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  Disclaimer






This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

While this story is set in Bangalore, India, and references the food delivery and healthcare app industries, all companies, apps, restaurants, and medical facilities mentioned are entirely fictional. Any similarity to real organizations, brands, or business models is coincidental and not intended to represent any actual entity.

The views and opinions expressed in this work are those of the fictional characters and do not reflect the views of the author, publisher, or any real-world organizations.
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The auditorium at the Bangalore Tech Summit buzzed with the electric energy of ambition. Arjun Malhotra sat in the third row, his eyes fixed on the stage where a twenty-six-year-old founder was explaining how his fintech startup had just hit a two-billion-dollar valuation.

“Unicorn status in eighteen months,” the young man said, his face projected on massive screens. “The key is aggressive growth. Optimize everything. Move fast.”

Arjun’s phone vibrated. A text from his CFO, Meera: Board wants Q3 projections by tomorrow. They’re getting nervous.

He silenced the phone. FoodFast had been his dream for three years now—a food delivery app that had found decent success in Bangalore’s crowded market. They had 40,000 active users, partnerships with 800 restaurants, and monthly revenues touching two crores. Respectable. Sustainable.

But not enough.

Not when competitors were raising hundred-crore rounds. Not when every coffee conversation in Koramangala revolved around valuations and exits. Not when his own investors kept asking about “the path to unicorn status.”

Arjun was forty-two. In startup years, that made him ancient. This was his last shot at building something that mattered, something that would put his name on the map. FoodFast needed to be more than respectable. It needed to be a rocket ship.

The session ended, and Arjun stepped out into the October afternoon. The sky threatened rain, typical Bangalore weather. His driver was waiting.

“Home, sir?”

“Office,” Arjun said. Then he checked his watch. 4 PM. He’d promised Priya he’d try to be home early today. “Actually, wait. Home first.”

The drive through Indiranagar took forty minutes. When he walked into their apartment, the silence felt familiar and wrong at the same time. Priya’s shoes weren’t by the door. Right—she had that client presentation today. He found eight-year-old Aarav in his room, homework spread across his desk, untouched.

“Where’s your mother?”

“Office,” Aarav said, not looking up from his phone. “She said she’ll be late. Papa, I’m hungry.”

Arjun glanced at his watch again. He had that strategy meeting at six. “What do you want to eat?”

“I’ll order,” Aarav said, already opening the FoodFast app on his phone. The boy navigated it with the ease of habit—this wasn’t his first time ordering alone. Or his tenth.

Arjun watched his son scroll through restaurants. When had this become normal? When had they stopped having family dinners? The answer came quickly: around the time FoodFast started taking off, around the time every evening became a series of meetings and calls and pitches.

“Get whatever you want,” Arjun said. “I have to head back to office. Do your homework, okay?”

“Okay, Papa.”

Aarav added butter chicken and naan to his cart—₹280 from Punjab Dhaba. Arjun saw the total and felt a strange twinge. His own app, his own commissions. The restaurant would get ₹224 after FoodFast’s twenty percent cut. That mathematics had started to bother him lately. Twenty percent of every order—it seemed like a lot until you calculated the costs. Delivery fleet, customer support, technology infrastructure, marketing to fight Swifty and Zipfood.

The margins were razor-thin. Growth was expensive. And investors wanted both growth and profitability, two things that rarely coexisted.

“See you later, beta,” Arjun said, ruffling his son’s hair.

“Bye, Papa.”

By the time Arjun was back in the car, Aarav had already confirmed his order. Estimated delivery: 35 minutes. He returned to his homework, or rather, to his iPad. Homework could wait.

In the car, Arjun opened his laptop and reviewed the data Meera had sent. User growth had plateaued. Customer acquisition costs were rising. The investors wanted a clear path to profitability before they’d commit to the Series C round that FoodFast desperately needed.

His phone rang. Priya.

“I’m going to be really late,” she said, her voice tight with stress. “The client keeps changing requirements. Can you handle dinner?”

“I just left home. Aarav’s ordering something.”

A pause. “Again?”

“Priya, I have the strategy meeting—”

“I know. It’s fine. We’ll talk later.”

She hung up. Arjun stared at his phone, then at the spreadsheet on his laptop. The numbers didn’t lie. FoodFast was stuck in the middle—too big to be scrappy, too small to dominate. They needed something radical. A pivot. A breakthrough.

The young founder’s words echoed in his head: Optimize everything. Move fast.

What if the problem wasn’t the business model? What if the problem was that they were still playing by the old rules—being just an aggregator, just a platform, just a middleman taking a cut?

What if FoodFast could control more of the value chain?

The idea crystallized as his car pulled into the office parking lot. It was elegant, really. They had all the data. They knew what customers wanted, what they ordered, what they were willing to pay. Why let restaurants keep the lion’s share of the revenue?

Arjun walked into the office with a new energy. The strategy meeting was in the main conference room—his core team was already there. Meera, his data science lead Karthik, and operations head Dinesh.

