

[image: image]



CONSPIRATOR


RV RAMAN


[image: Images]



First published in 2018 by Hachette India


(Registered name: Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd)


An Hachette UK company


www.hachetteindia.com


[image: images]


This ebook published in 2018


Copyright © 2018 RV Raman


RV Raman asserts the moral right to be identified as the proprietor of this work.


All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system (including but not limited to 

computers, disks, external drives, electronic or digital devices, 

e-readers, websites), or transmitted in any form or by any means (including but not limited to cyclostyling, photocopying, docutech or other reprographic reproductions, mechanical, recording, electronic, digital versions) without the prior written permission 

of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is purely coincidental.


Print edition ISBN 978-93-5195-078-3


Ebook edition ISBN: 978-93-5195-079-0


Cover design by Haitenlo Semy


Cover images © Shutterstock


Hachette Book Publishing India Pvt. Ltd


4th/5th Floors, Corporate Centre,


Sector 44, Gurgaon 122003, India


Typeset in 10.5/14 Minion Pro by SÜRYA, New Delhi






Chapter 1





SYBARITE II, COORG; FEBRUARY 2018


Wearing a spotless white half-sleeved shirt over dark grey trousers, Nihir Seth stepped into the sitting room of his presidential suite at the high-end resort. He was about to engage in the daily conversation he had been having for over twenty years. It was a conversation that took place at 5 p.m. IST every day, except when he was in a time zone where that was not feasible. It was a conversation that had shaped the fortunes of many over the years.


Awaiting the media mogul and the virtual owner of the National Media Group – NMG for short – was Sanyal, his secretary and the closest he had ever had to a confidant. The two men could easily have been mistaken for brothers or, at least, cousins. Both were of average height, spare of build and had indistinguishable complexions. They styled their greying hair in similar ways, accommodating their receding hairlines. They both preferred simple attire that belied their wealth and power. Over the years, the secretary had ended up dressing like his master and even speaking like him.


The major difference between the men was in their facial expressions. While Sanyal’s poker face hid every thought and emotion, Nihir’s eyes behind his rectangular, steel-rimmed glasses were benign, even affable. The unassuming, guileless visage made him look more like a kindly uncle than a man who liked to control destinies.


‘Good afternoon, sir.’


Dressed like his employer, except for his half-sleeved shirt which was in a light shade of cream, Sanyal rose and smiled as he uttered his customary greeting. Before him lay a sheaf of papers. In his hand was an iPad mini.


‘Good afternoon, Sanyal. What do you have for me today?’


‘Nine matters need your attention, sir. It shouldn’t take long. Shall I begin?’


Though it was early in the day for it, Nihir poured out three fingers of Lagavulin 25 years and dropped a couple of ice cubes into it. If Sanyal noticed that his boss’s fingers were not as steady as usual, he didn’t comment on it. Both men knew how important the evening was. Nihir nodded without looking up from his glass.


‘P.V. Singh has been calling frantically,’ Sanyal began. ‘He is anxious, as he hasn’t seen anything on TV or in the papers of what you had promised – and the state elections are two weeks away. His social media misinformation campaign is already in full swing.’


‘Tell him not to worry. Let him know that the sting will be aired ten days before the polling date so that the ruling party has no time to recover. Is everything in place?’


‘Yes, sir. The investigation will be unveiled in three instalments on both Hindi and English channels. On the first day, there will be no mention of political linkages. On the second day, details will be divulged about the involvement of the chief minister’s son. On the third day, two Cabinet ministers will be named. On the three mornings following the TV exposé, our newspapers – both Hindi and English – will carry the full details. The raw footage of the sting will be made public on the fourth day. Scanned documents will be posted on our websites. WhatsApp messages with photos and videos will be circulated from the first day and peak on the fifth.’


‘And the talk shows?’


‘On the fourth and fifth evenings. Primetime, of course. And on YouTube. You have to decide which anchors you want for the shows.’


‘Megha – for both.’ There was no hesitation in Nihir’s voice.


‘Both, sir?’ Sanyal’s pen paused for confirmation.


‘Yes. Hindi first, then English.’ Nihir lapsed into silence to sip his drink. His expression was thoughtful. ‘She would be the best anchor for this – she’ll come across as objective and unbiased. Tell her to pick the talk show guests with care and to make sure they understand what is required of them.’


Sanyal made a quick note. Megha Barua was the chic editor-in-chief and star anchor of Pulse TV, the media group’s flagship news channel. She conducted TV shows in both languages.


‘The second matter,’ Sanyal continued, moving on to the next item on his list. ‘Doshi Senior called. The family is planning to liquidate a large part of its stake in the holding company over the next few months. He wants help in pushing up the share price.’


‘What is the current market capitalization?’


‘₹16,700 crores. He wants it up by 30 per cent to 50 per cent.’


‘His offer?’


‘15 per cent of his gain compared to Nifty or Sensex.’


‘Ask for 25 per cent. Don’t settle for less than 20 per cent. Inform Samit. Next?’


‘A young bureaucrat wants help. He is a forty-year-old IAS officer, currently posted in Ahmedabad. He was found in a compromising situation night before last.’


Nihir’s whisky glass stopped halfway to his lips. His eyes flicked to Sanyal.


‘First time he’s calling us?’


‘Yes, sir. A new relationship. Potentially.’


The whisky glass resumed its journey to Nihir’s lips.


‘Details?’


‘A rave party with drugs and alcohol was busted. An orgy, too, by some unconfirmed accounts. He was caught in the company of a Bangladeshi model. A preliminary report has been written, but not yet formally submitted.’


‘Alcohol and drugs in a state where prohibition is in force?’ Nihir shook his head disapprovingly. ‘Careless. His background?’


‘His name is Arora. Belongs to a reputed Chandigarh-based family of civil servants. Between his father and uncles, there’s one IFS and two IAS officers. The family is very well connected in bureaucratic circles. Wife is an IAS officer too, currently stationed in Delhi. Two children.’


‘What does he want?’


‘He was told that you help people in need.’


‘Hmm… Ahmedabad… What’s that DIG fellow’s name? The one who wants help with his daughter’s college admission?’


‘Rathod?’


‘That’s right. Does this fall under his jurisdiction?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Sanyal had anticipated his boss’s line of thinking and obtained the details in advance. A pleased smile creased his usually deadpan face.


