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Chapter 1: Architect






Aldous Pren had been watching her work for three years before she knew his name.

That was what Wren remembered most during the first weeks of the formal investigation. It wasn’t the threat or the scale of the operation, but the patience behind it. Three years. She was still early in her research when his office at HHS first noticed her NIH grant application. The results she included were modest—just a theoretical framework and some early cell culture work, nothing that would have stood out to most people. But Pren had spent a decade reading NIH grant applications about telomerase, and he saw where her early ideas were heading before she even realized it herself.

While she worked on the science, he was building the acquisition structure. For three years, their projects moved forward side by side, but she had no idea about his.

In the second week of December, Strand met with Wren and Declan in the Portland foundation conference room to go over the full scope of the Pren investigation. The folder she brought was much thicker than when they had first discussed the case.

"The Helios Foundation is the current instrument," Strand said. "But Pren's operational relationships predate it by years. The connection to Vance was established while he was still at HHS—formally a professional relationship between the agency director and a member of the health oversight subcommittee. Informally, a shared interest in controlling the distribution pathway for longevity-class therapeutics before the public regulatory process could formalize it."

"They wanted to be the gatekeepers," Declan said.

"They wanted to be the first through the gate and control who came after them." Strand opened the folder. "Pren introduced Stellan three years ago at a Helios Foundation event. He brought Vance and Stellan together and explained the plan. He didn’t handle the daily details—that was Stellan’s job—but the overall design was Pren’s."

Wren studied the documents on the table: grant review materials, event attendance records, and financial flows. These flows moved through the Helios Foundation’s grant-making in ways hidden from public reports, but federal investigators with subpoenas could see them in the Foundation’s internal records.

"Is the indictment track viable?" she asked.

"The Sulen statement establishes the introduction and the operational concept. The financial records establish a funding flow from Helios to a Presidio-adjacent entity that began three months after the event where Pren introduced Vance to Stellan." Strand closed the folder. "It's a circumstantial chain. Strong circumstantial, but not yet direct. We're building toward direct."

"How long?"

"Several months. Possibly through spring."

Wren thought about spring. She also thought about the 253 preclinical steps left on the Strand-7 checklist. She remembered the twelve people who had received the counteragent—all of them still showing stable results, four weeks after their last dose.

"Then I'll use the time," she said.

After Strand’s December briefing, she spent three days reviewing everything public about Aldous Pren: his career timeline, affiliations, published work, and advisory board roles. On their own, none of these details revealed what the investigation had found. But when she put them together with the evidence, a new picture appeared—a person who had spent his career building relationships and gaining access in all the right places for longevity research.

The NIH grant review process wasn’t as confidential as most people thought. Applicants expected their work would only be seen by the review panel, whose members were named publicly. But there were no rules stopping reviewers from discussing what they read outside the formal review.

Pren had sat on two NIH advisory panels in the last decade. Both had reviewed telomerase-adjacent research. Both had considered grant applications in the specific pathway that Strand-7's synthesis used.

He was there. He read her early work. And he understood where it was heading before she did.

That was the patience behind it. Three years. Each time she thought about someone planning for that long while she worked, she felt something close to both anger and admiration, but not exactly either one.

Once she understood who Pren was, the scale of what he had built made sense. People who spent years in federal health policy learned how the system worked, which relationships mattered, and where informal channels ran alongside official ones. Pren used all of that. The difference between him and the kind of person Wren wanted to be was that he used his access to benefit from others’ work, not to create something himself. Anyone with enough power could make that choice, but most researchers chose differently.

She made her choice at twenty-three, starting at GenVault with a hypothesis, a strong work ethic, and no concern for anyone else’s timeline. She would keep making that choice. She was sure of it.

The formal investigation felt different from what was in the public record. The public side was the Simone Ashby story, the news coverage, the GenVault statement, and Stellan’s trial. The formal investigation was what Strand updated her on: the financial trail, cooperation statements, and documents that could build a case for a grand jury. Both tracks moved forward at the same time, and she followed both. It mattered, because knowing both kept her from thinking the news told the whole story.

She turned back to her checklist. The investigation would catch up to Pren in its own time. Her job was to focus on the 253 steps still ahead.