“Let’s talk about vertical integration,” Arjun said, closing the door behind him.

Outside, across the city, a FoodFast delivery executive arrived at Aarav’s building. The butter chicken was still warm. The naan was fresh. Aarav tipped ₹20 on the app and ate dinner alone, the television playing cartoons he’d seen before.

His parents would both be home late. But he had his homework, his iPad, and the FoodFast app.

It was enough. It had to be.
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Karthik pulled up the presentation on the conference room screen. Heat maps, scatter plots, purchase patterns—three years of FoodFast data compressed into sixty slides.

“This is our truth,” Karthik said, clicking to a slide titled ‘Top 10 Ordered Items—Bangalore Metro.’ “Biryani dominates. Thirty-two percent of all orders. Then dosa, butter chicken, pizza, fried rice.”

Arjun leaned forward. “Average price point?”

“Biryani? ₹150 to ₹250, depending on the restaurant. Customers are price-sensitive but not price-obsessed. They’ll pay ₹180 if the restaurant has good ratings and fast delivery.”

Meera was taking notes, but her expression was guarded. She’d worked with Arjun since the beginning, back when FoodFast was just an idea sketched on a napkin. She knew that look in his eyes.

“Show me the economics,” Arjun said.

Karthik advanced the slide. “Average biryani order: ₹180. Restaurant gets ₹144 after our twenty percent commission. Their cost of ingredients: roughly ₹60 to ₹70. Labor, rent, utilities add another ₹40. So they net about ₹35 to ₹45 per plate.”

“And we get ₹36.”

“Yes. But our costs—delivery, app maintenance, customer support, marketing—eat up most of that. We’re operating at a 4 percent margin. Unsustainable for the growth investors want.”

Dinesh, the operations head, jumped in. “The delivery fleet alone costs us ₹28 per order. We’re barely breaking even.”

Arjun stood and walked to the window. Below, the Koramangala streets glowed with evening traffic and food delivery bikes weaving between cars. Swifty, Zipfood, FoodFast—all fighting for the same customers, the same restaurants, the same thin margins.

“What if we didn’t pay the restaurants?” Arjun said quietly.

The room went silent.

“What if,” Arjun continued, turning to face them, “we made the biryani ourselves?”

Meera put down her pen. “Arjun—”

“Listen. We have the data. We know exactly what customers want. We know peak ordering times, preferred portion sizes, popular add-ons. We know that East Bangalore loves extra raita and South Bangalore wants their biryani less spicy.” He was pacing now, energized. “Why are we giving restaurants seventy to eighty percent of the revenue when we could keep it all?”

Karthik was nodding slowly. “Cloud kitchens. Virtual restaurants. Swifty’s doing it with their Access program. Zipfood has Hyperpure.”

“Exactly. But we go further. We don’t just supply ingredients—we own the entire operation. We set up kitchens in low-rent areas, hire cooks, optimize the menu based on our data, and list them on our app under different brand names.” Arjun grabbed a marker and started writing on the whiteboard. “Cost breakdown: rent in a basement kitchen in Marathahalli, maybe ₹30,000 a month. Three cooks at ₹15,000 each. Ingredients at wholesale prices. We could produce a biryani for ₹50 all-in.”

“Sell it at ₹90,” Dinesh said, catching on. “Undercut every restaurant. Still make ₹40 per plate minus delivery.”

“And no commission split.” Arjun circled the numbers. “Pure margin. Scale it across fifty ghost kitchens, and suddenly we’re looking at real profitability. The kind that gets us that Series C round. The kind that gets us to unicorn status.”

Meera stood up. “Arjun, can I talk to you outside?”

The two of them stepped into the corridor. Through the glass, they could see Karthik and Dinesh already diving into calculations, excited by the possibilities.

“This isn’t what we started,” Meera said, keeping her voice low. “We built FoodFast to help restaurants reach customers. To democratize food delivery. Now you want to compete with the same restaurants that made us successful?”

“The restaurants are doing fine,” Arjun said. “They’ll still get orders from customers who prefer their brand. We’re just adding more options.”

“At ₹90? When they’re charging ₹150? You’ll kill their business.”

“The market’s competitive, Meera. If they can’t compete on price, that’s not our problem.” Even as he said it, Arjun felt a small knot in his stomach. But he pushed past it. “Look, this is temporary. Once we hit profitability and close the Series C, we can scale back the cloud kitchens. Right now, we need to survive. And to survive, we need to grow.”

Meera studied him for a long moment. “You sound like every other founder who’s convinced that the ends justify the means.”

“I sound like someone who’s trying to build something that lasts.”

She shook her head but didn’t argue further. They returned to the conference room, where Karthik had already mocked up a plan: ten cloud kitchens to start, clustered in high-demand, low-rent areas. Marathahalli, Whitefield, Electronic City.

“We can be operational in six weeks,” Karthik said. “I
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