‘Good. See if Rathod can replace Arora’s name with another one before the incident report is submitted. Arrange for the daughter’s admission in one of the Delhi colleges, a prestigious one. Rathod will be useful. We need people in that state. Oh, get a copy of the incident report as it stands now, with Arora’s name in it. And any photos. For future use.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Ask for nothing in return from this IAS officer. Make sure he knows that it took effort. Exaggerate, if required. Make it clear that he is in deep trouble now, that he ought to be grateful to come out unscathed, with his career and marriage intact, after such indiscretion. Next?’


‘A film star – ’


Nihir let out a soft groan. ‘Which one now?’


Over the next fifteen minutes, they covered all the nine matters that needed Nihir’s attention. Instructions and vetoes would now go out to the relevant editors and anchors across the media group – to newspapers, TV channels and websites. Headlines and copies would be modified or dropped.


One investigation would be completely blacked out until further notice, much to the ire of the editor and reporters who had spent hours pulling it together.


Samit Sengupta, the editor-in-chief and main anchor of Capital TV, the NMG’s business channel, would be tasked with creating a plan to drive up Doshi’s stock price. The plan would involve Raghuveer Sengupta – Samit’s father and the owner of a chain of stockbroking firms across the country – in no small measure. In addition, stock-market ‘experts’ would be primed.


Conversation over, Nihir ambled across the room and drew aside the curtains covering its wide French windows. His suite, the most spacious in this exclusive Coorg resort, overlooked a sprawling garden with a wide lawn at its centre. At a distance, beyond the unmarked boundaries of Sybarite II, lush green hills undulated away to the west.


Preparations for the evening’s party were nearing completion on the central lawn. While there were about fifty guests at the resort at that time, twice the number of garden chairs had been arranged in small and large clusters. Several pairs of chairs dotted the periphery of the lawn to facilitate discreet conversations away from unwelcome ears.


This was the annual three-day getaway that Nihir organized every February in one of the many resorts he owned. The guests, handpicked by him, cut across political and business lines. Arrivals and departures were discreet; no check-ins and checkouts were required. Very few were privy to the guest list before or after the event. No registers recorded names and addresses of invitees or their companions. No bills needed settling. Everything was on the house.


Nestled in the hills of Coorg, an hour and a half away from Mysore, Sybarite II – the venue of this year’s getaway – was tucked away inside Nihir’s coffee estate that spanned a couple of thousand acres. As usual, guests were motored in directly to their cottages and discreetly taken away when they were ready to go. Some didn’t even meet other guests; they restricted their social interactions to meeting Nihir privately.


No prying reporters or cameras intruded upon the exclusive gathering. It was also clearly understood that nobody – guests, hosts or resort staff – would use their phone cameras while on the premises. If staff members happened to recognize a celebrity, they were expected to be subsequently afflicted by conveniently selective amnesia.


Nihir, of course, knew all his invitees by sight, though he often didn’t recognize their companions. As a result, there was no single person present at the getaway who knew all the guests. If an intruder stole in, nobody would be any the wiser, as asking a guest for his or her name was prohibited.


For a couple of minutes, Nihir silently sipped his drink and watched a bunch of men in the archery zone that lay to one side of the central lawn. Except for two, he recognized none, although all were, presumably, his guests. They were taking turns at shooting at two targets and missing more often than not – but for one man, who seemed to be hitting the bullseye every time. Nihir wondered who he was. A companion to one of his invitees? From experience, he knew that most male guests arrived with female companions, while most female invitees came alone. Then who was this man?


At length, Nihir turned to face his secretary, who was waiting for him. Something in Sanyal’s manner had caught his attention.


‘Something bothering you, Sanyal?’ he asked softly.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Get it off your chest then. What is it?’


‘Kaushik, sir.’


Kaushik Kalari was the editor-in-chief of the NMG’s flagship newspaper, National Pulse, which was one of the country’s leading dailies. A highly respected veteran journalist, Kaushik was of the old school of thought that held editorial independence inviolate, fiercely resisting any attempts by the owners to influence his newspaper’s content.


‘What about him?’ Nihir asked distractedly, pouring himself another shot of his staple single malt.


‘He continues to blatantly disregard your suggestions, sir. He doesn’t follow a single instruction from your office.’


‘Therein lies his value, Sanyal. Don’t you see? By openly mocking me and wearing his independence on his sleeve, he brings invaluable credibility and neutrality to the newspaper’s image. He is held up as the ideal, fearless editor and that is one of the main reasons why National Pulse enjoys such a stellar reputation.’


‘But, sir – ’


‘What does he do with his precious independence, Sanyal?’ Nihir seemed totally unruffled. ‘He writes his editorials, throws his weight about at editorial meetings and blusters around the office. Let him. Who reads editorials, anyway, apart from the intellectual elite and some others who have equally entrenched opinions? These are not people who are easily influenced. I am not interested in them.


‘I am interested in people I can influence through my newspapers – through tailored headlines, placement of selected articles on appropriate pages and other forms of calculated emphasis. What matters is how regular news is reported and how headlines are worded. Not editorials.


‘The media’s greatest intangible asset is the ability to influence people – be it the masses or the moneyed. But influence by itself is of little consequence if it can’t be monetized.


‘What percentage of voters reads editorials?’ he continued, passion making him increasingly voluble. ‘Vanishingly small! How many stock market investors read them? How many businessmen and office-goers? Voters, investors, housewives, office-goers and businessmen – they are the ones who matter to us commercially. Not intellectuals with calcified convictions.


‘I continue to get the headlines and spins I want despite Kaushik’s intransigence. As far as I am concerned, he is welcome to his precious editorials. It’s a small price to pay for our credibility.’


‘Yes, sir. But hasn’t he gone too far this time?’


Nihir slowly returned to the French windows. For a long moment, his eyes followed the arresting figure of Tanya Joseph, a young reporter, cutting across the rose garden below with an envelope in her hand. She looked very much like Megha had, twenty years ago, when he had discovered her and brought her into the world of media. The short blue dress Tanya was wearing was similar to the ones Megha preferred. Megha had always dressed in a manner that demanded attention, albeit in an understated way. Nihir’s mind went back to the dresses he used to get for her from exclusive stores abroad. The electric blue one he had brought from Paris, somewhat similar to the one Tanya was now wearing, had been especially effective in drawing every gaze to Megha. Not that she had ever needed help in that department. A silent sigh escaped him. That was so long ago! He was sixty now.


