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Normal may be overrated, but after the year I’d been through, I welcomed the opportunity to go on a normal summer vacation. As normal as possible anyway with a pair of super spies for parents and my own habit of finding trouble.

Can we have a normal vacation, Lord? I carefully folded another tee shirt and stacked it in my suitcase. We really need some time to remember what it means to be a family again.

Finding out your parents lied about their lives, pretended to be dead, and kind of programmed you with the keys to their darkest secrets can have a serious impact on your relationship. I needed this time before I went to college to patch things up.

If that was even possible. I slammed the suitcase closed. Chris – their protege and one of my closest friends – insisted that I give them a chance. He knew how badly the secrets had eroded my trust in them. He also knew what it meant to navigate a difficult family.

I remembered General Marshall and curled my lip. Yeah, I never wanted us to get to that point.

“Ready to go, Scott?” Mom knocked on my door and leaned in. “Dad’s got the car loaded.”

“Ready.” I hefted my suitcase off my bed, checked my pockets for my wallet and laser pen. My dart gun wasn’t an appropriate travel accessory, and I really hoped I could trust my parents not to make this a business trip, but I needed the reassurance that I was prepared for anything. The laser pen was both multipurpose and subtle.

“You and Dad promised, no work, no SATURN, no evil villains bent on world domination.” I met Mom’s eye with a challenge of my own at the bottom of the stairs. “Are you ready to stick to your promise?”

Mom looked hurt for a moment, but took a breath and nodded. “More than you can possibly understand.” She laid her hand on my arm. “I know it’s been hard for you to get used to the other side of our lives, but it’s been a hard adjustment for us, too. I just can’t get over the fact that you’re not my little boy anymore. This is our last chance to be together as a family before you head to college.”

“So, where are we headed?” I changed the subject. As much as I needed to talk about “us,” I didn’t want to get this vacation off to a bad start.

“I was thinking a quiet adventure.” Mom gave me a lopsided smile as I tucked my suitcase into the trunk of the car. “Scuba diving and volcano climbing in Hawaii, perhaps?”

“And I thought maybe we could put our globetrotting skills to good use by introducing you to the best parts of Europe,” Dad said as he laid his hand on her back and grinned. “We decided to leave the decision to you.”  

I stared down at the tightly packed trunk. Either choice would be a dream vacation, but somehow scuba diving and volcano climbing didn’t seem as restful as a sightseeing tour of Europe. “Europe sounds good to me. I’ve always wanted to see London.”

“Then we’ll start with England.” Dad rounded the car and opened the door for mom. His eyes met mine seriously. “Your mom and I made it very clear to Mr. Jackson that we’re off limits for three weeks. Chris is the head of SATURN’s Alpha Team now, he can handle it. Ephesians 6:4, son. We’ve got a lot of patching up to do.”

And, ye fathers, provoke not your children to wrath: but bring them up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.

Dad liked to use verse references as secret code, and that was actually one I was familiar with. I froze for a moment and blinked. Was that an apology? Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Traveling by plane is probably one of the most annoying and boring things I’ve ever done. All the security checks, followed by hours of waiting and riding. If I thought flying to my grandparents’ ranch in Texas was boring, it was nothing compared to the transatlantic flight to London. 

Even napping on the plane didn’t prepare me for the exhaustion of stepping off the airplane in a totally different time zone. When I’d left the house, the sun was barely rising. Here, it was already night.

I stretched when my feet hit the ground, using the motion to scan the area for a threat.

I stopped mid-stretch and rolled my eyes, irritated that was my first response.

Ugh. Vacation, Scott. Nobody is following this time. There were people everywhere, but none of them were paying any attention to us. Not the frazzled mom trying to wrangle three kids while her husband headed to claim their baggage. Not the guy with the 80’s mullet listening to his earbuds while pulling a wheeled suitcase behind him. And not the young couple holding hands and staring at each other like they were on their honeymoon.

