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Dedication

For those who loved fiercely

and were brave enough to carry the grief forward.

And for the ones who found each other

even when time allowed only a moment.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Author’s Note

File Three: The Soldier was written with deep care and intention.

This story lives at the intersection of history and memory—where documented events meet the quieter truths that rarely make it into records: the hands that steadied the wounded, the voices that calmed the dying, the connections formed not through long years but through recognition.

Genesis Carter and June Thompson are fictional, but their experiences are shaped by real people who lived, served, fought, healed, and loved during the American Civil War. I approached this lifetime with humility, mindful of the sacrifices made by soldiers of the United States Colored Troops and by the women—many unnamed—who worked tirelessly in field hospitals under brutal conditions.

This book is not a history lesson.

It is a remembrance.

At its heart, this story asks a question that echoes across the entire Gatekeeper’s Files series:

What if love is not measured by time, but by truth?

Thank you for trusting me with these souls.

— TJ Sweeney
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GATEKEEPER’S PROLOGUE
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Look, before we start, I need you to lower your expectations.

(Trainee: “That feels discouraging.”)

Good. That means you’re learning.

See, after vows and longing and that charming Bavarian heartbreak you just filed, you might assume the next lifetime would be... what’s the word you use?

(Trainee: “Functional?”)

No. “Reasonable.”

Functional was never on the table.

Because between Bavaria and the American Civil War, your two stubborn favorites managed—somehow—to miss two more perfectly arranged connection points. Two lifetimes I lined up with precision bordering on artistry.

And they still said, “No thank you. Maybe in three hundred years.”

(Trainee, noting something on a slate: “Should I create a category for ‘chronic noncompliance’?”)

...We’ll revisit that.

Let me show you the disasters.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

MISSED CONNECTION #1 —SCOTLAND, 1650s

Classification: I Was This Close To Throwing My Ledger Into The Sea

Picture this:

Soul A, living on the western coast, apprenticed to a shipwright.

Quiet. Strong. Haunted.

A man whose hands remembered shaping wood long before he ever held a chisel.

Soul B, farther north—or west, depending on the raid patterns that year—trained as a midwife.

Resourceful. Steady. Brave in that quiet, relentless way.

You know the one.

Both displaced by the same wave of conflict.

Both pushed toward the same harbor town where refugees gathered, haggled, prayed, and bartered their way onto ships bound for new beginnings.

(Trainee: “So they met at the docks?”)

No.

They missed each other by three hours.

Three.

He repaired a ship’s cracked hull at sunrise, left to deliver tools, and she arrived at mid-morning—shawl pulled tight, carrying the last of her herbs, scanning the crowd for anyone who looked like they needed help.

Their souls stirred, of course.

Soul A kept turning toward the hill as though someone should have been walking down it.

Soul B paused mid-step, heartbeat quickening for no sensible reason.

But he had already left the harbor.

And she boarded a different ship entirely.

The symbol evolved again—subtly.

A carved set of two shallow arcs in the shipwright’s tool handle—almost circles.

Almost.

(Trainee: “Should I mark that as proto-recognition?”)

You can, if you enjoy being mocked by older archivists.

Filed under: Close, but evidently allergic to destiny.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

MISSED CONNECTION #2 — MEXICO, 1750s

Classification: Stop The Universe, I Need A Moment

This one still ruins my afternoon when I remember it.

Soul A was working as a translator and guide—one of the few who could move between merchant caravans without starting fights or ending up in them.

Soul B served as a healer in a mountain village, known for her sharp judgment and even sharper insistence that people drink water before fainting in front of her.

A drought struck.

A caravan arrived seeking aid.

Perfect setup.

Perfect.

(Trainee: “So this is the one where they finally—”)

No.

Because Soul A’s caravan stopped in the lower village for resupply.

Soul B was working in the upper village treating heatstroke.

A mere 20-minute walk apart.

(Trainee, horrified: “...Twenty?”)

Yes. Twenty.

And it gets worse.

He climbed the switchback path the next morning.

She had gone down the path thirty minutes earlier to gather more herbs.

Their footprints overlapped in the dust.

Their shadows crossed on the same slope an hour apart.

He left a half-finished sketch on a bundle of woven reed mats—

four connected lines, two circles sketched tentatively.

She touched it that afternoon.

Said it felt “warm.”

Blamed the sun.

(Trainee: “At this point, was emotional resonance measurable?”)

It was measurable.

It was mocking me.

Filed under: Almost Again, Mountain Edition.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Which brings us—exhaustedly, resentfully, inevitably—to the lifetime you’re about to read.

THE SOLDIER & THE NURSE — THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

A lifetime built from fracture and flight.

Two souls escaping the same darkness by different roads.

Two paths meant to cross far sooner than they do.

(Trainee, softly: “Will they meet this time?”)

Yes.

But not easily.

Not gently.

And not for long.

The symbol reaches three circles in this lifetime—

a mark carried on a soldier’s brass button, faint but real, tucked into a nurse’s trembling hand.

Recognition sharpens.

