THe LesseRr
OF TwWO €VILS

CAMPAIGD TRILOGY: PART ODe

Z0e€ €. ((UHITTED




The Lesser of Two Evils
Campaign Trilogy: Part One

Zoe E. Whitten



The Lesser of Two Evils is a work of yction, and the
events portrayed within this work come solely from the
imagination of the writer. Any perceived likenesses from
this story to real persons or events are strictly coincidental.
Locations which are real have been used yctitiously.

Copyright © 2007 Zoe E. Whitten

All rights reserved. This work may not be reproduced in
whole or in part without the express written permission
of the writer.

Electronic Version ISBN 978-0-9820427-1-7

Print Version ISBN 978-1-4092-4121-8

Published by Zoe E. Whitten
http://www.zoewhitten.com



Author Information:

Zoe Elaine Whitten was born April 4, 1975 in Denison,
Texas. Like her parents, she suffers from wanderlust,
and has lived in Austin, Dallas, Devine, Natalia, and San
Antonio. She has also lived briepy in Idaho and Nevada.

Zoe currently lives in Milan, Italy with her husband
and two cats. She has been on short firesearch tripso to
Amsterdam, Bangkok, and Shefyeld.

The Lesser of Two Evils is her second novel. She has also
published Waiting for a Miracle (no longer in print), Trail
of Madness, and Redemption Lost.



Part One

Tuesday, August 13, 1996, 11:34 pm
Houston, Texas

Fred Tanner drummed his yngers on the steering wheel
nervously, looking from the red light at the intersection
to his partner, Larry Sloan, who had been silent for most
of the night. Both of them had been, but the mood of the
ofycers at the station had been tense for the last three
weeks.

Fred glanced at the dispatch radio, and he forced
himself to think of the tune that he was drumming his
yngers to. He wasnbt quite ready to give in to paranoia
at how long the radio had been silent. It was slow on
Tuesday nights sometimes, but the dispatch radio was
never dead silent. Yet not one call had come through in
the last hour. There were occasional bursts of static, and
with each crackle, Fred found himself wishing for a call,
even if it meant bad news.

fiThe lightts green,0 Larry said. His deep voice seemed
a few pitches higher than normal. fiStop looking at the
radio like the stationfs been blown up.o

fiHow do we know it hasnit been already?0 Fred
asked, ynally giving voice to his concern.



fiBecause somebody else would have called inareporton
a big ass yre in the middle of downtown,0 Larry said before
hufyng an annoyed sigh. iLook man, just cool it, okay?0

fiHow can you be so calm?0 asked Fred.

filbom not calm,0 Larry said. filom fatigued. | havenot
slept in...God, | candt even remember the last time | had a
nap. Five patrols hit in three weeks, and with a city full of
cops, we still canét ynd one clue whobs doing it.0

fiYeah, like we don6t already know,0 Fred muttered.

fiWhat? Oh hell, dondt tell me youbre still buying that urban
legend bullshit?0 Larry groaned at the sight of his partnerds
jaw tightening. fiFor the last time, there is no Jobe McKenzie,
all right? The man is a myth as far as 16m concerned.o

AA myth,0 Fred repeated and shook his head. iMyths
donft have body counts.0

fiLook, just because people get killed in explosions
donft mean theybre all related. Youdre talking about six
different MO@s in six states over the course of four years,
and the only thing to tie them all together is a letter that
one tabloid claims is from this Jobe McKenzie guy. Itis
the Weekly Globe, and theydre always trying to come up
with some dumb-ass conspiracy theory.

fiHow many times did they pin the murder of that
Mitchell girl to one of her family members? Like what?
Eight, nine times?0 Larry glanced at Fred, who wouldngt
answer him. He asked, fiHow many times was it supposed
to have been her kid brother?0



Fred said, iMaybe they got it right this time.o

Larry gasped in exasperation. filtés a gossip rag!
They havenft even got another letter since the yrst two
bombings. They just keep picking attacks and saying this
guy did them. Until someone else backs up their claims,
itos all just crap from a tabloid.

fiFor all you know, they picked a staff writer to make
up a letter that connected the two crimes, then they make
the claim that every explosion after that is really vigilante
acts from an urban myth.o

AWelld 0

fiThe yrst victims listed were a Sunday school teacher
and her husband, and the claims that they were criminals
might be easier to believe if there was some kind of actual
charges made, you know?0 Larry shook his head. AiBut
they came up clean, and no oneés come forward to say
otherwise.o

Fred scowled at his partner. iRight, and now we just
happen to have a serial bomber in our cityd 0

iUsing a completely different MO and unrelated
targets!0 Larry sighed and slumped back into his seat.
fiJust drop it, all right? Keep your tabloid killer ideas to
yourself.0

fiHey.0 Fred tapped Larrybs shoulder and gestured
across the street toward a grocery store.