With an effort, Nihir brought his mind back to the present and to Kaushik Kalari.


‘Maybe,’ he said, once Tanya was out of sight. ‘Maybe he has gone too far this time. I’m actually a little surprised at him. With all his experience and wisdom, one would have thought he’d know better than to meddle in certain affairs.’ Nihir favoured his secretary with a sidelong glance.


‘Tell me, Sanyal. Is there any truth in the rumours about him and Tanya?’





Chapter 2





A few rooms away from Nihir’s suite, Kaushik Kalari opened his laptop and sat back, waiting for it to start up. This might well be the last time he was attending a Nihir getaway, he thought. The conflict, both simmering and manifest, between the two media veterans had reached a level where it was beginning to bother Kaushik day and night. He found himself reacting more sharply than he used to. Until last year, he had taken the owner’s interference in the newspaper in his stride and had even enjoyed the fencing and shadow-boxing. He would laugh it off later over the habitual three pegs he had every night; and the next day would be a new day.


Not any longer. He often lay awake, tossing in bed, with the day’s iniquities gnawing at him like persistent mosquitoes on a humid summer night. Upping his intake to five or six drinks hadn’t helped matters. It had only brought nasty hangovers in the morning.


He was now convinced that he had to move on from the National Pulse. But where to? Where did editors enjoy the freedom and independence that had once been enshrined in the tenets of journalism? Here, at least, the credibility his reputation lent to the newspaper was highly valued.


Should he consider Piyush Gorvin’s clandestine offer to join him to set up a rival media empire? The Gorvins – father and son – had been steadily buying into media houses for the past two years. With most of the media houses privately owned, the gradual change in ownership wasn’t common knowledge yet. Of course, there had been whispers about the Gorvins’ plans to control Indian media.


Kaushik had resisted Gorvin’s approaches over the past year, but Gorvin had made it clear that the offer was open for him to accept at any time he chose. There was little doubt in Kaushik’s mind that the Gorvins would want to exercise editorial control, just as Nihir did. Moving from Nihir to Piyush could well turn out to be a case of leaping from the frying pan into the fire. Abhoy Mazumdar, the noisy anchor of Comet Media whose fan following rivalled Megha’s, was said to be joining Gorvin in exchange for a sizable stake. The NMG and Comet Media were not just competitors, but bitter adversaries.


Alternatively, if Kaushik wanted true independence, he could strike out on his own and do something different. Like a media start-up, for instance. There was so much happening in this new era of smartphones and the web, while the traditional media companies were still stuck in a rut. Money was the least of his problems. He came from a well-to-do family and even if Mini finally asked for a divorce, the alimony wouldn’t be significantly more than the amount he was already spending on her maintenance in a separate flat.


An expression of sorrow deepened the lines on his face, making him look older than his fifty-five years which he wore well, but for the white moustache and salt-and-pepper eyebrows that stood out starkly against his dark skin. He and Mini had enjoyed a wonderful run for over twenty-three years. She had always been volatile and quick to jump to conclusions, but it was her very impetuousness that had attracted him in the first place. Whatever her faults, she was fun and always good company. God, how he missed her! After living with her for over two decades, his love for her had turned into something deeper, something for which he didn’t have words.


Till today, he hadn’t figured out why she had left him. There had always been implicit trust between them, an unshakeable confidence in each other. But something had happened after twenty-three years of marriage to drive a wedge between them. Suddenly, he had sensed her wariness around him. Suspicion had replaced trust. Her ease of manner had given way to a hardening in her stance, a certain watchfulness in her expression that kept him at arm’s length. For what reason she had changed he didn’t know; and she wouldn’t tell.


It eventually transpired that she had, somehow, got it into her head that he was cheating on her. How could he ever be unfaithful to her? Didn’t she know that? The mere thought still seared his heart. Once the damn notion had entered her head, he couldn’t dislodge it, however hard he tried. It was so firmly entrenched, like a termite infestation, that there seemed no way of getting rid of it. Nothing he said or did to disabuse her seemed convincing enough in her eyes. And the malicious rumours emanating from the NMG had not helped.


When Mini had announced her decision to move to the other flat, Kaushik was too disheartened to protest. He had submitted to it without comment or contest. She had mistaken his silence for relief and that had deepened her angst.


Today, a year and a half on, he still fondly harboured the hope that she would return. He expected, somehow, to wake up one morning and find that the last two years had been nothing but a bad dream.


Thankfully, they were still on speaking terms. His mind went back to the last conversation he had had with her.


‘Would you like to come to the getaway?’ he had asked her ten days ago, hoping that he could turn it into an opportunity to thaw her attitude towards him. ‘It’s in Coorg; in a coffee plantation. You’ve never been to Coorg.’


‘What resort is this?’ she had asked suspiciously.


‘It’s called Sybarite II. It’s an hour-and-a-half drive away from Mysore. You’ll have a room to yourself.’


‘Sybarite!’ Her grimace had made her disapproval evident. ‘Do you know what that means? Why would I ever want to go near such a place?’


‘It’s only a name, Mini,’ he had protested.


‘No, thanks! I know only too well what Nihir’s getaways are like.’


‘Come on, Mini! You’ve been to several of them and they haven’t been all that bad, have they? You’re not obliged to indulge in stuff you want to keep away from. We have always done that.’


‘Sybarite!’ she had repeated with distaste, as if she had bitten into a rotten apple. ‘I’m sure it’ll suit Megha and that new girl. Not me. No, thanks. Anyway, you’ll enjoy it more if you’re alone.’


That had been the end of it. He wondered if he would have been successful in persuading her to accompany him if the resort had been named differently. Typical Mini – all she needed was one little factoid to jump to an irrevocable conclusion.


He shook himself out of his reverie at the beep from his laptop and brought his mind back to the present. He had important work to do now, work as important as any he had ever done.


He had started out last year by quietly cataloguing news items from the NMG’s newspapers and comparing them with corresponding articles from other newspapers. He had done so with the intent of proving that Nihir was tailoring news to suit his private interests. His intent was to blow the lid off Nihir’s duplicity before he quit his employ.


But as he compared headlines and news items across newspapers, something interesting had emerged. Nihir, he realized, might not be the only one indulging in deceit. There were other media houses, too, that seemed to be practising similar deceptions. He had expanded his net and had begun studying three other newspapers.


