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Chapter 1

Nostradamus
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Jules recalled the first time she heard Dean say it was possible. The memory was sharp, etched by the scent of stale coffee in their first, sparsely furnished office a few years ago. She had asked, half-joking, whether AI could truly predict a person’s death. Dean, who usually deflected such questions with a cloud of technical jargon, had looked up from his screen, his eyes holding a strange, unsettling focus. “Yes,” he’d said, with no hint of irony. “It’s possible.” Now, she was delivering a far more polished version of that answer to an audience of millions.

The voice of Sierra Hudson, host of the influential “Women in AI” podcast, was smooth and inquisitive through her headphones. “Jules, welcome. Let’s get right to it. Nostradamus has become the most talked-about, and perhaps the most mis-understood startup in years, maybe ever. The central premise—predicting human mortality—is staggering. How is it even possible to collect not just enough data, but the right data, to create a unique mortality forecast for any given user? Offering them a predicted number of days they have remaining to live; it is unprecedented to say the least!”

Jules Spencer leaned into the microphone, the years of media training calming her nerves. “Sierra, thank you for having me. First, let me say that I understand, we understand - human beings are generally not preoccupied with the prospect our own deaths. Unless we are struggling with survival living in a war zone or suffering from an incurable disease, it isn’t an overstatement to say many if not most people are not planning their lives based on the reality that we all have limited time on this earth. However, this doesn’t mean people are operating in a constant state of denial. To put it bluntly, we all know we are going to die, we just don’t know when. Nostradamus was designed to answer that question and offer a plan that says, here is what you can do about it.”

“We create that plan for each individual Nostradamus user by collecting the staggering amount of data required to make a high probability mortality prediction. In essence we approach this data collection challenge with two distinct, synergistic methods: what we call ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ models.”

“Let’s start with ‘outside-in,’” Sierra prompted. “That’s the version that doesn’t require an implant, correct?” “Correct,” Jules confirmed. “We begin with the same actuarial data that has underpinned the life insurance industry for more than a century. But that’s just the baseline. We then integrate a user’s digital exhaust—their entire public and private data footprint. Encrypted, of course. Everything from financial transactions and location history to their social media activity, photo catalogs, and even text and email metadata. We combine that with their wellness data from wearables like the Apple Watch or Oura ring. It gives us an unprecedented, holistic view of a person's psycho-social, behavioral, and physical state.”

Sierra paused creating uncomfortable dead air in the interview while she processed the scope of what Jules had just shared. Her tone then took on a new edge of professional skepticism. “Jules, that is an astonishing amount of surveillance. Why would anyone willingly grant you access to the most intimate details of their life?”

Jules offered a practiced, disarming smile. “For the same reason they trust an online bank with their finances, Amazon with their credit card information for one click purchasing or a social network with their photos: the value exchange. We offer something no one else can. We give our users a map of their own longevity. Two, in fact. The first shows their life’s trajectory based on their current path. The second shows a new trajectory, an optimized path, based on our recommendations. When faced with the choice—a clearer path to a long life—very few people say no.” Sierra interjected, “Do you include yourself in that group of people?” “While we don’t of course disclose protected health information for any of our users, the answer to your questions is yes, I am a Nostradamus user. My mortality prediction is however of course a private matter, I’m sure you understand”, Jules added hoping this was the end of this line of questioning.

“Which brings us to the ‘inside-out’ model,” Sierra pivoted seamlessly. “This is where the implants come in. The Clairvoyance sensors. This is the part that has regulators and ethicists losing sleep.”

“This is the part that will change the way we live our lives,” Jules corrected gently. “We use two, first-of-their-kind implanted sensors. The first is a telemetry sensor, an advanced bio-monitor that provides continuous ECG, respiration, blood oxygenation and other proprietary data. It tracks musculoskeletal stress, sleep architecture—a constant stream of the body’s physical performance.” “And the second?”

“The second,” Jules said, pausing for effect, “is a marvel of bio-engineering. It’s a microfluidic, lab-on-a-chip that continuously analyzes interstitial fluid—the fluid surrounding our cells. It’s a real-time blood test, measuring a vast panel of biomarkers at the molecular level. Inflammatory markers, metabolic hormones, even circulating tumor DNA fragments, plus the first of their kind Nostradamus algorithms. It’s the ultimate ground truth of your body’s internal state.”

