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PREFACE
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The country referred to in this book as Numungo is fictional, but West Africa is home to the most cases of hemorrhagic fever in the world. The disease at the heart of this story, H311, is fictional as well, but it is a hemorrhagic fever similar to Ebola. 

I leave it up to you, dear reader, to decide for yourself if a small country with little resource for fighting this disease or one like it, might resort to a scheme similar to the one in this story to gain aid from the United States and the world at large.
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CHAPTER ONE
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The news was bad. H311 was spreading far beyond previous outbreaks. The doctor at the clinic said everyone in the village was fine, but Henry was worried. He'd heard stories of whole villages wiped out by H311. He was determined not to let that happen to his wife and children. He listened to the elders telling everyone not to worry, but he worried.

There were stories that if a village had even one infected person, the government would destroy the village with everyone in it. Henry wasn't going to let that happen to his family. He would check with the clinic every day. If anyone was infected, he'd take his family into the savanna and escape before the government could kill them all. He told his wife his plan, and they prepared what they would take with them. 

Two villages away the clinic was flooded with people infected with H311. They contacted the government for help. Airplanes dropped supplies of medicines, water, and gloves, but it didn't slow down the spread of the infection.

"Don't worry, Henry. It's contained. Our village is safe," Dr. John said.

"I hope so, Dr. John," said Henry.

A week later, they got the news that the village with the outbreak had been destroyed. No one was giving details, but he heard that the village had been bombed. Henry hoped that would be the end of the H311 outbreak. It had worked in the past, but things had changed. A few days later Henry's daughter started running a fever. He took her to the clinic, but in his heart, he knew he'd already waited too long to put his plan into action.

By the end of the week, the clinic in Henry's village had been overrun with H311 patients. More and more people were sick. Dr. John did his best to contain the illness, but in the end, another bomb dropped, and another village disappeared.

X X X

Mr. Smythe enjoyed his walk to the office in the capital city. He sat at his desk and checked the morning messages. The news was all about the H311 outbreak. Western Africa was in dire straits. The infection was spreading and the health care system couldn't keep up with the need for care. There were no isolation chambers and very limited protective gear for medical workers. Many people came from across the globe to help, but it was an exercise in futility. 

General M called a meeting of his senior staff. He was the ruler of the country but that wouldn't mean much if he was dead. He wanted to find a way to stop H311 and make sure it didn't wipe out the entire population of Numungo. A ruler with no one to rule was a joke.

Everyone presented their reports on the H311 outbreak. The news wasn't good. The outbreak was spreading, and they didn't have the necessary facilities and medical workers to contain it.

"I know the picture is bad, but we can't just let this disease take over our country. Surely, someone has an idea of how we can stop this. I will not lose my country to an enemy I can't even see," General M said. 

"General, we are hoping the Americans and their European friends will help more," Mr. Smyth said

"We don't need more help. We need a plan to stop H311. Unless a cure is found soon, our country will cease to exist."

They discussed the hopeless situation until dinnertime, but no one had come up with even one useful idea.

General M dismissed the men saying "Go. Think. Find a way to stop this. I need ideas. If you can't help me, I'll find men who are not too weak to do the job."

General M did not believe there was any problem that could not be solved by the application of sufficient force. That was always true when dealing with people and even animals. He needed to figure out how to apply force to a virus. General M had fought too long to gain his status as ruler of Numungo. He would find someone who could come up with a plan to beat this bug.

The world was scrambling to respond to the most recent outbreak of H311 in Africa. In the past, entire villages had been wiped out by H311, but it had always been contained. Until now.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Whether by an act of God or a fluke of nature, or because travel has become so much easier, the spread of the current outbreak was different. People from infected villages rode on buses, and aid workers trying to care for the sick returned home via plane. The H311 virus was spreading at an alarming rate and no place on earth was sure it was safe.

Mr. Smythe was worried about the virus and about his boss. The general was not known for his patience. If his advisers didn't come up with a good proposal, they would be dead. Mr. Smythe had tried to keep his worries from his wife as was normal in their culture, but it was time to let her know how serious the situation was. Over dinner, he explained all of his concerns.

