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Twenty years ago, in 2025

Sirens ring in the distance as Isaac tightens his grip on Jace’s chest.

“Enough, Jace,” Isaac says, feeling the anger roll off his roommate’s straining muscles in waves.

“Let me go,” Jace practically growls. “I need to get back out there.”

Recognizing the look flashing through Jace’s striking green eyes, Isaac stands his ground. He looks down to see blood seeping through the bandage. “Why, so the great Jace can take down every idiot out there?”

“Maybe,” Jace says flatly, eyes fixed on the street.

Isaac leans in, cutting off his view. “And what happens after that?” he says, practically spitting the question. “What happens after they are all beaten down, and you somehow vanquish every ounce of hate in this world? Then what? You’re a hero? You’re the bravest of them all? Tell me, Jace.”

“Then you’ll be safe,” Jace says quietly.

At that moment, a familiar voice of a young woman drifts into Isaac’s thoughts, “Uncle Isaac?”

* * * *
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Today, in 2045

Isaac Bates pulls his attention from memory to concentrate on the two younger people sitting in his living room. Pushing a hand through the graying temple of his wavy, dark hair, Isaac suppresses a sigh. “Sorry, Emma, what were you saying?” he asks, noticing they both look oddly uncomfortable against the green, painted pattern of the 18th century Swedish sofa. Then he reminds himself that no one has ever been comfortable on anything from the 1700s.

Emma offers him a tentative smile. “I said thank you again for talking with us. I know it wasn’t an easy time to remember.” With her vivid red hair and expressive blue eyes, Emma so resembles her mother—his sister, Becks—that he rarely denies her any request. For a moment, Issac considers inviting them into the study. Encasing the three of them in warm browns and the sprawling collection of books would provide a more proper setting for the history lesson requested of him.

Then the person sitting next to Emma pipes up, “You do know the mental capacity of males actually decreases at a more rapid pace once they reach the last portion of their lifespan?”

Isaac immediately decides this one can endure Neoclassic discomfort in the living room a little longer. “You do know I’m forty-nine, not eighty-nine, right?” As they lift an unimpressed eyebrow over wire-thin glasses in response, Isaac mutters, “Perhaps this conversation will edge me closer to mental incapacity.”

“Uncle Isaac, Kell is studying the genetics behind gender neutrality,” Emma says softly, though Isaac merely responds with a withering glance, projecting the idea that science is no excuse for rudeness.

“Yes, I concentrate on two of the eight recognized genetic markers that eventually develop into a sense of gender over several years.” Kell’s eyes narrow slightly. “I’m sure you will agree it surpasses the previous method of pulling a baby out and looking to see if anything small flaps around.”

“Not all of them are small, dear,” Isaac responds with a tight smile. Emma coughs to cover a laugh as Kell tilts their head in apparent confusion. “May I offer a word of advice, Kell? Do try not to discuss a person’s size, and that includes a female-identifying’s body shape, or a male-identifying’s...parts. It can be considered uncouth.”

With a lifetime of experience dealing with her uncle, Emma bites back a small smile. “Kell and I are co-authoring a paper about the emergence of infant gender neutrality as the medical norm. It dates to the emergence of Rainbow Resistance.”

Turning back to his niece, he offers kindly, “My dear, I know people tend to romanticize the past, but I can assure you I had very little to do with anything in the medical field. I was a corporate drone.”

Kell injects, “I don’t need history. I need to comprehend the emotional atmosphere of the time.” They pause before adding carefully, “I can’t quite parse out emotions, feelings...”

Taking in Emma’s protective glance, Issac relaxes his tensed shoulders. In Issac’s youth, Kell would’ve probably carried the label neurodivergent. Thankfully, people abandoned the idea of mental paths diverging from an estimated norm long ago. He rather likes the current term left hemisphere heavy, or left hem.

Drumming fingers on his chair, Isaac asks, “Kell, do you enjoy spending time with Emma?”

The head tilt of confusion returns. “Please explain,” they say.

Isaac tries again. “Does the prospect of being near Emma cause you tension?”

Kell shakes their head immediately. “No, quite the opposite. I feel a sense of ease, an absence of worry that I will say something incorrect.”

The blush slowly making its way across Emma’s cheeks provides Isaac another insight his sister will undoubtably wheedle out of him. “All right,” he says. “Now imagine someone telling you that Emma is fundamentally flawed. That she is broken in some way, or that you need to discard her friendship.”

Their back stiffens as Kell answers, “I would argue their logic is flawed.”

Nodding, Isaac continues, “What if it was not based in logic, but in fear and prejudice? And you could not dissuade them?”

As if on impulse, Kell tucks their hands under their legs on the couch. “I would be upset.”

“And if they tried to tell you that you could no longer be in Emma’s presence?”

Kell’s hands curl into fists against the upholstery. “I would be angry.”