Sierra was quiet for a moment. “So, the combination... you’re essentially creating the most complete, real-time portrait of a human being ever conceived.” “Exactly,” Jules said. “The outside-in model is a brilliant inference engine. But when you combine it with the inside-out ground truth, the accuracy of our mortality predictions becomes... profound. That is the power of Nostradamus.” 

Jules held her composure, but the memory of Dean’s haunted look when he first described that power echoed in her mind. Their original surgical outcome system seemed so quaint now, so naive. They’d wanted to help people, but in their quest for data, they had stumbled into the domain of gods. Now, their IPO was scheduled for January 15th, a date that loomed like a guillotine.

Thousands of miles away, Seth Morris gripped the steering wheel of a rental car, the tinny sound of the podcast filling the small cabin. He was navigating the narrow, wet roads toward Ullapool, Scotland a miserable blend of overcast and drizzle the Scots called “dreich.” He was late. Sixty miles still separated him from Dean’s house, a converted traveler’s lodge called “The Wreck & Ruin” that overlooked the gray, churning waters of Loch Broom. His mission was simple, if not remotely possible: convince Dean to pack a bag and return to civilization before midnight.

Dean, despite his Scottish surname, had never set foot in the country until his self-imposed exile. The anonymous online threats had become too specific, the rhetoric too heated. He’d sought a place where the Guinness was plentiful and the population sparse. He’d found both, but his hope of blending in had been thwarted by the locals, who often switched to Gaelic in his presence, their smirks making it clear they knew exactly who the Yank pretending to be Scottish was.

Without Dean, there was no Nostradamus. His genius was the engine of their entire enterprise. Losing him now was not an option. Seth’s ambition—the dream of a multi-billion-dollar IPO—depended on getting him back. As Seth pulled up to the lodge, Dean was already at the door, his face a mask of weary resentment. “I know why you’re here,” he grumbled. “You’re worried about the money you’ll lose if you don’t drag me back to that harbinger-of-death machine you begged me to create.”

“I never begged you, putz,” Seth retorted, stepping inside. “And we both know you’re pathologically incapable of leaving a puzzle unfinished.” The two men had been roommates at MIT, their bond forged over an unlikely shared experience: both had a deaf parent. They communicated fluently in American Sign Language, a silent advantage that had seen them through more than one grueling exam.

“We both know how this will go,” Seth demanded. “You don’t know shit,” Dean shot back. “And don’t give me the ‘we can save the world’ speech. I’ve heard it. We’re on the edge of an abyss, Seth.” He raised his hands, his fingers forming the sharp, emphatic signs of their private language. “There is no going back”.

Jules’s phone buzzed as she was leaving the studio. It was Seth, his voice booming through her earbuds. “Dean’s worse than I thought. He might actually never leave this creepy old house.” Jules walked briskly toward her car, her voice cold with fury. “Tell him if he doesn’t get on that plane, I will call his mother and tell her the truth about that dick pic incident from college.” She paused, the guilt a fleeting sting. “Tell him I’m not kidding.”

Dean had already stepped outside wearing a rain slicker and rubber boots. Standing on the short wall facing west overlooking the Loch, his face whipped by the wind and rain he motioned Seth to join him. Grabbing an umbrella from a stand next to front door of the lodge, Seth struggled to open it while approaching Dean. “The Loch, this rocky shoreline, they are barren and ancient. There is no deceit in this landscape, nobody could market this place as anything but what it is. It is not paradise, it is real, and it is honest. You think I’m running away, hiding from my responsibility for creating Nostradamus, but you’re wrong. I come here to be reminded that there are places on this Earth that are unchanging, everlasting and nothing I do will change them. It frees me to think, not about what I have done but what I still need to do.” 

Seth shivering, “I need to get a pint and some hot food, do you think you can get that done?”

