







 

MORE CRYPTIC PRAISE FOR

THE DICK CHENEY CODE

AHIL ARIO USBO OKBR ILLI ANTA


COMI CMAS TERP IECE

—National Cryptographic

“O, greet a lulu! Moral: Let’s revel! Clever! Stellar!


Om! Ululate, ergo!”

—Modern Palindrome

“The Dick Cheney Code is to literature as: (a) author: genius; (b) laugh: riot; (c) inspired: satire; (d) surefire: bestseller; (e) Sistine Chapel: art.”

—Multiple Choice Weekly

“We giggled, cackled, chuckled, chortled, and snickered!”

—Onomatopoetic Quarterly

GR8! A2RDE4CE!

—Vanity Plate Fair

“You, you gotta buy this friggin’ book, Tony. I’m telling you, it’ll kill you, just like we killed Paulie.


You’ll die laughing.”

—The Wiretappers Transcript

“Better than anything I read in my entire previous life!


I only wish I will have written it!”

—Reincarnation Today

“Eerie shrieks of laughter….A pair of disembodied hands applauds loudly….”

—Spirit World

“There is cause for celebration. Multitudes are seized with mirth. The evil ruler and his minions are dejected.”

—Tarot Topics

“Wud uzb thub funnuzzzzt buksssst Ieeee everrrb reddzznnffft.”

—Public Address Gazette

“



”

—Invisible Inklings
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Sort of True, Semi-Actual, Quasi-Historical, Honest-to-Pretty-Goodness Facts:


 

THE KNIGHTS TEMPLAR were a medieval brotherhood that traced its origins to a group of crusaders who occupied a castle in Jerusalem. They prospered for two hundred years—from 1118 until their dissolution in 1318—and during that time they amassed enormous wealth and became the bankers for the French kings. Although their last Master was burned at the stake, it is rumored that a core group, the Knights Bursar (sometimes also known as the Simoleons or the Knights of Mazuma) managed to survive. Interestingly, the original name lives on as a division of Freemasonry, a worldwide semi-secret fraternal organization whose roots go back to the eighteenth century. Many of the founding fathers, including George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, Chief Justice John Marshall, and John Hancock were Masons, as were Paul Revere, John Paul Jones, the Marquis de Lafayette, most of the top officers of the Continental Army, and thirteen U.S. presidents. Among the noteworthy modern-day Masons are a number of contemporary members of Congress and a popular brand of glass storage jars.

 

Founded in 1832, Skull and Bones is the most exclusive and mysterious of Yale’s secret societies. Widely suspected of encouraging satanic practices and devil worship in its bizarre tomb-like headquarters building in New Haven, it numbers among its initiates W. Averell Harriman, Henry Luce, McGeorge Bundy, William F. Buckley, President George W. Bush and his father, President George H. W. Bush, and Senator John Kerry, as well as scores of wealthy and influential figures in media, finance, government, and academia. Undergraduate members are known as Knights; graduates are referred to as Patriarchs. Although not a Bonesman himself, Vice President Dick Cheney attended Yale. He did not graduate, but he often returns for reunions.

 

Even the most cursory examination of the ponderous directory universally referred to by scholars as The White Pages reveals beyond any doubt that every single resident of the city of Washington, DC, belongs to a venerable, arbitrary, and tyrannical organization dating to ancient Roman times that is known simply as “The Alphabetical Order.”







PROLOGUE

 

Smithsonian Museum, The Mall, Washington, DC 11:11PM



 

HEMMINGS DUMONT, the little known but widely respected Custodian of Documents, Artifacts, Memorabilia, and Historically Significant Odds and Ends at the National Museum of American History, strained against the bonds that secured him to the frame of an antique Duncan Phyfe sidechair. As he struggled to free himself from the ugly rep-stripe ties knotted tightly around his wrists and ankles, he knew he couldn’t take much more punishment.

The leader of the diabolical glee club played a middle C on his surprisingly long pitch pipe, and the three other portly white men in tuxedos who filled out the quartet launched into their third rendition of “Kumbaya.” They had already performed “The Old Ark’s a-Moverin,” “Sixteen Tons,” “Hey, Mr. Tallyman, Tally Me Bananas,” “Yellow Bird,” “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore,” “Puff, the Magic Dragon,” and, of course, the Whiffenpoof Song.