She was very proud of her husband. He worked hard and was now a leader in their country. They lived in a safe building in the capitol city. By Numungan standards, they were doing well. She'd hoped they'd have a child by now, but God had not blessed them with any offspring yet. Mr. Smythe explained that they were lucky. He had a cousin in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in the United States. He wanted to send his wife there until the outbreak was under control. She didn't want to leave her husband or her home, but she would be glad to be away from the terrible disease that was killing so many around them. At first, the disease was only in remote villages, but now there were cases even in the capitol city, and she was afraid. Every day walking to the market, she heard someone coughing and wondered if they were infected.

He wanted to send her to Pittsburgh until the disease was under control. If he was killed before that happened, at least his wife would be safe.

It took days to convince her to go, and then weeks to make the necessary arrangements. Mr. Smythe knew that anyone traveling to the US from West Africa was being watched when they landed in the US. There was great concern that an infected person could land on US soil and spread the disease. Many in the US feared that if H311 reached one of the large cities it would be nearly impossible to stop its spread, and thousands would die.

Mr. And Mrs. Smythe devised a complicated plan. It would cost their entire life savings. But, thought Mr. Smythe, what good is a life savings, if you are dead.

She didn't want to leave him. Every day the meetings grew more intense. No one had any idea how to stop the spread of H311. Theirs was a small, poor country with few doctors and no medical research or pharmaceutical firms to press into service to focus on the problem. General M was growing impatient for answers. Smythe expected the general to start shooting his staff any day. The entire country of Numungo lived each day in fear. Some feared the disease would kill them and their families, and others feared the general would kill those the disease spared.

In the middle of the night, under cloak of darkness, Mr. Smythe drove his old sedan to the edge of the city. He had been as careful as he could. Everything possible to assure his wife would make it safely to Pittsburgh had been done. He knew the journey would be long, and she was frightened. All he could do was wait and try not to worry. There were other people in Numungo who were sneaking loved ones out of the country too. Mr. Smythe parked his vehicle behind an abandoned building. He helped his wife from the car, got her bag from the trunk, and led her to the men loading people into an old bus. There were no direct flights to the US from Numungo. Most countries had screening processes in place for people traveling from West Africa to the US. That meant the only way to assure safe passage to the US avoiding those restrictions was to have false IDs and passports. That meant dealing with criminals. Mr. Smythe was ill at ease leaving his wife in the care of these men, but there was no choice. They both knew it would be a long journey fraught with danger.

Mr. Smythe returned to their apartment alone and scared. If the general found out he had sent his wife away, he would be shot. He planned to pretend she was safe at home as long as he could. Until he heard that she was safe in America, he doubted he'd sleep at all, but that would take many days. Every day he worried that General M might shoot him. He worried every minute that the general would learn of his deception. He was afraid his wife would be killed or sold into slavery and never reach the US. He grew more and more nervous which only made him more worried that someone would notice.

Every day the H311 news grew worse. More people infected. More people dead. No hope in sight. The strain of making it appear that his wife was still at home combined with lack of sleep due to worrying about how her trip was progressing was taking a toll on Mr. Smythe. Never a robust man, he was showing the signs of fatigue and worry.

General M held daily meetings to discuss ways to eradicate the virus. The ideas put forth grew more absurd with each passing day. Just yesterday, someone suggested transporting the infected to a remote part of the country and getting North Korea to drop a nuclear bomb on the area. Most of those at the meeting agreed this was too extreme, but they agreed it might work. They were convinced it could be done. General M wrote it on a list of possible solutions to the problem. It was the only item on the list.

Many of General M's advisers were terrified that if they didn't come up with a better idea soon, the general would pursue the only option available. Mr. Smythe was an intelligent man. He knew that meetings like those with General M were happening in many other African nations. Numungo had never been a stable area politically. Most of the countries with H311 outbreaks had unstable governments run by military extremists or dictators. He worried that other countries would come up with the nuclear option and might very well pursue it to the detriment of the entire continent.

Mr. Smythe wanted to flee with his wife, but their funds would only provide for one of them to make the journey to Pittsburgh. His list of worries was long and getting longer. He wondered if he'd ever see his wife again.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Mrs. Smythe was scared. She'd been scared of getting sick with H311 for months, but this was different. She'd never traveled without her husband. The men leading the group of women and children were mean. They threatened the travelers if they caused a delay or asked too many questions. Not speaking unless asked a direct question, she tried to stay hidden in the background of the group.