Driving into town from the lodge, Dean leaned over to correct Seth’s lane placement from the American right lane to the UK’s left lane, reminding him, “keep the middle of the road on the driver’s side of the car before you kill us both.” He directed him to a whitewashed road side two story hotel and restaurant with a crest on the door divided into alternating plaid sections, perfectly Scottish. Seated at its’ low-ceilinged bar, Dean asked the bartender for a towel, tossing it at Seth, “this is the fanciest place in Ullapool, make yourself presentable.” Pulling off his raincoat and drying his hair, Seth muttered, “you know this will be the most important thing we will ever do.” Dean smirked into the Guinness the bartender has just delivered. “Christ, let me drink one pint in peace!” The silence stretched. Dean slide a menu in front of Seth, pointing to the Shepards Pie, “best in the county, you’ll love it...”

Waiting until Dean was halfway through his pint, Seth turned his bar stool facing his friend, “You and I both know the cost of the compute required for human mortality prediction is not trivial. The acquisition and processing of a single person’s digital footprint combined with the continuous data flow from their implants generates terabytes a minute. The personal outcome simulations needed to generate high probability predictions don’t decline until we reach a critical mass of human subjects. You did the original math on this Dean, you know it better than anyone. We will lose tens of thousands of dollars per user until we have a critical mass of simulations.”

“I’ve been working that very problem here in my lab, in fact I have a new algorithm that reduces the training data needed for 92% prediction success by a factor of three. If you leave me alone, I can reduce it but even more.” Seth replied, “That is great but I’m trying to solve how we are going to make payroll and keep the lights on buddy, we’re running out money to pay our rent, let alone the compute we need to keep your lab online. 

I have lined up meetings with the usual Silicon Valley suspects, Andreessen Horowitz, Founders Fund, Khosla, Kleiner Perkins, Sequoia. When they see our pitch and understand, really understand the offer we are making people, real mortality prediction, their FOMO - their fear of missing out will tip one of them over and they will write our first $500 million check in a week. But not without you explaining our vision in person.” 

Dean stared into his pint. “Keeping us funded is your responsibility. I know they need to hear me say we can do it, but you know I hate being in that room. I hate having to explain it to people who really don’t really appreciate the staggering technical leap we are making but more importantly don’t care about the consequences of what we are building. We will be changing human history,” he said flatly. “I just need to hear you admit that. That you’ll do what’s right.” 

“Giving people information they’ve never had before,” Seth countered, his voice carefully neutral, “is neither right nor wrong. It’s just... new.” 

“New?” Dean responded while raising his hand off the bar to signal for the bill, “I don’t think giving people the power to plan their own demise years in advance is exactly like downloading the newest version of iOS for their iPhone.”

“What would you do Seth if Nostradamus predicted you were going to develop an incurable form of cancer six months from now? Would you use the time you had left to continue to chase the king’s ransom you see at the end of the Nostradamus rainbow? Would you drop everything and run for the hills to live the remainder of your life alone and afraid?  Answer me honestly and I promise to come back with you.” 

Seth pulled his raincoat back on and turned to head for the door. Over his shoulder he muttered, “I’d make Nostradamus find a cure, not just for me but for everybody who has ever faced this question.” Reaching out, touching Seth’s shoulder he turned him till their eyes met. Dean signed, “That is what my friend Seth would say.” 

“Let’s head back to the Wreck and I’ll grab my travel bag. I knew you were coming and if you hadn’t shown up by noon tomorrow, I was scheduled to fly back anyway. I need to make sure investors know the thin ice we are skating on ethically before they commit a gazillion dollars to this thing!”

In the rental car, the rain beating a frantic rhythm on the roof, Dean grabbed Seth’s arm. “Promise me,” he said, his eyes searching Seth’s. “Promise you won’t sell us out.”

Seth met his gaze. He raised his hand; the promise formed silently in the language of their youth. “I promise”.
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Chapter 2

Selling Out
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Four years earlier, Seth and Jules had convinced Dean to join them when Zenith Device Corporation (ZDC), a global medical device company offered to acquire their fledgling startup. They had a flashy demo built on prototype code and a glossy pitch deck. Their pitch implied they had both a working system and an unmet global need that appealed to surgeons and their patients.  

Like many startups, Nostradamus was largely “slideware,” a derogatory term software engineers used to describe systems typically pitched by startup founders, 75% concept and 25% developed. To justify the price they wanted, they needed solid evidence the system was more than a proof of concept, and Dean was the only one who could pull off such a miracle in the 90 days it would take to negotiate the deal.

