his high peaked military hat, and laid it upside down on the seat beside him; his black leather satchel was at his feet. "Good morning, General," the driver said. The General stared into nothingness and grunted, "Ah yes, good morning."

The drive through Moscow in the morning traffic was slow, the General occasionally checking his expensive Gucci watch, a present from Alexi when he had left to join the GRU.

Twenty minutes later, their car pulled up at the tall, wrought iron gated entrance of a large stone building. There were two guards on the inside who both wore military uniforms. One of the guards pressed a switch, and the gates slowly moved apart to allow the General's car to enter. Oleg's footsteps echoed as he walked down the long marble corridor that led to the conference room door; as he approached, he could see the security scanner and the guards who operated the equipment. He had been through this procedure many times before.

"Morning, General," said one of the security guards without saluting.

Oleg removed his P-96 pistol from his holster and placed it on a tray along with his satchel, and walked through the body scanner, stopping briefly in the middle as he waited for the other guard to indicate to continue through. The same guard waved a handheld scanner over his body before returning his satchel. Oleg knew he would not get his pistol back until he left the meeting room. As Oleg passed through the next door, he could see the room had many faces that he knew; some he disliked, many whom he did not trust, but almost none he had much time for.
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