She was worried that one of her fellow travelers could be infected. Horrible thoughts filled her head every waking moment. Would the men transporting them sell them as slaves? She knew her husband had taken a great chance to arrange her travel, so she tried to remain strong for him. When they reached the city, they were driven to an old airfield, not the commercial airport. They boarded an old C130 cargo plane. The men that had driven them across Africa stayed behind. There were new men on the plane to watch over them. None of the women or children had ever been on plane. Many cried or vomited. It was a long flight. The seats were uncomfortable, and the stench of the unwashed group mixing with the vomit threatened to make them all ill. Mrs. Smythe pulled her headscarf over her mouth and kept her eyes closed.

She had no idea how long they would fly, and she didn't know how long she could sit there with the smell, the noise, and the worry. She wanted to scream and run away, but that wasn't possible in an airplane. She kept her hands clasped in her lap to hide the fact that she was trembling. She worried that, if she fainted, they might think she was infected and leave her behind. When her terror was about to overtake her, there was a jolt as the plane landed at another deserted airport. This one on the outskirts of a large city.

The travelers were loaded into military vehicles with their luggage. They were taken to the commercial airport where they were dropped off. From this point on, they were on their own. She cleaned up in the restroom and followed the signs as best she could. Before getting in line to check in, she rehearsed what she was supposed to say. Her husband had given her a fake South African passport. He didn't want anyone to know she was from Numungo where H311 was prevalent.

She was so nervous her hands were shaking when she approached the ticket counter. Mr. Smythe purchased the ticket online. It was waiting for so she didn't have to pay. They checked her passport and gave her a boarding pass. She followed the directions to the security checkpoint. Because H311 was not a concern here, there were no special precautions. She made it to her gate and boarded her plane without incident. She wished she could let her husband know she was OK. When she got to Pittsburgh, she would be able to call him or send email.

The flight would take her to Brazil. It was very comfortable, but she was still scared. She kept feeling like everyone was looking at her like they knew she had secrets. Mostly she kept her eyes down and tried not to look at anyone. When she did look at her fellow passengers, she tried to mimic their actions. She was prepared for the landing this time, and it wasn't so scary. The airport in Brazil was crowded with people. She didn't make eye contact with anyone. She walked to the gate for her next flight and sat quietly until it was time to board. This was the flight that would take her to Pittsburgh and the end of her long journey. She wondered how her husband was doing. She hoped the general had not found out she was gone.

X X X

Mr. Smythe spent all day every day in meetings talking about ways to combat the H311 problem. They'd long since discussed and discarded all reasonable ideas. General M was losing his patience. They had been talking about this for weeks. These were his best advisers, and none of them had any idea what to do. There was only one option on the list and that involved a North Korean nuclear weapon. There had to be something else. Something cheaper. He'd have to pay that crazy man in North Korea a fortune to get him to use one of his precious nuclear bombs in Numungo.

It was time to up the stakes. "We have talked and talked and talked and still there is only one option on the list. You told me you were smart, but you have no ideas. Nothing. You think doing nothing is acceptable. I believe I must show you that taking no action will not save you."

Before anyone realized what was happening, General M drew his weapon and shot his economic adviser in the head. The man’s head fell onto the conference table and bounced before settling. Those sitting next to the dead man quickly moved their chairs further away. No one spoke. General M made no move to have the body removed. He wanted them to have to look at the corpse. For the rest of the day, they sat in that room with the body. After two hours, the smell of bodily fluids and blood made it impossible for anyone to think of anything but the body. The scene would have been horrific anywhere, but in Numungo where bodily fluids often were the source of H311 infection, it was worse. Mr. Smythe wondered if the man was infected. He wondered which of the men around the table would be the next to die.

"I need answers, and you will give them to me. You've provided many excuses for what we can't do. I need something we can do. Go home. Do your jobs. Have ideas for me tomorrow. Real ideas," General M said.

Mr. Smythe was frightened of everything now. Frightened of dying. Frightened of catching H311. Frightened that something bad had happened to his wife. He thought he should just kill himself. It wouldn't matter. He was going to die soon no matter what he did unless he could come up with an idea. A good idea. Since he couldn't sleep and his wife was not there to keep him company, Mr. Smythe spent every night reading about how the governments of other countries worked. He thought maybe he could find an answer by thinking about how other countries would react to an H311 outbreak. What would the US do if there was an H311 outbreak on US soil? He hoped there wouldn't be an outbreak in the US. He had sent his wife there to avoid the disease, but if there was, how would the government deal with the infection?