Seth and Jules had envisioned a future where AI would diagnose a surgical patient’s condition through medical history, blood work, biomarkers via DNA analysis, diagnostic imaging, plus a wealth of publicly available clinical data and research evidence. This system would then suggest a specific surgical procedure using robotic surgery allowing the AI to predict the patient’s surgical outcome with high accuracy. They backed this imagined future for this patient engagement system with a business model benefiting health systems, payors (insurers), and patients. Taken together these insights had attracted ZDC and they were willing to pay a premium.

With the acquisition complete they traveled to rural Pennsylvania to meet with their new boss and his leadership team. Zenith was founded in farming community of Morgantown in the late 1920’s by Harry Zenith who invented the use of aluminum splints to stabilize and align bone breaks, replacing the heavy and awkward wooden splints used for centuries. In the decades that followed they grew to a globally scaled, $15 billion annual revenue company with more than twenty-eight thousand employees worldwide primarily through mergers and acquisitions of competitors. In their dominance of the global orthopedic medical device market, their success bred stagnant product innovation leaving ZDC with high margin but commodity orthopedic devices and in the early stages of the data revolution they were grasping for a toe hold in the emerging opportunities that “med tech” represented. The Nostradamus platform and its’ AI fluent founders were to be ZDC’s first opportunity to combine their global reach with the promise of AI’s transformation in health care.

The ZDC conference room was a testament to beige, corporate power. The contrast to the stripped-down daily existence of a technology startup was beyond stark. The conference room walls were decorated with dozens of framed U.S. and International Patents for a variety of hip, knee, shoulder implant systems dating back to the 1930s. Polished mahogany, recessed lighting, and a panoramic view of the plowed farm fields surrounding the corporate campus framed the meeting. 

Robert Kessler, ZDC’s President of Global Hip and Knee Implant Systems, smiled a professionally whitened smile wearing a crisply pressed white dress shirt accented by Windsor half-knotted maroon silk tie under his buttoned grey wool suit. He was seated at the head of a highly polished twenty-foot conference table that to Dean seemed ridiculously wide. 

Seated on each side of the table, apparently in order of their buttoned up ZDC corporate status, were Chief Information Officer, Global Privacy Officer, VP of Product Development, Hip and Knee Division Legal Counsel, Corporate Patent Counsel, Directors of Product Management, Regulatory Affairs, Clinical Affairs, Quality & Compliance and a host of other disciplines that the Nostradamus team hardly knew existed. Walking into this imposing room it was clear they were going to be on the receiving end of a corporate bureaucracy now clearly reveling itself. 

“Incredible work, truly,” Kessler began, his voice smooth and practiced. “Your predictive engine... it’s a paradigm-shifting innovation. We see tremendous synergy here.” Hearing Kessler speak while his minions sat silently with pens at the ready to record their marching instructions, Dean sank lower and lower in the plush leather conference room chair imagining they might not notice if he slid under the table completely. 

Seth, 24 years younger than Kessler and sensing an opportunity to project some foothold of credibility with Kessler’s brigade of suits, leaned forward, “We think so too, Bob. The platform is designed to be a standalone diagnostic tool. It has the potential to improve surgical outcomes across the board, regardless of the implants being used.”

The minions visibly shifted in their chairs as if Seth had just suggested they sacrifice a baby unicorn, “It’s Robert... and I totally agree with one obvious exception,” Kessler said, nodding a little too eagerly. “We see it as a fantastic value-add for our new Titan line of orthopedic implants, and only with ZDC implants. Imagine this: a surgeon is considering switching to our hip or knee replacement system. With the new JointConnect platform integrated into their workflow, we can offer them a way to pre-screen patients, guaranteeing a higher success rate for them and for us. It’s a powerful tool to leverage our core assets and drive adoption. Also, to let you know we commissioned a branding study and “Nostradamus”, while an entertaining project name clearly wasn’t aligned with the ZDC corporate and product brand ethos. JointConnect has been trademarked, we have purchased both JointConnect.com and JointConnect.ai domains, the website and marketing collateral are ready for release.” The marketing minions nodded in rapt approval. 
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