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Chapter 1: The Golden Formula






Tyler Hoffman raised his champagne glass and gazed out the windows of his Chicago penthouse, watching the city lights blend into gold. At thirty-two, he’d never worked a regular job, never had a boss, and never worried about bills. His grandmother’s fortune took care of everything. Two years ago, he inherited eight million dollars, and now he was about to turn it into much more.

"We're viral, man. We're actually viral." Trevor collapsed onto the leather sofa, phone pressed to his face, his eyes reflecting the glow of social media notifications scrolling past. His Brooks Brothers shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, and sweat dampened his hairline despite the apartment's climate control.

Damon kept typing on his laptop, moving with the ease of someone who’d been hacking since he was a kid. "Seventeen thousand new followers in the last hour. The algorithm’s on our side. That celebrity fitness trainer mentioned VitaForce, and now her eight million followers are all over it."

Kyle poured more champagne, the Dom Pérignon bottle leaving wet rings on the marble counter. His smile was the kind that sold cars and closed deals, making people trust him when they probably shouldn’t. "To VitaForce. To youth. To never getting old."

"To never getting caught," Tyler said under his breath, but he clinked glasses with the others anyway.

The four had been friends since sophomore year at Northwestern, when Tyler still acted like he might finish his business degree. Trevor started out pre-law but got hooked on poker. Damon left school after hacking the registrar’s system for fun and almost getting kicked out. Kyle graduated, but his marketing degree didn’t help when his dad’s car dealership failed. They stuck together, spending their twenties living off Tyler’s trust fund, playing video games, and dreaming up big plans that never happened.

Until VitaForce.

Tyler got the idea during a dull charity gala his mother made him attend. He watched rich women in designer dresses holding champagne, their fingers covered in fabulously expensive rings. They whispered about dermatologists, plastic surgeons, treatments in Switzerland, and clinics in Seoul and Turkey. They were scared of aging and would pay anything to stay young a little longer.

That’s when Tyler realized the wealthy didn’t just want products. They wanted exclusivity. They wanted to feel like they had something no one else could get.

VitaForce was beautiful in its simplicity. The packaging alone cost three hundred dollars per unit to produce: frosted glass bottles with gold-leaf labels, each one nestled in a wooden box lined with silk. The formula itself was manufactured overseas by a lab that didn't ask questions. Tyler had hired a marketing firm to create a backstory about rare botanicals harvested from the Tibetan plateau, about ancient wisdom combined with cutting-edge science. He'd paid a washed-up celebrity physician to appear in their promotional videos, nodding sagely while discussing cellular regeneration and antioxidant properties.

The real trick was the price. Three million dollars for a year’s supply, with only fifty clients allowed each year. Each bottle included a personal consultation, quarterly blood tests, and a concierge service. It was a luxury scam, but at that price, no one wanted to admit they’d been fooled.

Tyler walked to the window and looked down from thirty stories up. Somewhere below, people worried about rent and groceries. They clipped coupons and worked extra shifts. They’d never know what it was like to have more money than purpose, to wake up each day with nothing to do and nothing to prove.

His phone buzzed. The screen showed a calendar reminder: Client Meeting - Danner, 3 PM.

"We've got the Danner couple coming in tomorrow," Tyler said, turning back to his friends. "Richard and Susan. He sold his investment firm last year for ninety million. She's fifty-eight and terrified of turning sixty."

Trevor grinned. "They'll sign. They always sign."

The next afternoon, Tyler stood in the VitaForce consultation room, a space he’d designed to make people feel both confident and eager. The walls were a calming gray-blue, with abstract art in gold frames. A crystal chandelier lit up the mahogany table, and soft classical music played in the background.

Richard Danner looked like someone used to making tough choices. His handshake was strong, and his suit was expensive but understated. Susan had the kind of elegance money could buy—perfect posture, highlighted hair, Parisian-capped teeth and a face shaped by a highly skilled  plastic surgeon. But her eyes showed her fear.

"Thank you for meeting with us," Susan said, settling into the leather chair. Her wedding ring caught the light, a stone the size of a thumbnail. "We've heard such incredible things about VitaForce. Patricia Cromwell said it changed her life."

Tyler nodded, keeping a neutral, professional look. Patricia Cromwell had paid three million six months ago. She lost twelve pounds, slept better, and told everyone at her country club she felt twenty years younger. The formula’s secret ingredient made sure she felt that way, at least for a while.