“Stop, stop,” Dumont pleaded. “I can’t take it anymore. I’ll tell you what you want to know.”

The lie he was about to repeat had been agreed upon among the Keepers many decades ago. He summoned up all the completely spurious sincerity he had developed over a lifetime as an African-American academic trying to survive in a deeply racist society.

“The dog ate it,” he said finally, shaking his head in feigned regret. He would have wiped a tear from his eye if he could have raised his hand.

The Pitch permitted himself a pompous little smirk. “Ah, yes,” he said, his strangely singsong voice dripping with self-satisfaction. “Your answer agrees perfectly with the information we persuaded the others to provide us.”

Dumont nodded wearily. He had expected this. Of course, these honkies would have found the others—that was the whole point of this rope-a-dope.

What he did not expect was the poisoned dart that the Pitch blew with terrible accuracy into the side of his throat using a quick, sharp puff of air from his strange flute-like pipe to propel the deadly missile. A blowgun. I should have figured a WASP would sting.

As the four evil crooners walked swiftly away, Du-mont could feel the toxin beginning to spread through his system. He prayed he would live long enough to do what he had to do.

With superhuman effort, he raised his left arm, and with a sudden ripping sound the tie split at the seam. At the point where the neckwear had torn, he noticed a small tag: MADE IN CHINA. He smiled ruefully. Cheap bastards—serves them right.

As he quickly freed himself from the remaining restraints and rose unsteadily to his feet, he could feel his muscles begin to stiffen.

He knew he had very little time left. He would have to use it wisely.






CHAPTER 1


 

WILLIAM FRANKLIN watched the hotel television with the eye of a dedicated researcher long attuned to the fascinating possibilities of early twenty-first-century American filmmaking. The surprisingly large-busted heroines of Project Hot Bod: Bimbos of the Kyoto Protocol had reacted to the threat of global warming with laudable ingenuity by removing their bikini tops and joining the hunky surfers in an impressive effort to construct a formidable array of sandcastles as a first line of defense against the rising sea level. Judging by the bulges in the dudes’ Speedos, some additional hard information regarding the unforeseen consequences of widespread climatological change would be emerging shortly.

The bedside telephone rang with an insistent purr. Franklin looked at his counterfeit Rolex with annoyance. It was 1:30 AM, give or take half an hour. Probably a wrong number. Why do publishers always stick me in these cheesy chain hotels?

Franklin paused the videotape and grabbed the hand-set. “Yes?”

“Professor Franklin,” said a chirpy voice, “this is Todd at the front desk. There are some, uh, policemen here looking for you.”

Franklin instinctively punched the rewind button and switched the channel to PBS. When you are Professor of American Popular History, Urban Mythology, and Supermarket Tabloid Science at Howard Hughes College in Rancho Melanoma, California, as well as Director of the Harding Institute of Paranoid Studies and Chairman of the Tricoastal Center for Lowbrow Culture, Folklore, and Taproom Wagers, a sense of the dignity of one’s position requires constant attention to appearances.

“There must be some mistake,” said Franklin. “I had merely inquired of the young lady in your handsomely appointed cocktail lounge if she would like to join me in a simple experiment I am conducting for a paper to be entitled ‘Casual Intergender Social Interaction in Hotel Cocktail Lounges on Business Trips’—no harm intended.”

The voice on the phone changed. “Professor, this is Agent Dan Fine of the Department of Homeland Security. We need your immediate assistance in a matter of the utmost urgency.”

“Agent Fine,” Franklin stammered, “there must be some mistake. I’m just a college professor.”

“You can come right down, or we can come up,” said Fine in a tone that Franklin remembered from the drill sergeants in his basic training unit at Fort Dix, where for some unknown reason he had been selected to receive special training in Chemical, Biological, and Radiological Warfare. Strange that he would recall that odd fact at this particular moment, but then he did hold a degree in Explanatory Dialogue and Story Advancement from UCLA.

Franklin looked around the room at some of the materials he had been examining for his paper on Sexually Stimulating Miscellanea. The life-size bimbo doll was not going to be easy to deflate.