This was going to be the worst vacation ever if I couldn’t stop being paranoid.

My dad and I gathered our luggage and headed outside while Mom called for a taxi. I tried to ignore the people around me, but there really wasn’t much else to look at while I waited.

The taxi pulled to the curb where my parents stood, but I wasn’t even looking. The guy with the 80’s mullet was here again, waiting at the curb just a few yards away. It had to be the same guy. Mullets aren’t that popular in the twenty-first century.

“Come on, Scott.” Dad waved me over to them, drawing my attention from the man for a split second. “We’ll check in at our hotel and discuss our itinerary over dinner.”

I stared back at the spot where the man had been. I desperately wanted to believe I was imagining it. Why would someone be following us out here, especially with The Hawk in jail and my parents retired?

But what if I wasn’t imagining it? I looked at my parents loading the last of our luggage into the taxi. If there really was someone following us, they certainly had the skills to handle it.

I took a breath and climbed in the back of the taxi with my dad. I’ve handled high speed chases, a solo rescue raid, and more than one showdown with a crazed terrorist. The last thing I was about to do was go crawling to mommy and daddy because some random traveler wanted a taxi.

The hotel was pretty much like any other hotel I’d ever stayed in, and we quickly settled into our room. My parents did a security sweep of the room, which didn’t bother me because, after the guy at the airport, I was about to do the same thing. I stood inside the hotel room entryway and watched them carefully with my arms folded over my chest.

Mom noticed me watching, straightened suddenly, and frowned. She narrowed her eyes and gave me that look like she was trying to read my mind. 

Now I totally understood why Chris wore sunglasses all the time. I met her gaze without backing down, daring her to guess what I was thinking.

“It’s just a precaution.”

“I know.”

“Your father and I have made a promise to keep this strictly family friendly –”

I bit back the temptation to ask how many promises they’d made and broken before.

“– but the truth is that we still have enemies that aren’t bound by those promises.”

And that was precisely the problem. The blood drained from my face despite my determination not to give Mom a clue to my thoughts, and her frown deepened.

“Marisa.” Dad shoved a drawer back into the dresser and turned to us both. “Ecclesiastes 4:12. This is only going to work if we’re all open with each other.”

That wasn’t the most familiar verse, but I knew it had something to do with a threefold cord not being easily broken.

“Eric.” Mom’s voice was firm as she glared at him. “He’s not ready.”

“I’m standing right here.” I rolled my eyes. But she was right. I wasn’t ready to discuss how I felt, or how much their secrets had eroded my trust in them. Chris and Matt knew, but I was fairly certain they hadn’t talked. Well, Matt hadn’t. Chris was loyal first and foremost to them, but I thought he at least respected me enough not to go behind my back like that.

“He’s eighteen. I think he can decide that for himself.” Dad stepped beside Mom and slipped an arm around her waist as he looked at me. “Scott, I – we – know our secrets have hurt you. Saying again that the secrets are there for your protection seems, well, somewhat disingenuous considering all the danger those secrets put you in this past year.”

That was no joke. I raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“Obviously there are some things we can’t share, but I think it’s time we open up the other half of our lives to you.” He chuckled. “Especially since you’ve already gotten an up-close look.”

“Or,” Mom interrupted sharply, her preference clear in the worried look on her face, “you can continue as things have always been. Scott McCully, average high school graduate, looking for one last trip before college.”

“I made my decision about that the day Chris told me you’d been killed in the plane crash.” I tightened my arms against my chest at the memory. “I want the truth. No more lies. No more secrets. I want to get to know who you guys really are, without all the cover stories.”

Mom didn’t look pleased, but she nodded. Dad, on the other hand, looked almost relieved. He’d once expressed regret for not preparing me for the world I was unwillingly dragged into. Maybe he thought he could make up for it now.

I have to admit the idea was a bit appealing. Like Mom had said, their enemies couldn’t be relied on to stay away from me, no matter how hard I wished for it. No matter what path I
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