A year down the line, a pattern was beginning to emerge. He had enough evidence now, albeit circumstantial, to convince an unbiased judge that some newspapers were manipulating news and headlines to cater to private interests; and that these private interests were not limited to politics.


In the past month itself, he and Tanya had made a startling discovery when they traced a number of fake news pieces and misinformation campaigns back to a single source. A wealthy socialite and her son seemed to be running a successful business by creating and distributing fabricated reports, bogus interviews, phoney analysis and morphed photographs on social media and websites.


But so far, Kaushik and Tanya had not been able to establish a connection with the tailored news in newspapers and on TV. There was, of course, considerable commonality in the ultimate beneficiaries, but that, by itself, was not conclusive one way or the other.


Just as he was about to begin work, the doorbell rang. It was Tanya.


‘Your letter has arrived,’ she said, walking in.


The twenty-two-year-old was uncommonly pretty in a way that immediately struck you, whatever be your age or gender. Her fine-boned features came together in an exceptionally pleasing combination and her unassuming expression often turned to spontaneous smiles. There was a certain disarming openness in her gaze that put you instantly at ease and engendered trust.


For Kaushik, comparisons between her and a younger Megha were superficial and misplaced. Endowed with large, lustrous eyes set in an oval face, Tanya was a classical beauty, much like the film actresses of old, over whom Kaushik had gone gaga in his younger days. Megha, on the other hand, with her high cheekbones, angular face, slanting eyes, pouting lips and perfect brown-black hair, was distinctly sensual. Her bold gaze suggested that she knew exactly what effect she had on the male mind. Despite her understated elegance, there was nothing modest about her. She carried off her characteristic minimalism in attire with enviable panache. Subtle and arresting at once, she never passed unnoticed. She would have, had she chosen that line, made a fine model.


The two women were very similar in build, however. Five foot five, erect and of assured carriage, they resembled each other from a distance. To Megha’s undeniable credit, the twenty-year age gap between the two women became all but invisible when they were viewed from behind.


‘Thanks,’ Kaushik now said as he took the envelope from Tanya. It was unmarked, except for ‘KK’ printed in capitals on its face. There was no indication of who had sent it. ‘Anyone saw it?’


‘I don’t think so.’ Tanya shook her head. ‘I took it from the driver and brought it straight here.’


‘Thanks,’ Kaushik said again, as Tanya dropped into a chair, kicked off her shoes and exhaled loudly. ‘Tired?’ he asked.


‘Very. Do all young women have to play hostesses at such events?’


‘Only the pretty ones. It’s awful, isn’t it?’


‘It’s so humiliating! Some guests assume that every hostess is an empty-headed showpiece with whom they are free to take liberties. The looks they give me in this out-of-the-way place are of the kind they wouldn’t dare dream of in a city. Somehow, they believe that the remoteness of the venue gives them the licence to cast off all pretence of civilized behaviour.’


‘What with the nearest significant police presence an hour and a half away, we may as well be beyond the reach of the law. Should anything happen, by the time the police can be sufficiently convinced to come here, all evidence of the “crime” would have vanished. And few would testify against Nihir’s guests.’


Kaushik sat back down on his chair and ran his fingers through his thick white hair. His expression was thoughtful.


‘My suggestion is that you ignore them. Sure, it’s easier said than done. But that’s the only practical advice I can give you.’


‘What a tamasha this getaway is!’ Tanya exclaimed. ‘We may as well be back in ancient Rome!’


Discretion was imperative at Nihir’s getaways, because they were unapologetically hedonistic. Almost every craving – carnal or otherwise – that a guest confessed a taste for was pandered to, no questions asked, as long as the activities it involved were discreetly indulged in and didn’t disturb other guests. Some were even arranged for in advance if adequate notice had been given.


To keep the entire affair and its location secret, all travel arrangements were made by Sanyal himself. Even a guest’s secretary or spouse was kept ignorant of the destination to which the guest was headed. Guests often travelled under assumed names and carried fake IDs. Had the outside world known where and when the getaway was being organized, they could have attempted to snoop. The idea was to give them zero chance to do so.


‘I don’t understand why Nihir allows this,’ Kaushik murmured reflectively. His fingers dropped to his snowy moustache as he turned his white-maned head to gaze unseeingly out of the window. ‘Legality aside, this is dangerous, to say the least. If someone were assaulted or – heaven forbid – killed, we wouldn’t be in a position to even inform the police about who all had been in the resort at that time. Nihir and Sanyal may know who the invitees are, but nobody knows the identities of those who accompanied them.’


‘Thanks,’ Tanya said with mock sarcasm. ‘That makes a girl feel really safe.’


‘Better safe than sorry, Tanya. I don’t want you coming to any harm. I know that it is probably not my place to say so, but I’d suggest you get back to your room by 11 p.m. and keep the door locked after that. There is no telling what could happen after midnight. Don’t open the door if anyone knocks. Call me instead.’


‘I think I’ll have work till midnight. After that, I can lock myself up.’


Kaushik took a deep breath and shook his head as if to clear it.


‘What has Megha been telling you?’ he asked, switching the topic. ‘I saw her lecturing you.’


‘Oh, she’s being a big sister to me, advising me on how to conduct myself, how to leverage opportunities and build my career. She sees herself in me, you know.’


‘What exactly did she say?’


Tanya smiled broadly. ‘I don’t think you want to know.’


‘Try me.’


Kaushik’s expression was serious as he continued gazing out of the French windows. He didn’t want to train his glowering stare on Tanya and unintentionally intimidate her.


‘She believes that everyone should make full use of the gifts they have been endowed with,’ the young woman replied. ‘Some have brains; others, a silver tongue; a few have a network of contacts; and still others, an impressive personality. The smart ones use their brains to build a career for themselves. Similarly, an articulate person talks his or her way to success. Everyone cashes in on whatever connections he or she has.’


‘I would agree with that,’ Kaushik murmured. ‘Nothing wrong in it.’


‘Similarly,’ Tanya went on, a trace of laughter in her voice, ‘an attractive young woman should not hesitate in making use of the gifts God has given her. There is nothing wrong in it, she says. Use it, just as others would use their advantages.’


Kaushik’s irate gaze snapped to Tanya’s face. Her eyes were twinkling and the beginnings of a smile were tugging at the corners of her mouth.


‘And?’ he demanded to know.


‘And so, I must use my…well…assets, to use Megha’s terminology, to further my career.’