Love crystallizes.

And heartbreak—well.

You can see it from here.

(Trainee: “Should I warn them?”)

No.

We file.

We observe.

We sigh into our ink pots.

Turn the page.

It’s time for the war.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡
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Chapter One: Two Paths North
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Eastern Shore, Maryland — 1848

The marsh grasses whispered long before the wind reached them, bending in small waves that rippled toward the edge of the fields. Gen Carter learned to read those whispers before he learned to read words. He knew when the tide was turning, when rain would find them by afternoon, when the overseer’s horse was approaching. He knew when his mother straightened beside him—her back aching but her face set—and when she tightened her grip on the worn handle of the hoe.

He was ten, small for his age but already strong. His hands were callused, his shoulders wiry, his breath quick but steady as he moved down the long rows of frozen stubble where the corn had been cut weeks ago. The tobacco fields beyond lay bare, their stalks pulled and piled for burning. Winter work was different — harsher, quieter — but there was always work.

His mother hummed to keep pace, a soft, low sound that sank into the soil as much as it rose into the air. Gen didn’t know all the words, only that the melody meant endure first, and hope second.

“Eyes up,” she murmured one morning, though her own gaze stayed on the earth. “He’ll be riding by.”

Gen lifted his head just enough to see the distant line of dust on the road—sign of the overseer’s horse. He bent back down without being told.

But before the horse arrived, another sound cut across the fields: a man’s shout, sharp and startled. Then another—this one broken at the end.

Gen froze.

His mother’s hum stopped, snapped clean in half. Her hand closed around his wrist, firm and trembling.

“Don’t look,” she whispered, but Gen already had.

At the far edge of the field, a man slightly older than his brother had once been—tall, broad, strong—was tied to a post, his shirt stripped from his back. The overseer stood behind him, with a whip coiled casually at his feet.

Gen felt his stomach lurch. He had seen whippings before, but never this close, never someone he knew by name and face. The man’s eyes were squeezed shut, not from fear but from something like fury—an anger that didn’t care about survival.

Someone told him to apologize. Gen couldn’t hear the words, but he saw the shake of the man’s head.

Then the overseer lifted the whip.

Gen’s mother cupped his jaw and forced his face down. The first crack split the air behind him.

His pulse stumbled.

He did not cry. He learned long ago that tears did not help a man survive.

But something quietly, irrevocably broke inside him.

And something else began to rise.

A thought he hadn’t dared to keep before.

This is not the life I was meant to die in.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Twenty miles away — another household, another child

June Thompson was eleven the day she learned silence could be a shield. She stood in the kitchen, a cramped, warm room where steam collected on the ceiling beams and drops of it fell into the stew pot like rain. She stirred slowly, careful not to let the spoon clatter. Clatter meant attention, and attention meant questions.

On the other side of the wall, two voices murmured—older women, both enslaved, both trusted enough to carry news from the quarters to the main house. June pretended to be focused on the pot, but she leaned almost imperceptibly toward the voices.

“Sold,” one whispered.

“Gone by morning,” the other replied.

The spoon slipped in June’s hand. She caught it before it hit the side of the pot.

Her breath shook.

A child. Someone young. She strained to hear who.

“She’s been crying all night,” one voice said. “That girl never deserved—”

The door swung open. June straightened into perfect stillness.

The mistress of the house stepped inside, handkerchief pressed daintily to her nose as if the kitchen air offended her. Behind her, a trader stood—long coat, ledger tucked under his arm, expression brisk like he was counting time.

The mistress gestured toward June. “That one. Take her younger brother. He’s worth something if you train him early.”

June’s blood froze.

Her brother, Samuel—only seven.

The trader nodded once, already reaching for his quill.

June’s heart slammed against her ribs. Her world narrowed to a single point.

The spoon slipped again, this time clattering against the rim.

The trader glanced at her.

Her breath fled.

And in that instant—terror, desperate love, the iron certainty of loss—something inside her decided.

She would not stay to see her brother taken.

She would not survive it.

She would not watch him be lost the way so many others had been lost.

She wiped her apron clean and set the spoon aside with more care than she felt. She walked calmly to the back door, footsteps soft on the wood.

When she stepped outside, she did not look back.

Not even once.

⟡ ⟡ ⟡

Gen’s Decision

Night swallowed the sky early in winter, thick and moonless. Gen walked to the edge of the field, the air sharp in his lungs. His mother had not spoken since the whipping. She didn’t have to. He could still hear the cracks echoing under his skin.

When she finally touched his arm, her voice was gravel.

“You run when it’s time.”

Gen nodded.

“You run,” she repeated, “and you don’t stop.”

He swallowed. “But you—”

Her hand trembled as she cupped the back of his neck. “Don’t you dare look back at me. You run. Hear me?”

His throat burned. He nodded again.

“We wait for the right sign,” she said. “And when it comes, not even God Himself will catch you.”

Gen didn’t know what the sign would be. He only knew it felt closer than it had that morning.

At the edge of the field, Gen lifted
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