The parking lot was empty, save for one car. Larry
shrugged, almost looking away before he spotted the faint



trail of light on the ground beside the car that had caught
his partnerfs attention. He guessed the source was a
pashlight laid on the ground under the car, but he couldndt
see signs of anybody around.

Larry surveyed the other buildings of the shopping
center as Fred pulled the car across the street and back
toward the parking lot entrance. fiwhere do you think the
driver is?0

fiNoidea,0 Fredsaid. fiButifthey left their pashlighton,
they were either being chased or they were snatched.o

Larry nodded, reaching for the door before the car
had ynished coming to a stop. Looking around again as
he got out, he unsnapped his holster and settled his palm
over the handle of his revolver. Nothing seemed right
about the situation, and his skin prickled as he got closer
to the abandoned car, an ugly, rust-red Volkswagen Rabbit
with a cracked windshield.

fiWhobs looking under the car?0 asked Larry.

Fredds anxious gaze picked away from the car as he
frowned at his partner. iAre you thinking what | am?0

Larry took a step back and said, fiYeah, 16m thinking
bomb.0

fiLetds call for backup,0 Fred suggested. flf it turns
out to be a false alarm, only our pride will be wounded.6
He uttered a short, forced chuckle and walked back to the
patrol car. Dropping into the driverfs seat, he grabbed the
radio receiver handset and called, fiDispatch.o



Larry sat down in the passenger seat, immediately
noting the silence of the radio with a sense of anxiety
that grew as he waited for a reply. Tearing his troubled
gaze away from the radio, he saw that Fred was again
drumming his yngers while he watched the abandoned
car. iDid you make the call yet?0

fil tried, but thereds no answer.0 Fred checked the
frequency and tried again. ADispatch, are you there?0 He
glanced at Larry with an uneasy expression, drumming
his yngers faster against the steering wheel. iWhobs on
shift tonight?0

fiMatt,0 Larry said, his brow furrowing at the continued
silence from the radio.

fiMatt?0 Fred looked up at the rearview mirror.
He dropped the handset, his spine tensing when he
saw someone duck behind the back of the patrol car.
AiShit!o

iWhat?0 Larry asked. His door was slammed with his
leg still stuck outside. Larryés mouth fell open, and the
color of his face darkened to a deep purple.

Fred jerked away from the sounds of the slamming
door and Larryds agonized bellowing. His hands felt slick
as he fumbled to pull his gun out of his holster and open
the door at the same time. Stepping out on shaky legs, he
pivoted on his heels to look over the side of the car, and
then toward the back.

He heard a metallic rattle on the ground and glanced



down just as a small silver ball tumbled out from under
the car. As it rolled far enough to catch light from the
dome lamp, he took a step back to run around the car. His
gaze remained on the ball, and he had barely registered
that the bumpy surface was made up of BBs before the
bomb exploded.

Throwing his arm up in front of his face, he stumbled
backward and collapsed on the ground. His vision was
gone in one eye, and when he tried to wipe his face, his
hand came away covered in a slick coat of blood.

Somewhere faintly, he heard the sound of someone
screaming. Though his face and neck burned when he
tried to move, he raised his arm to stare at the remains of
the hand which had shielded his face.

Something struck his chest and knocked the wind from
him. He closed his hand over it, and then jerked his arm
up, trying to throw another of the improvised grenades
away. It burst over his head, killing him instantly.

Larry continued to scream even though a part of his
mind pleaded with him to move. The passenger door
opened, and before he could think to act, a hand clad
in a black leather glove reached in and tugged his pistol
up and away from his holster. Seconds later, the hand
returned to grip him by the arm and throw him out of the
car in one pull. Larry hit the ground and tumbled over
twice with the force of the throw before coming to rest
on his back.



Larry rolled his head to the side to stare at the man,
who leaned against the patrol car and began to search his
pockets. iWhd whod ?0

fiYou know whatbs fucked up?0 the man asked. He
tugged a pack of cigarettes from one pocket of his long
black trench coat and a Zippo lighter from the other.

Larry watched the man pick the pint wheel several
times before the wick ignited. The light of the tiny pame
pushed back the shadows to reveal a slender, sickly pale
face with sunken cheeks and eyes.

