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The Last Winter of War follows Alexei Mikhailovich Petrov, a weary Red Army veteran thrust into the brutal final months of the Second World War. What begins on the frozen approaches to Küstrin becomes a relentless march into the shattered heart of Hitler’s Reich. Through coordinated assaults of infantry, tanks, and artillery, Alexei witnesses the full machinery of total war — the fierce defence of the Küstrin fortress, desperate German counterattacks, night raids in burned-out villages, and the perilous river crossing under screaming shells.

As the German army withdraws toward Berlin, fighting rearguard actions at every crossroads and tree line, Alexei’s regiment pushes forward through a wasteland of rubble and fire. On the outskirts of the capital, they meet fanatical resistance: teenagers with Panzerfausts, SS holdouts in ruined apartments, and tanks duelling through smoke-filled streets. Marzahn burns behind them as they close in on Alexanderplatz, where urban warfare becomes a grinding struggle of room-to-room clearing, rooftop skirmishes, and ambushes behind every collapsed wall.

The assault on the Reichstag marks the climax — a storm of close-quarters combat as exhausted Soviet troops claw their way floor by floor toward the final victory, they have bled years to reach. But triumph brings no peace. In the uneasy silence after the guns fall quiet, Alexei confronts the moral weight of occupation, vengeance, and survival in a ruined city.

Assigned to garrison duty during the first fragile months after Berlin’s fall, he labours among the wreckage, helps rebuild scraped-bare communities, and faces both the gratitude and the hatred of a defeated people. Slowly, as fresh replacements arrive and his unit is finally allowed to return home, the ice around Alexei begins to melt.

When replacements have filled the ranks Alexei, and the surviving veterans are released to return home. Their long journey ends not in triumph, but in a quiet, fragile hope as the “long thaw” of peace begins.

The Last Winter of War is a sweeping, visceral tale of endurance, brotherhood, and the long shadow of war — a journey from the frozen Warta to the burning Reichstag, and from ruin toward the first faint promise of peace.
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Dedication
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To those who marched through fire and ice,

who carried the weight of duty through fear, hunger, and endless winter—

and to the millions who never returned home.

This story is for every soldier, mother, and child

whose courage was buried beneath the ashes of war.

May their memory endure longer than the silence that followed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter I – The Road of Frozen Bones
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The road to Berlin was paved with bones.

Not literally—though in places, Alexei thought it might as well have been. The spring thaw revealed everything winter had tried to hide: frozen hands sticking from snowbanks, the remains of horses curled like broken toys, helmets half-buried in sludge, the grey, bloated faces of men who had died months earlier and now resurfaced with the mud.

And he marched past it all with his rifle slung across his chest, boots sucking at the muck like a hungry bog determined to swallow him whole.

The world was thawing, but spring brought no warmth. Only rot.

Columns of infantry trudged along the ruined Polish highway in ragged lines, their coats stiff with frost, their faces hardened by exhaustion and things no man should ever see. The sky overhead was a dull slab of iron. Snow fell intermittently, as if winter refused to release its grip.

Berlin was close now.

Close enough to taste in the air — a mixture of smoke, fear, and the bitterness of final things.

Yuri walked beside him, blowing into his hands. “I don’t feel my fingers anymore,” he muttered. “Maybe they froze off sometime last week and I just didn’t notice.”

“You’re still complaining,” Alexei said. “So they must still be attached.”

Yuri snorted. “Small mercies.”

Up ahead, the T-34 tanks of the 3rd Guards Tank Army crawled along the sludge-churned track, their exhaust steaming in the cold. Crews perched atop the machines, boots dangling over armour plates, helmets tilted back as they smoked. From far away they looked like riders on great metal beasts.

Yuri sighed. “Tankers. Lucky bastards. Riding in style while we freeze our balls off.”

Alexei didn’t answer.

Because part of him, the small foolish part that still held dreams, envied them too.

But the wiser part — the part carved by Stalingrad and tempered at Kursk — knew better.

Inside those steel beasts, death came quickly, brutally, without warning. You didn’t get the dignity of a bullet. You burned. You choked. You melted.

He had once seen a tank after an airstrike at Kursk. The hatches had fused shut. The inside had been painted with the shadows of men who had died before they could scream.

He never envied tank crews again.

Sergeant Kolyadin limped ahead of the marching column, his gait uneven but stubborn. His coat flapped open as he barked at stragglers, one hand holding a cigarette whose ash never seemed to fall.

“You want warmth? Walk faster. You want to live? Walk faster still.”

Yuri muttered, “One day he’ll walk himself right into a hole.”

“He’ll climb out again out of spite,” Alexei said.

A low rumbling rolled across the plain — distant artillery, steady as a heartbeat. The heart of a dying Reich.

Berlin.

The thought of the city sent a tightness into Alexei’s chest, though he could not name whether it was dread or anticipation. Maybe both. Maybe neither. Maybe he was simply tired.

As they marched, the column passed a frozen ditch where a family had died trying to flee — mother, father, two children huddled beneath a blanket, preserved by winter’s cruelty. The youngest still clutched a wooden toy horse.

Yuri looked away. “We’re too late for everyone.”

Kolyadin stopped for a moment, gazing at the scene. His jaw clenched, and for an instant something human flickered in his eyes.

Then he turned. “Move.”

They walked on.

Hours passed, marked only by breath, mud, and the rhythmic clatter of equipment. Soldiers fell out from exhaustion and were dragged back into line by comrades. Supply trucks struggled in the muck, engines wheezing like dying animals.

By dusk, the column reached the outskirts of a village burned by artillery. Only blackened chimneys jutted from the snow like gravestones. A single old man shuffled among the ruins, gathering pieces of half-charred wood into a bundle.

He didn’t look up as the soldiers passed. He didn’t need to. He had seen armies before.

“Do you ever think,” Yuri murmured, “that we’re walking through the ruins of the world?”

“No,” Alexei said. “Just the ruins of what men made of it.”

Night fell by the time they set camp in a ravaged orchard. The trees stood like skeletons, their limbs naked and twisted. Fires crackled in shallow pits, the flames wavering as the wind cut through them.

Alexei sat with his back against one of the blackened trunks, rubbing warmth into his hands. His breath came in clouds. Nearby, men removed their boots to dry their socks by the flames, their feet pale, blistered, raw.

Someone sang a quiet song about home. No one joined in.

Yuri passed a tin cup of watery soup. “Tomorrow we reach Küstrin. They say the Germans will hold the bridgehead to the last man.”

“So will we,” Alexei said.

He didn’t know if that was meant as pride or resignation.

Kolyadin sat across from them, sharpening his knife with long, slow strokes.

“You know what waits for us in Berlin,” he said.

Yuri swallowed. “Hitler Youth. SS. Civilians with rifles.”

“No.” Kolyadin exhaled a thin stream of smoke. “What waits is the last gasp of a wounded animal. And wounded animals fight hardest.”

He lifted his eyes to Alexei.

“You’ve seen it before. In Stalingrad.”

The name struck Alexei like a blow.

He felt the cold cellar walls again.

He smelled the burning rubber.

He heard the screams of men buried alive under collapsed factories.

He didn’t answer.

Kolyadin nodded, as if he didn’t expect him to.

“We rest tonight,” he said. “Tomorrow, the road becomes fire.”

Alexei lay down on the frozen ground. Above him, the sky glowed faintly orange—the reflection of distant artillery lighting the clouds. He closed his eyes and heard, faintly, something like an echo of the Volga’s wind.

He wondered if Berlin would be the place he finally died.

He wondered if he would feel
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