Isaac leans back in his chair. “Yes. Now you understand how the Rainbow Resistance got its start.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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2025

Isaac places the last of the muffins on the hot pad with care, the calming smell of bananas and chocolate chips wafting through the kitchen area. He moves the single muffin he makes with raisins off to the side before brushing his hands on his jeans. His dad still combines bananas and raisins in his bakes, as no one in the Bates household minds the chewy fruit. Isaac changed his add-in ingredient years ago, however, with the addition of his roommate.

“Oooooh, muffins!” says the man himself, walking through the door and tossing his keys and wallet on the small table next to the coat rack. Jace Conrad, former college football player, current officer of the law, and steadfast friend of Isaac.

“Had a craving, or long day?” Jace asks, closing the door to their apartment.

Isaac presents a muffin with flourish. “Both, my good sir.”

Jace catches Isaac off guard when he begins working the top button of his uniform free. Clearing his throat, Isaac drops into a slight bow to avoid seeing the flash of olive skin against his thick blonde hair. Not for the first time, Issac muses that living with an utterly beautiful, and utterly off-limits, roommate is as mystifying as it is frustrating.

In a way, Jace came with the apartment. During college, Isaac rented a place with his sister Becks and her friend. The friend’s boyfriend, Jace, became a permanent fixture. After graduation, the friend left the state and broke up with Jace, but he continued to come around. To this day, Isaac suspects he had a crush on Becks, especially after he talked about “those stunning Bates baby blue eyes.” But Jace never made his move. When Becks got married at a sinfully young age after graduation, Jace once again defied logic, officially taking up residence in one of the spare rooms.

Isaac works to studiously ignore Jace’s long, almost graceful, fingers as he accepts the muffin. “Thank you,” he answers with mock formality. Isaac lifts his eyes, silently agreeing with his friends who call him a masochist for living with Jace, or an idiot for not hitting on him the moment he unpacked his duffle bag. Though tempting, back then the idea of putting the moves on a broken-hearted, straight dude just seemed skeezy. Plus, thinking about making out with a guy who harbored a crush for his sister could border on incestuous.

“You get another Pride flag?” Jace asks, and Isaac barely holds off a flinch for forgetting to hide the box filled with items he discreetly took from the office this afternoon. Catching Isaac avoiding his gaze, Jace slowly puts down the uneaten muffin. “Is that the one from work? Isaac, did someone say something to you?”

Though he will never admit it aloud, part of Isaac’s latent attraction to Jace stems from appreciating his decidedly protective nature. Burned into his mind are events like the time a group of guys driving past clocked their friend, pulled their vehicle alongside the group, and shouted derogatory names. The scene runs like a movie in Isaac’s mind. Their friend freezes, Isaac and his sister try to steer him forward. But Jace? He grabs his girlfriend’s purse, reaches inside, and before Jace can even process the odd reaction, Jace hits the guys with pepper spray and some choice language of his own. As the truck races off, Jace herds the group into a nearby building and calls his fraternity brothers for backup. It was an extremely dangerous (and extraordinarily hot) move.

The look on Jace’s face right now is not the equivalent of The Night of Pepper Spray, but the glimmer in his eye tells Isaac to tread carefully. “So, you’re just being asked to bleach who you are at work?” Jace asks in a voice of unnerving calm.

Isaac shakes his head. “No, just a precaution. I’m not going back in the closet, just not painting a target on myself.” He gives Jace a small smile and opts for a light tone. “This is not my first rodeo when the homophobes take the dance floor.”

“If you are nervous, why stay?”

“Um, because I like food?”

Jace snorts a laugh.

Isaac picks up a muffin and begins toying with the silicone wrapper.

“It’s a job, Jace, and I’m in HR. I may not have the biggest voice, but I can find subtle ways to influence. Today there was a discussion about preemptively removing coverage for transition hormones in preparation for a potential law change. I can be part of the people who develop precautions to make sure we safeguard coverage, keep people protected.”

“You shouldn’t have to face this stuff alone,” Jace says.

Isaac shrugs. “I’m not alone. A lot of my queer and trans friends are already talking about the same thing.”

Offering a thoughtful hum, Jace says, “A woman at work said something similar today. Who else is talking about it?” An almost accusing look flashes in Jace’s gaze. “It’s not that Paul, right? The guy who could not stop hitting on you?”

Issac, feigning a dramatic shiver, tosses out an indignant, “Oh please. Paul was banned from brunch ages ago.”

As Jace bites his plump lip, failing to suppress a smug smile. “So, your friend Georgie’s brunch bunch, eh?” he asks. “Good place to start.”

Isaac makes a show of his dramatic sigh. “Could you stop being a cop for five seconds?” He pauses for a moment, then adds, “Jace, a lot of what we’re talking about will most likely be made illegal in the next couple of years. I’m not putting you in that position.”

Frowning, Jace lets his voice drop into the baritone that hints his displeasure. “What, you saying I’m going to become one of those bad apples?”

Isaac leans away from the counter and does what he always does when he’s skating on thin ice. He
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