“I’ll be right down,” he said.

 

The Georgetown Ambassador Suites Hotel had a tacky if grandiose lobby designed to hold long lines of people waiting to check in behind zigzagging rows of velvet ropes. At this hour of the morning, it was deserted, save for the slightly incongruous sight of four uniformed agents of the Transportation Security Agency setting up what looked like a typical airport screening barrier, complete with walk-through metal detector, carry-on-luggage X-ray device, collapsible metal picnic tables with a stack of large square gray rubber trays, and a couple of folding chairs.

Two classic government-issue agents in plain clothes stepped forward. “Dan Fine,” said the taller of the pair. He showed a badge. “FBI, now with Homeland Security.” He held out a hand, which Franklin shook gingerly.

His partner produced a large automatic pistol, aimed it to one side, and pulled the trigger. A short, cigarette-lighter-sized flame shot out of the muzzle and a combination bottle opener and corkscrew sprang out of the butt with a loud click. “Jim Dandy, Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms,” he said.

“I’m William Franklin. Can you tell me what this is all about?”

“We’ll get to that later,” said Fine, motioning Franklin toward the security line. One of the uniformed agents held out a tray. “Laptop, cell phone, electronic devices? Jewelry, keys, coins, metal objects, gimmicks, plot devices?”

Dazed, Franklin emptied his pockets, took off his jacket, and put everything into the container.

“Shoes?” he asked.

“Up to you, sir,” said the bored inspector.

Franklin took off his shoes and stepped through the metal detector. It chimed loudly. “Ring?” said the inspector accusingly as he gave Franklin a thorough wanding.

Franklin looked sheepishly at the heavy gold colonial-era signet ring on the third finger of his right hand. He’d worn the Franklin family heirloom for so long, he always forgot to remove it. For the umpteenth time, he examined the intaglio image of a printer’s devil composed of cleverly aligned punctuation marks from an old letterpress. Two hundred years before the Internet, an ingenious ancestor of his had created the first emoticon:
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“Have you accepted any gifts from strangers? Were your possessions in your possession at all times? What is the purpose of your visit?”

“No, yes, I don’t know,” said Franklin, collecting his things.

“Okay, he’s clean,” said Fine. He looked at Franklin pointedly. “We’ve gone to Threat Level Purple—we don’t plan to take any chances.”

“You know, I think it’s more of a magenta or a lavender color,” said Agent Dandy.

“Well, you might be right, Jim,” said Fine. “I’ve certainly always seen some lilac, even mauve, in there. Not a full fuchsia, mind you, but a lot less blue.”

As the security team dismantled the portable inspection apparatus, Fine steered Franklin out the front door. At the curb sat an anonymous-looking black Ford festooned with crepe paper. Cans and shoes were tied to the rear bumper with string, and large soaped-on letters read JUST MARRIED.

“We’re doing our part to support the President’s Marriage Initiative,” said Fine. He motioned Franklin to take a seat in back, got behind the wheel, and turned on a dashboard-mounted police warning light. Agent Dandy climbed in the passenger side, and they headed east down M Street at high speed.






CHAPTER 2


 

DEXTER “COOKIE” TOLLHOUSE, ’59, known at Skull and Bones as “Windpipes” D.157, settled back into the deep leather club chair, smoking a long cigar and sipping brandy from a colossal snifter.

Like all Ivy League college clubs, the Yale Club had cooperative agreements for reciprocal privileges in cities throughout North America and Europe, and Tollhouse had been welcomed to the elegant Sachem Club on Dupont Circle as warmly as any regular member. The quiet, efficient, and deferential Negro servant reminded him of the loyal retainers at the Tomb, the wonderful old colored caddies and waiters at Augusta National, and the terrific staff of black mammies at the annual Bohemian Grove blowouts.

Merritt Parkway IV, Newell Banister, and Sterling Forest had gone to bed; age seemed to have slowed them down to an extent that always surprised and, in a way, disappointed Dexter. But, of course, although they had been good solid Whiffenpoofs back at Yale—and had graduated to become tried-and-true Deathenpoofs—they weren’t Bonesmen. It showed.