The mants gaze never left his. In that cold stare, Larry
knew he would not live to see his girlfriend again. He
allowed himself a ynal thought of her lying beside him
in bed before he faked a bitter laugh. AiWhatés fucked up
is 16m gonna die at the hands of an urban legend, and the
only people whooll believe it read the Weekly Globe.o

fiThatbs close, yeah. But no, whatts really fucked up
is out of six patrols, you had to be the cops who decided
not to go for the pashlight. I had an almost perfect streak
going there, but you...0 The man paused, smiling as he
took a drag from his cigarette. fiYou win the distinction of
actually being smart cops. So 16m giving you the honor of
my congratulations.0

filom thrilled.0 Larry dropped his head back onto
the pavement, panting as he tried to will away the spots
poating in his vision. Whether the man in front of him was
Jobe McKenzie or not, he wasndt stupid despite seeming



cocky. Even with a broken leg, Larry had a chance to take
him if the man would only move a little bit closer. But he
wisely kept his distance.

fiYou dondt want me to tell you what all of this is
about?0 the man asked.

fiSure,0 Larry said. He popped his hand, waving an
invitation. iCome over here, and whisper it to me.o

The man snorted, blasting plumes of smoke from his
nostrils. fiNice. I still have your gun, you know.o

Larry shook his head. iNah, thatés not your style.o

fiTrue, but 16m not opposed to switching tactics now
that youbve blown my streak.0 The man knelt down and
leaned against the door of the patrol car. fiLarry, youbve
been a bad man, havenbt you?o

iWhat?0 Larry scowled. fiYou know what? Fuck you.
Just kill me now.o

fiFine,0 the man said and rose to pull Larryfs gun
from the waistband of his jeans. He shot Larry twice in
the chest, and then he nodded while his mouth split in a
smug grin. fiSee? It is too my style.o

He walked around to the back of the patrol car,
reaching under the bumper to pry loose the device hedd
tagged the car with to block their radio.

Jobe glanced at his repection in the back window
of the car, shaking his head when he noticed its fuming
expression. fiSave it for later.o



*kx

Wednesday, August 14, 4:53 Am

Jobe settled into his seat, looking at his repection in the
window of the bus. Hedd spent most of the night walking
around to clear his head, and though he hadnét slept in
over forty-eight hours, he still didnét feel tired. He knew
no one was looking for him, but the bus wouldnét leave
for another few minutes, and he wouldnét be able to relax
until he was moving again.

His repection shifted and drew him out of his thoughts.
Jobe glanced around the bus to make sure there were
plenty of seats between himself and the other passengers.
He turned back to his repection and offered a nod. AAll
right, the coast is clear.0

fiSloppy, man. Very sloppy,0 his repection said.

fiNobody lived,0 Jobe insisted. But he nodded again.
iOkay, guns really arendt my style, but | used both
plan Bds on Tanner, and | wasndt about to go fetch the
pashlight...0 Jobe cringed once he remembered that hedd
left the pashlight bomb under the car. AiOh, yeah.o

AANd thatés what was sloppy, dumb ass,0 the repection
snapped before he crossed his arms and sat back in the
repection of Jobebs seat. filn your haste to get away, you
didndt think to clean up after yourself. So now a bomb squad
will get a good look at one of your live bombs, and they
dondt know those guys were dirty. We can only hope they



dondt look at it too closely before blowing it, but that makes
two jobs youdve botched, meaning the FBI will be able to
link you to all those other seemingly random jobs.0

fiThat wasndt a botched job,0 Jobe hissed. He looked
around to make sure no one had heard him. iYou didn6t
tell me the bomb was defective.o

filt wasnft defective before you dropped it, buddy,
and you didndt check back with me until after ynding out
you had a dud,0 the repection said. iWhat you need is a
vacation.o

AAII right, that sounds yne with me. You told me to
pick this bus, so where are we going?0

His repection smiled broadly. iTo ynd redemption,
we shall seek a divine place.0

AA riddle? Okay,0 Jobe said and sat back.

fiLook at your ticket,0 the repection said.

Jobe did, scanning the list of names. He stopped
reading and asked, fiWWhere the hell is Devine?0

*kx

Wednesday, 11:45 am
Devine, Texas

Wendy Stoffel chewed the gum center of her Blow Pop,
not quite ready to pry it off the paper stick. She knew
herself well enough to know that shedd swallow the gum
a few seconds later, so she left the wad of gum on the stick
and pipped through the latest issue of Spiderman. She



wasndt really reading it, and her attention was focused on
the sounds coming from behind her.

She glanced up casually at the window, pretending
to check the trafyc on Hondo Avenue. It was one of the
two main highways running through the town. The Pico
station was on the corner where the highways intersected,
and even at the busiest part of town, there werenft more
than two or three cars passing through.