X X X

Mr. Smythe had been up all night, but he had the start of a plan. A plan he hoped would appease General M. It was a serious plan and would place him in more danger, but he thought it could work. He didn't want to suggest his plan to the general until he was sure that his wife was safe in Pittsburgh. If the general didn't like his idea, he would shoot him for suggesting such a thing. He needed to know she was safe before he died.

While he waited to hear from his wife, he continued his research and refined his plan. Mr. Smythe studied reports on how the US Centers for Disease Control or CDC dealt with viral outbreaks. He read reports about how outbreaks of Ebola had been dealt with starting in the seventies. Mr. Smythe was a smart man. He could learn lessons from what others had done. He refined his plan with the information he learned.

Finally, when he'd almost let the worry completely overwhelm him, he got an email. His wife was safe with his cousin. He had managed to stay alive long enough to know she was safe. He'd propose his plan as soon as possible. The general would either be pleased and promote him or shoot him on the spot. Either way his worrying would end.
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In the US, the CDC was struggling to quell the fears of the public. The H311 outbreak in Africa had everyone on edge. Some US medical personnel infected while treating patients in West Africa, had been brought back to the US for treatment. Public opinion was divided. Some were not happy to have people infected with H311 on US soil while others felt these medical workers who had volunteered to help those in need deserved the best possible care. The infected patients traveled back to the US in specially outfitted airplanes with containment areas. They were in isolation the entire trip. Once in the US, they were treated at hospitals that had the necessary quarantine facilities to treat them safely. At least as safely as anyone knew how. The public was concerned that all the precautions wouldn't be enough. Some recent mishandling of dangerous substances at the CDC itself had added to the public’s distrust.

Special precautions were put in place on flights to the US from the infected countries. The public wanted the government to take more precautions, but no one could agree on what. Politicians were walking a fine line between being caring and supportive of those suffering from what the media had labeled the "HELL virus" and protecting US citizens from possible infection.

Politicians wanted to help. The world expected the US to help whenever there was a humanitarian crisis anywhere in the world, but in this case, sending US citizens to help in countries with high rates of infection from the virus could mean putting many Americans at risk when those workers returned to their families in the US. It was a much more complicated issue than sending aid workers to help clean up the aftermath of a tsunami or hurricane.

X X X

In Pittsburgh, Mrs. Smythe was settling in to life with her cousins. They were nice enough, but she missed her husband and worried about what was happening in Numungo. She helped care for the children, cook, and clean around their home. She appreciated them allowing her to stay with them, but she wondered how long she would have to be there. In all the discussions she had with her husband about this plan, she had never once thought to ask how things would ever return to normal. Would she be able to return to Numungo someday?

Mr. Smythe emailed his wife the news that he'd come up with a plan to help their country deal with the H311 outbreak. He'd been waiting until she was safe before sharing his plan. She knew what that meant. If General M thought it was a good idea, Mr. Smythe would be a hero. If the general didn't like the idea, he would shoot her husband on the spot. She prayed it was a very good idea.

X X X

Mr. Smythe woke earlier than usual. He reviewed his notes and wrote a letter to his wife before heading into the office. If this went badly, it would be his last day on earth. He was prepared for that. He thought it was a good idea, but it was complicated and he worried that General M wouldn't have the patience it required.

The general opened the day's meeting as he had for the past six weeks with a tirade about the need for action and the lack of useful ideas. It hadn't escaped the five men in the room that their number was dwindling. There had been eight of them when this started. One man had been shot as an example. Two others had vanished. Rumors swirled as to whether General M had them killed or they ran away. The five men left in the room knew that each passing day brought them closer to suffering the same fate. In some societies in other countries, these men might have continued their brainstorming outside the office and spent every available minute trying to solve this problem and save their lives, but in this culture, it was every man for himself. At the end of each day, the men returned to their homes happy to have survived the day and fearful it would be their last.

When General Mumbatutu finished his opening remarks, Mr. Smythe rose from his seat. "Well, it appears that one of you has finally come up with an idea. Mr. Smythe, I hope this is an idea that has some actual merit. Please explain what you have in mind," the general said.

"I
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