"VitaForce isn’t for everyone," Tyler said, opening a leather folder. "We’re very selective with our clients. What we offer is more than regular medicine. It’s about helping you achieve your physical best."

He slid a glossy brochure across the table. Susan picked it up, her hands shaking a little. Richard leaned back with his arms crossed, still acting like a negotiator even though he was probably already convinced. 

"The cost," Richard said. "Three million seems..."

"Excessive?" Tyler finished for him. "I get it. But think about what you’re getting. This isn’t a gym membership or a refill at the pharmacy. It’s a full transformation. You get exclusive access to a formula that took fifteen years to make, personal monitoring by our medical team, and results you’ll feel in weeks and see in months and for years to come." The word "years" caught both of them and they turned their heads slightly toward Tyler.

Susan touched her husband’s arm, a gentle squeeze that said it all. She wanted this. She needed it.

"What kind of results are we talking about?" Richard asked.

Tyler had given this pitch many times. He leaned in, lowering his voice. "You’ll have more energy, like you’re in your thirties again. Clearer thinking, better sleep, improved mood. Our clients say they feel more alive than they have in years."

"Are there side effects?" Susan asked.

"Very few. Some clients have vivid dreams at first as their sleep adjusts. Sometimes there’s a short period where energy levels change. But our medical team watches everything, and if there’s any issue, we change the dosage right away."

Tyler left out a few things: the euphoria that made clients feel unstoppable, the slight rise in heart rate that worried some, and how the effects faded over time, pushing clients to buy more. He also hid reports of people having psychotic episodes, paranoia, and aggressive outbursts.  There was no need to mention all of this to some new clients because Tyler had no wish to send them packing without signing. Signing was all-important, and everything else would be downplayed.  No need to frighten anybody off.

Richard and Susan exchanged a look, the kind of silent communication that came from forty years of marriage.

"Can we think about it?" Susan asked.

"Of course," Tyler said, standing and offering his hand. "Take your time. I’ll send you the full prospectus and client testimonials. Just so you know, we only take a few new clients each quarter, and this spot is almost gone." He knew from his business management classes that using language indicating the product was available to only a select few and that immediate action was necessary was crucial, and he applied that knowledge effectively. The classes had been well worth the tuition after all. 

It was all about scarcity—creating urgency and making them worry they’d miss out. But it all had to seem so smooth and unhurried even though the undercurrent was moving swiftly.

Richard shook Tyler's hand with the grip of a man who'd built an empire. "We'll be in touch soon."

After they left, Tyler went back to his office and found Trevor there, feet up on the desk, scrolling through his phone.

"They’ll sign by Friday," Trevor said, not looking up. "Did you see her face when you brought up Patricia Cromwell? She was practically drooling."

Tyler poured himself a scotch from the crystal decanter on the shelf. The drink burned as it went down, but it felt familiar and steadying. Quality aged single malt was just what the occasion needed.

"We’ve got a problem," Trevor said, finally setting his phone down. "Our research director quit. Jerry doesn’t want to be involved anymore."

"What did you tell him?"

"The usual. Gave him his severance and reminded him about the NDA and what happens if he breaks it. He took the money and promised to stay quiet."

Tyler swirled his scotch. "We need someone with real credentials. Someone who can make VitaForce look legit if people start asking questions."

"Already working on it," Trevor said. "I found someone perfect. Dr. Rachel Morgan. She’s got a PhD in chemistry from Northwestern, fifteen years in pharma marketing, and just went through a rough divorce. She’s broke and desperate."

"You think she'll play along?"

"For two hundred grand a year? She’ll do whatever we ask. She starts tomorrow."

Tyler's phone buzzed with a text message. Unknown number. He opened it, expecting spam.

The message was short: I know what you're really selling.

His grip tightened on the glass. The ice clinked against the crystal, sounding sharp and uneasy.

"Everything okay?" Trevor asked.

Tyler deleted the message and forced a smile. "Everything’s fine. Just someone trying to mess with us. Probably a competitor."

But as he stood there, watching the sun set over Chicago, Tyler felt something he hadn’t felt in years: fear.

Tomorrow, Dr. Rachel Morgan would arrive. Somehow, Tyler knew everything was about to change.