Kaushik’s dark face darkened further.


‘She would!’ he growled, sounding like an ageing lion. ‘Megha knows all about that. None can know better.’


‘Is it true, then? All that one hears about her?’ Tanya asked, curious. ‘Those rumours about how she reached where she has?’


‘It’s not for me to judge her, Tanya. But all that one hears doesn’t seem inconsistent with the way she projects herself, at times.’


‘Has she tried her charms on you too?’ A teasing smile had blossomed on her pretty face.


‘Tanya!’ Mock anger failed to get the better of the grin that had broken out on Kaushik’s face. ‘If she has, it’s not for you to know.’


His expression grew serious now.


‘But make no mistake,’ he continued in his deep, drawling voice. ‘She has worked very hard for her successes and she deserves every bit of it. She is smart, mind you. Smarter than most people in the NMG. She was a nobody when she arrived in Delhi from Assam – a twenty-something girl with a starry-eyed zeal for journalism. Coming from a poor family in a small town, she knew nothing of big cities and was entirely ignorant of Delhi’s wolves and its wily ways. Nihir was quick to swoop down on her. To say that he took advantage of her is an understatement.


‘Megha has had to deal with a lot of crap, not least of which was Nihir’s possessiveness. She stayed on his good side, even if she managed it by doing him endless favours. But she navigated the treacherous waters skilfully and made her mark – a testimony to her mind, rather than her looks. In my book, she is a victim who won in the end and came out on top.’


‘That’s why she sounds bitter, at times, I suppose.’


‘You too would be bitter had you gone through what she has. She has endured a lot to become what she is, Tanya. I haven’t suffered a tenth of what she has and I am still resentful.’


‘I didn’t know this.’ Tanya’s voice had dropped to a whisper. ‘Most people in the company see her as an ambitious woman who will do anything to get what she wants.’


‘She is a woman who beat the odds, Tanya, and she deserves credit for that. I have a lot of respect for her. However,’ Kaushik paused to drive home the imminent caveat, ‘her ways are her own, a product of the situation in which she found herself when she arrived in Delhi. They don’t constitute a template for other young women to follow.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Tanya said quietly, still a little awed by the unexpected intensity of Kaushik’s defence of Megha. ‘To each her own. I won’t be the next Megha, successful as she is.’


Kaushik grunted his approval and changed the topic.


‘When should I get to the lawn party?’ he asked.


‘Guests are expected to start gathering at seven.’ Tanya hurriedly slipped on her shoes. ‘I had better be going, in case I’m missed. I don’t want them to know that I was taking a break here.’


She rose and smoothed down her dress.


‘One moment, Tanya.’ Kaushik hastened to his feet and picked up his iPhone. ‘Do you mind if I take a couple of snaps of you?’


‘Me?’ Tanya’s eyebrows shot up and a little silvery laugh escaped her lips. ‘Sure. But why do you want to photograph me?’


‘I’ll tell you later. Can you stand in front of this painting? Please hold up the newspaper so that its date can be seen.’


Tanya moved to the spot indicated and held up the newspaper in front of her. Kaushik shot three pictures from different angles. A moment later, Tanya turned to go.


‘Remember to be back in your room as soon as your work is done,’ he called out after her. ‘Let nobody convince you otherwise. It may not be safe for you tonight once the party gets wild.’


Once she had left, Kaushik tore open the envelope Tanya had brought him and studied the single sheet it contained. It was a photocopy of a sale deed for the top three floors of a swanky new commercial complex in the heart of Delhi. The sale consideration was ₹45 crores. He smiled grimly as he noted the name of the buyer – AAN Investments.


He placed the sheet under the table lamp and photographed it with his mobile phone. After verifying that the image was clear and the writing on the document legible, he tore the sheet up into small pieces and flushed them down the toilet.


He moved the photos he had taken to a folder on his laptop that already contained three other photos of the resort that he had surreptitiously taken from his balcony, defying Nihir’s explicit instructions to the contrary.


He then busied himself with the photographs, frequently zooming to 800 per cent of the original size and studying them. After half an hour of steady work, he inserted his dongle into the laptop and connected to the Internet.


Five minutes later, he had sent off his emails. He then deleted them from his account, along with the photographs he had saved in a folder. No evidence of his work remained on his laptop.






Chapter 3





Megha Barua, celebrity anchor of Pulse TV, who was watched by millions every evening and was, perhaps, the most followed woman in the country on social media, was not having a particularly good day. Meetings that were central to her agenda for the getaway had not gone off well. The representative the political party had deputed to hold discussions with her had turned out to be a postbox. She needed someone who could take decisions on the spot and not want to check back with the party leadership at every turn.


Fortunately for her, BKS, a party veteran and an erstwhile Cabinet minister, had landed up at Sybarite II. She had no idea that BKS would be here, as both he and Nihir, though closely related, were reluctant to be seen together in public. Family relationships between politicians and journalists were best kept obscure.


BKS had come to spend a quiet weekend with his brother-in-law and Megha had been quick to seize the opportunity. A call to the party supremo had ensured that BKS was empowered to take decisions during the discussion. She had lost no time in buttonholing him.


‘The person sent to discuss the plan was not up to it, BKS,’ she said, as they sat facing each other in the room she was using as her temporary office at the resort. ‘BKS’ was how the veteran politician was addressed in inner party circles. ‘He couldn’t even understand the basics of the approach we are trying to chalk out for your party’s campaign for the elections. All he could think of was bombarding our viewers and readers with news items and stings geared to project the ruling party as being anti-minority.’


‘That’s old hat,’ BKS scoffed. ‘We need to go beyond that.’


‘Exactly!’ Megha concurred. ‘Everyone in the Opposition has been doing that for years now and it has had little effect. You need something fresh, different, something that will undermine the very foundations of the ruling party’s appeal.’


BKS nodded encouragingly as he sipped his Scotch. He was a man who spoke little and when he did, it was after due consideration.


‘The second issue is this,’ she went on. ‘The National Media Group is credible because it is not seen – at least by the general public – to be taking sides politically. If we were to bombard our audience overtly with anti-government propaganda, as your man suggests, we would lose that credibility. And that, in turn, would drastically diminish the impact of whatever we do for you. Outcomes will be compromised.’