She wasndt watching trafyc either. Instead, she was
checking the repection to see if Mabel Lang, the clerk
running the convenience store, was still working on the
fryers on the other side of the counters. The old womants
back was turned, and the store was empty.

Wendy closed the comic book and slipped it under the
waistband of her cut-off denim shorts before she pulled
her shirt up and over the top. She picked up the same issue
from the rack and opened it before her eyes picked back
to the repection.

She had plenty of time before Mabel turned around
to give her a scornful look. fiYou know, you been here
something close to two hours, and the only thing you
bought was that lollipop.o

fiYeah, and 16m pat broke just like everybody else in
this town. Where else am | gonna go? Therets the grocery
store or the library.0 Wendy set the comic down, turning
to Mabel as she faked a look of excitement. i\Wow, thereds
S0 many choices!o



fiYou could go home,0 Mabel said.

Wendybs expression darkened. fiYeah, what a great
idea.0 She turned and started for the door, holding her
face in a scowl even as Mabel started to pout.

fiHey, 10m sorry. | know things are rough with your
brother and all, but this isnét a lending library, you know?
Wedre just about as broke as you t00.0 As Mabel rambled,
her expression became more guilty looking while Wendy
continued to stare at her coolly.

fiWedre home alone these days,0 Wendy said. iMy
folks ynally found a job, and ités a day labor construction
deal over in Odessa. So theybre gone until Friday, and
10m all alone except for Sam. Maybe it might seem crazy
to you, but after four years of watching him die slowly,
sometimes | need to get out of the damned house.o

The old womanés mouth papped open, but Wendy
stormed out quickly. She knew that if she stayed any
longer, shedd overplay her grief card, and she liked
rationing it out to last throughout the whole week.

She went around the side of the station before she
jogged out to the street, picking up her pace and not
slowing down until she had run a full two blocks to
a set of railroad tracks. She smiled at them, stepping
over the rails as she always did with a sarcastic
thought about being fithe girl from the wrong side of
the tracks.o0

fiDid you pull a guilt trip on Mabel again?o



Wendy spun, giving a nod to her brother Jamie as she
broke into a smile. AOf course | did. Otherwise sheéd do
the smart thing and count the comics right after I left. This
way, | have a few days to build back up the guilt supply
before the cops come to visit me for a lecture.0

fiYouore evil sometimes,0 Jamie said.

fiNo, 16m just bored sometimes. Being poor is one
thing, but being poor and stuck in a podunk town is driving
me crazy.0

fiWe could go beat somebody up.o

fiNow whobs being evil?0 Wendy looked around before
she tugged the comic out from under her shirt. She waved for
her brother to follow her. iCome on, Sam is waiting for me.o

fil still dondt get any thanks?0 asked Jamie.

Wendy sighed. AAIl right, yne. Thank you, Jamie.
You told me the new Spiderman was in for Sam. | still
had to go get it myself.0

fiBoo-hoo. Cry me a river. When are you going to cut
your hair?0

fiGet bent,0 Wendy said and quickened her pace.

fiSo youdll ignore me now?0

fiYep, even if you refuse to shut up.o

The air went still with an alarming suddenness, the
warm wind fading as quickly as the sounds of the wasps and
locusts. Wendy stopped walking as she felt the short hairs on
her neck rise. She turned, intending to ask her brother if heid
noticed the change in the air. Instead she froze, and her eyes



moved up the street toward a picker of movement.

Jamieds back was turned to her, and his attention
was focused on the intersection by the station that she
had just left. She didndt need to ask what he was looking
at, because she saw the car too. The black Lincoln had
windows tinted so darkly that all she could make out from
the interior was the silhouette of the driver.

What made the car more ominous was that it didnot
seem to repect any light. The black paint was dull and
pat, while the windows didndt repect the sunlight or the
carbs surroundings. Wendy squinted as she realized that
she could see a repection. But the outlines pickering
across the window appeared to be a row of houses, not the
businesses around the intersection. The longer she stared
at the car, the less it seemed real.

No one else but the driver was in the car, and she thought,
No one else is in the car yet. Make sure it’s not you.

Wendy tried to reason with herself that if the car wasnét
real, neither was the threat. But she still followed her instincts
and took a few steps back before catching herself.

The car drove out of view, and Jamie shivered. He looked
over his shoulder to frown at his sister. iDid you feel that?0

Wendy nodded, uttering a gasp as the warm wind
began to blow over her skin again. It was impossible not
to notice the change, nor was the returning sounds of the
insects. She glanced at her brother before turning around
to walk home. filéve gotta check on Sam.o0