Tollhouse fingered the small gold pin on his watch fob. Fabricated by Tiffany, it was in the shape of a skull and crossbones with the enigmatic number 322 centered at the intersection of the two tibias.

He took a slim cell phone out of his pocket and punched a number. He hated the things and felt a stab of shame at using one here—it was strictly against club rules— but it was late, and the public rooms were empty.

After two rings, a voice spoke from the tiny handset. “Ooga-booga?”

“Boola-boola,” Tollhouse responded.

“Hubba-hubba!” came the gratified reply.

Tollhouse smiled, pressed the “End” button, and pocketed the phone. With a surprisingly powerful puff, he blew a perfect smoke ring nearly thirty feet across the room, then propelled a second, smaller one directly through the hole in its center.

The Senior Patriarch will be pleased. Our little world will be secure, our secrets will be safe.

 

Louis Moon, the Sachem Club’s longest-serving attendant, peered discreetly into the smoking room. Thirty-eight years of honorable service to the hundreds of patronizing, brain-dead ofay dickheads who belonged to the capital’s most exclusive social institution had not gone unrewarded. Acting with a stunning degree of financial savvy based on a profound if unrecognized intellect, he had parlayed dozens of overheard stock tips into a fortune of nearly $6 million, much of which had gone to sustain the work of the Keepers.

Still, he felt a certain foreboding. Tollhouse wore the Devil’s Pin. He was the Enemy. He would have to be watched. Someday, Moon might even have to do something more serious than spit in his brandy.






CHAPTER 3


 

FRANKLIN FUMBLED FOR his seat belt as the government Ford turned onto Pennsylvania Avenue, navigating through Washington’s odd Masonic pattern of diagonal avenues, circles, and squares. He felt as if he were in a bad dream or, worse still, one of those dumb thrillers you buy at the airport where an ordinary guy lands in the middle of some bizarre conspiracy.

Fine seemed to read his mind. “You’re probably feeling like a guy in one of those dumb thrillers you buy at the airport who’s landed in the middle of some bizarre conspiracy.”

“I think I deserve an explanation, or at least some needlessly complex narrative exposition, no matter how improbable,” said Franklin angrily. “Look, what the hell is going on?”

“Hey, pal, that’s not the way it works around here,” said Agent Dandy, turning in his seat to face Franklin. “First we give the answers—then you ask the questions.”

“This unique museum, often called the ‘nation’s attic,’ is the repository for more than sixteen million pieces of Americana, ranging from the Star-Spangled Banner and a Model T Ford to Michael Jordan’s jersey and Archie Bunker’s chair from All in the Family,” said Fine.

“What is the Smithsonian?”

Dandy nodded. “This distinguished African-American scholar was the senior Custodian of Documents, Archives, Memorabilia, and Historically Significant Odds and Ends at the Smithsonian.”

“Who is Hemmings Dumont?” said Franklin immediately, remembering the erudite black man who had taken him into the vaults to show him Monica Lewinsky’s blue dress, Jimmy Carter’s collection of dirty French postcards, and the original handwritten first draft of Nixon’s enemies list.

He’d first met Dumont several years earlier when he’d helped his alma mater, the University of Pennsylvania, arrange a permanent loan to the Smithsonian of the papers of his namesake and distant forebear, William Franklin, Benjamin Franklin’s talented but eccentric illegitimate son. Dumont had been tickled by the screwball inventor’s dizzy gizmos, like the Paul Revere pewter dribble mug, the Waltz Hoop, the inflatable “farting” pew cushion, and the flintlock pistol that shot out a little flag at the end of a stick with YE BANG written on it. Franklin also remembered that Dumont had suddenly turned serious when he had seen a set of plans for a patented Devil Detector.

Dandy handed Franklin a large glossy black-and-white photo. “This photograph of the dead body of Mr. Dumont is evidence of a crime.”

“Murdered!” said Franklin.

“No, you’re supposed to say, ‘What is murder?’ ”

Dandy passed back an ad torn from yesterday’s Washington Post. “This man’s name in a newspaper advertisement was circled by Mr. Dumont before he died.”

The half-page ad announced a book signing at 8 PM at the Barnes & Noble store in Georgetown. The name marked with a heavy black felt-tip pen was that of the noted popular historian William Franklin.
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