‘True,’ BKS murmured. Dressed in faded blue jeans, a turtleneck sweater and a golf cap, the veteran politician would have been unrecognizable to the voting public who were familiar with his political persona and had never seen him in this particular avatar. ‘What do you suggest?’


‘We have a little more than a year before the elections,’ Megha replied. ‘We must adopt a steady, low-intensity campaign that builds slowly and peaks just before the elections. It must be done subtly and in a way that does not compromise our credibility.’


‘What will be the campaign’s main message? Something that will undermine their foundations, you said?’


‘Ah!’ A soft smile curved Megha’s lips. ‘That is the other critical point. The ruling party is seen by its supporters as nationalistic, patriotic and relatively clean. That is their strength and that is what we must target.


‘It may sound like a simple approach, but we believe that simplicity is the key in getting the message across to voters. The objective is to engineer a vote swing. A swing of a few percentage points will yield a disproportionate outcome in terms of the number of seats.


‘If, through our efforts, we can make supporters of the ruling party suspect that its politicians are placing their private interests above the State’s interests, we will begin eroding its support base. If we further succeed in demonstrating that these private interests run against the grain of nationalism and patriotism – qualities the supporters admire – the impact will be still deeper. It’s a very simple plan that can undermine the very foundations of the ruling party’s appeal.


‘And if and when we sprinkle the narrative with linkages to terrorism, real or fake, that will be the cherry on the cake. Nothing can, you will agree, be more anti-national than terrorism. What we plan to do first is sow the seeds of doubt and suspicion. There are enough people out there who will then gleefully take up the narrative. We will then provide a steady supply of incendiary material to fuel the flames.’


‘What would you want us to do?’ BKS asked.


‘Your party has connections the world over,’ Megha responded. ‘And you have many sympathizers in the bureaucracy and in financial institutions. See if you can unearth cross-border transactions that can be positioned as covert funding for anti-national activities. Perhaps, you can unearth photos that show members of the ruling party in the company of terrorists or dubious middlemen.


‘In addition to eroding their support base, we’ll position some minor parties as being more nationalistic than the ruling party. That will fragment the nationalistic vote. By doing this and some other things I haven’t yet mentioned, the NMG will alter the agenda for the coming elections. By setting the agenda to your strengths, we will give you a major advantage.


‘While the NMG focuses on this campaign, your political machinery can continue to talk about minority victimization and anti-poor policies.’


BKS didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he went to the sideboard and poured himself another drink. Megha waited. As was her custom for all business meetings, she was dressed formally in a skirt and jacket. The evening party would see her attired very differently. BKS picked up his drink and went to the window to stare out, his gaze unfocused as he considered Megha’s proposition. At length, he turned and addressed her in a slow, measured manner.


‘It’s a simple plan, but I think it could work,’ he said quietly. ‘I agree with you – the simpler the better. The average voter will comprehend it better and relate to it. So, in one line, you plan to tarnish their nationalistic and patriotic image.’


‘That’s right.’


‘It’s worth a try…and it will supplement our party’s own efforts. However, it will be worthwhile only if you can pull it off as envisaged. How will you do this without compromising the NMG’s credibility?’


‘It will take some clever programming, BKS. Leave it to us. For appearances, we will compliment the ruling party too, but we’ll pick our words with care. Praise, as you know, can also raise expectations and set the stage for future disappointments.’ Megha’s eyes grew thoughtful, wary. ‘That is why we need to start now,’ she continued, ‘and use the entire fifteen months or so that we have before the elections. As I said, it will be a subtle, low-intensity campaign, but a steady, relentless one. It will appear entirely incident-based and issue-driven. We will knit a cogent story over several months by linking multiple incidents that either you bring to us or we unearth ourselves.


‘The first few months will be devoted to sowing the seeds of doubt in the supporters’ minds. Then we will begin connecting the dots and a pattern will slowly emerge. It will be so broad-based that it will be difficult for anyone to refute or counter. The last couple of months, we will intensify our efforts and work towards the climax. That is when we take the wind out of their sails. By then, it will be too late for them to do anything meaningful to counter the damage done. The body of evidence, so to speak, will be overwhelming.’


BKS stared at Megha for a long moment and then nodded slowly.


‘What specifically do you have in mind?’ he asked.


Over the next half an hour, Megha went into the details of her plan. The National Media Group would do everything to publicize and project carefully selected bits of news and give them the required spin. They would also do a number of investigative pieces themselves. What they couldn’t do was invent news. It was up to BKS and his party to unearth or manufacture – she didn’t care which – news that she could exploit to the hilt. Megha would lead the campaign.


By the end of the half-hour, they had agreed on a broad plan. Many details still needed to be worked out; that would be done over the next few weeks.


Megha rose with the sinuous elegance that had become her hallmark and smiled bewitchingly as she shook hands with BKS. She kept her lingering gaze on him, maintaining a carefully calculated expression of expectancy on her face. The politician hesitated for a moment.


‘Anything I can do for you, Megha?’ he asked eventually.


‘Well…now that you mention it, there’s this lovely little property overlooking a lake… It’s in a state that you rule.’


When BKS left, Megha flopped on to a sofa and lit a long, thin cigarette. She took a couple of deep drags. It had been a tiring day, mainly on account of the importance of the things she had had to deal with. Before the fortuitous meeting with BKS, she had sparred with his party colleague. And before that, she had negotiated some key business deals for Nihir, the NMG and herself.


One last meeting remained on her agenda. The one with a scion of the Bahroti Group, the largest advertiser in the NMG’s newspapers and on its TV channels and websites. Samit Sengupta, Capital TV’s editor-in-chief, was entertaining him now as he waited for Megha to call. But first, she needed a little something to prime herself for the meeting.


She stubbed out her cigarette and poured herself a cup of green tea. Slowly sipping the tea, she went to the window and stared out at the coffee plantation behind the resort as dusk descended.


Distractedly, she watched a neatly dressed woman strolling among the foliage. In her late twenties or early thirties, the woman was carrying an oversized handbag that looked like a Gucci from a distance. Deciding that she didn’t recognize her, Megha was beginning to wonder which invitee the woman could have accompanied when something else attracted her attention.


A few dozen yards beyond the woman, deeper in the foliage, a well-dressed, middle-aged man was wandering aimlessly among the silver oak trees and peering intently at the black pepper creepers on the tree trunks. Could he really see anything in the gloom? Not recognizing him either, Megha wondered who he might be. He too was dressed like an invited guest or someone accompanying one.


On spotting two separate people she had failed to recognize, Megha experienced the same sense of unease that had prompted Kaushik to share his misgivings with Tanya. Nihir’s insistence on not identifying his invitees left the getaway vulnerable to interlopers. Telling herself that it was not her problem to deal with, Megha was turning away from the window to call Samit when a movement caught her eye. Strolling down the walkway just under her window was a familiar-looking figure.


Megha snapped to a halt and stared at the elegant person – Marlene Rana, the ‘Faker’ who, Kaushik claimed, orchestrated fabricated news, misinformation and rumours for a fee. Few people knew of her illicit activities; her public persona was that of a socialite and art aficionado. Megha, too, had been in the dark about her clandestine ‘business’ until Kaushik had enlightened her. In the course of his recent investigations, Kaushik had, in fact, traced several fake news items and concocted pieces of information back to Marlene and her son, Robert Rana. Megha wondered if the strapping young man beside Marlene was Robert.


While WhatsApp, websites and the social media were Marlene and Robert’s primary haunts, they were also believed to have sparked and spread verbal rumours in the hinterland, where smartphones were not as common as they were in the cities. Robert was reputed to be a virtuoso in morphing photographs and videos and was considered an authority on digital marketing and the social media. His ‘marketing firm’ operated a large number of social media handles and WhatsApp accounts through which his creations were seeded into the unsuspecting digital world.


Megha’s brow furrowed as much in anger as in puzzlement. If there was one pair she had to stay away from, it was them. The same went for Nihir too, she would have imagined. Why, then, had he invited Marlene here? Was he a user of her services? If so, all the more reason not to have her flaunting her presence at his getaway. Or could he possibly be unaware of her illicit activities?


Megha stood at the window for a long moment, wrestling with the unpleasant surprise of discovering Marlene on the premises. Minutes ticked by as she poured and drank another cup of tea. Gradually, equanimity returned. She made a mental note to have a quiet chat with Kaushik.


She turned her mind back to the last meeting of the day and called Samit.


When he entered her room minutes later, accompanied by the scion of the Bahroti Group, none of Megha’s earlier disquiet was in evidence. ‘Good evening, Deepesh,’ she said, her impeccable courtesy touched with a carefully calibrated degree of warmth. ‘Such a pleasure to see you! How is the little one? He must be almost a year old now, right?’


Megha indulged in effortless pleasantries as Samit offered Deepesh a drink and helped him settle down. A few minutes later, she turned to the business at hand with the ease that came from conducting uncounted negotiations in the past. Her painstakingly cultivated charm was very much in evidence.


‘The Bahroti Group is a large advertiser and one of our top clients,’ she began. ‘Apart from recruitment, marketing and regular kinds of advertisement, you spend considerable money across your group on developing your brand in other ways.’


‘How do you know that?’ Deepesh asked.


Megha’s lips curved again into a smile.


‘After all, we are media experts,’ she said. ‘We spend time studying what organizations – especially our clients – do in the media. In fact, we try and anticipate their needs.’


Deepesh inclined his head slightly in acknowledgement. ‘Go on.’


‘Given that you have very significant media needs and we are among the country’s largest media houses, it may be worth our while to consider a partnership.’


‘Okay.’ A shrewd look came into Deepesh’s eyes. ‘What do you have in mind?’


‘Let me get the simpler part out of the way first,’ Megha said, dropping her gaze to her lap for a moment and adjusting the hem of her skirt. ‘For traditional advertising, be it print, TV or digital, we will offer your group preferential rates and priority for primetime slots. In return, we ask for a larger share of your advertising spend. I have done the math and I think you will like what we propose. That, in itself, should establish a compelling business case for you, even if we don’t consider other aspects.’


‘I’m willing to look at it,’ Deepesh responded guardedly. ‘I’ll keep an open mind. What other aspects are you referring to?’


‘Non-traditional aspects, Deepesh. Let me show you an example.’


Megha pulled out a sheet of paper from her folder and laid it on the table around which they were sitting. Two newspaper articles had been photocopied side-by-side on the sheet.


‘Here are two articles about luxury cars that came out on the same day in two different newspapers,’ she continued. ‘You know the background – these two luxury carmakers, A and B, are fighting neck-to-neck for the leadership position in the luxury segment. Now look at the two headlines.


‘Newspaper 1’s headline reads: “A keeps luxury car crown in India.” On the very same day, Newspaper 2 prints a headline saying: “B edges out A as leading luxury car brand.” Interesting, isn’t it?


‘Now, both articles are based on the same data, which was released by an automobile manufacturers’ association the previous day. Both headlines are factually correct. The difference lies in how the data was interpreted. One newspaper used quarterly sales as the basis for its report, while the other newspaper focused on monthly sales. Company B had chosen to push out more cars during that last month of the quarter and nosed ahead.


‘While both articles are factually correct, the two headlines convey diametrically opposite impressions. The wording of a headline, as you know, is the newspaper’s creation. And in exercising this creative choice, it can put a spin on the news.


‘Here is another example…an article on a food-delivery start-up reports that the start-up’s losses increased sixty-five times in one year. Sounds bad, doesn’t it? But see this article in another newspaper… It states that the top line of the same start-up grew two hundred times!


‘One newspaper reports that losses increased sixty-five times, but another states that the top line grew two hundred times. Both are right, but again, they convey completely different impressions. It all comes down to the editorial choice of the headline.’


Megha pulled out a few more sheets and placed them on the table.


‘Some examples of how financial results have been interpreted differently,’ she continued, gesturing to the sheets. ‘By choosing to focus on either top line or margins, articles on the same subject can convey very different impressions. Similarly, by comparing the current quarter figures with that of the previous quarter – instead of the same quarter the previous year – one can give a spin to otherwise lifeless data.’


‘Are you suggesting,’ Deepesh asked slowly, ‘that you will do such a thing for us?’


Megha looked him straight in the eye and held his gaze.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Not just in our newspapers, but also on our TV channels.’


Deepesh’s head snapped around to Samit.


‘Will you?’ he asked, his eyes searching the TV anchor’s face.


‘If you think that will help,’ Samit responded carefully, a half-smile playing on his lips.


‘Will it help!’ Deepesh almost squeaked in indignation. ‘You must be joking! But seriously, are you willing to do it? If you are, I’ll speak to my dad right away.’


‘This is not a conversation you’ll want to have over the phone, Deepesh,’ Megha interposed smoothly. ‘I suggest you speak to your dad at home after your return. We don’t want something like this getting around.’


‘There are other ways, too, in which we can help,’ Samit added. ‘Between our many channels, we show hours and hours of footage every day. Every time we shoot footage, we make choices about where to shoot it, where the reporter should stand and what is visible in the background. You know what I mean?’


Deepesh shook his head in confusion, his eyes searching Samit’s face.


‘Okay, here is an example. When you release a new mango drink, the reporter could be positioned in front of a hoarding that advertises your new drink. The news the reporter is conveying to the viewer will have nothing to do with your company or its products. It may be a political or social coverage, for all you know. But your hoarding will appear in the background. Millions of viewers will see it without realizing that it was publicity for your company in some form.’


A shrewd expression came over Deepesh’s face.


‘Like in-movie adverts, eh?’ he asked. ‘Our consumer brands will appear in the background as your reporters speak about something entirely unconnected.’ Deepesh drained his glass. ‘I like that!’


‘There’s more. Your family office invests privately in start-ups, right?’ Samit asked.


In the Bahroti Group was a private equity firm which had only one investor – the Bahroti family trust. Two ex-investment bankers ran the firm, which invested heavily in start-ups and emerging businesses.


‘Uh-huh.’ Deepesh’s eyes were shining in anticipation.


‘I could showcase some of them on Start-up Cauldron.’


Start-up Cauldron was a very popular weekly show that Samit hosted on Capital TV, the NMG’s business channel. The show focused exclusively on start-ups and their potential. Good coverage there served as a major boost to start-ups. Not only did it drastically increase customer visits, it also helped very significantly in raising funds.


Deepesh remained silent for a long moment as he assimilated the implications of the proposal. At length, he turned to Megha and asked, ‘I suppose this…er…service has a cost attached?’


‘Yes, but it will be far lower than the benefits that will accrue to your group.’ Megha smiled and gathered up the papers. ‘We can talk about that later. In the case of start-ups, given that they are perpetually starved for cash, we could consider a minority stake instead.’


She stood up and offered her hand for Deepesh to shake.


‘Don’t worry about the cost now, Deepesh,’ she said in a reassuring voice. ‘Think about what we said and get comfortable with the idea. Discuss it with your family. Then we can get into the details. Meanwhile, enjoy the party tonight.’


■


Nihir looked up sharply from the Bhagavad Gita he was reading to calm his nerves when the door opened and Sanyal stepped in. Two pegs of Lagavulin whisky, his usual self-prescription for steadying himself, had failed to have the anticipated effect on this day fraught with anxiety. He had been on edge for the past hour, fearing that the visitor he was expecting would bring disturbing news.


‘Parag Bhai is here, sir,’ Sanyal said quietly, opening the door a little wider to let in a short, compact man dressed like a senior executive from a foreign bank.


‘Namaskar, Sethji,’ the newcomer murmured, his soft voice carrying clearly across the room. ‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. The flight to Bangalore was delayed.’ His clipped speech betrayed the influence of the many years he had spent in the United Kingdom.


‘No problem.’ Nihir inserted a bookmark to mark the page he had been reading and closed the book firmly. He rose and shook hands with the visitor. ‘Come, Parag. Let’s take a stroll around the resort. Have you been here before?’


‘Not had the pleasure, I’m afraid. This is my first time here.’


‘All the more reason for us to take a walk.’ Nihir handed his mobile phone to Sanyal and led his visitor out of the room. ‘Come.’


The two men walked to the atrium and down the broad steps leading to the rose garden and central lawn, Nihir politely enquiring after Parag’s family as they moved along. A man in a dark safari suit with a bulge under his left arm that hinted at a concealed weapon followed them, maintaining a discreet distance of a few paces, his alert gaze sweeping the area in every direction.


When they were a couple of hundred feet from the building, Nihir raised his hand in a slight gesture. The man in the safari suit stopped in his tracks. Once Nihir and Parag had moved on and were a hundred feet away, he resumed walking at a more leisurely place, following the two men while carefully maintaining a distance that prevented him from overhearing their low-voiced conversation. Nobody else was within earshot as the two elderly men sauntered along a gravel walkway that led to a remote part of the resort.


‘Tell me, Parag,’ Nihir began in an undertone. ‘What news do you bring?’


‘Not good news, I’m afraid.’ The other man’s voice was equally low. ‘I have reason to believe that Mahesh Savalia has sold his stake to Gorvin.’


Nihir’s blood ran cold and the tip of his tongue tingled. This was no minor setback. It was a disaster. His hands, thrust inside his jacket pockets, clenched into tight fists.


‘I see… How sure are you?’


‘I’m almost certain. Cross-checked it with two sources.’


Both men fell silent for a full minute. Piyush Gorvin, who had been acquiring a stake in as many media houses as possible over the past two years, was now targeting the major shareholders of the NMG’s holding company. While Nihir directly owned 68 per cent of the shares, another 23 per cent or so was owned by his close friends and families related to him. Mahesh Savalia, a childhood friend of Nihir’s and a major industrialist in his own right, owned 7 per cent of the shares. Mahesh’s main interests were in chemicals and logistics, where he was a major player.


‘So Mahesh has let me down,’ Nihir said, struggling to maintain his composure. His face had paled and his mouth felt dry. He longed for another drink. ‘I didn’t think he would. After all these years.’


‘Well, Sethji,’ the other man said, ‘three of his factories got shut down by inspectors and a part of his fleet has been grounded, ostensibly because of emission issues. His access to trains has also been blocked. He is losing crores every week. As if that were not enough, his son is being investigated for money laundering. He cannot take on Gorvin’s might forever. It was only a matter of time before he caved in.’


‘Yes, but he could have told me. I offered to buy out his stake.’


‘I believe Gorvin paid ₹250 per share.’


‘₹250!’ Nihir’s outraged eyes snapped to Parag’s face. ‘When the book value is ₹32?’


‘Gorvin knows as well as we do that a media house’s book value is no reflection of the power it wields. If he ends up controlling much of the country’s media, the value will be immense. I believe he has bought another chunk of Comet Media.’


Comet Media was a rival media group.


Nihir fell silent. Parag, he knew, was absolutely right. The cumulative book value of all the media companies Nihir controlled added up to a few hundred million dollars. But the money he had personally made from the influence they wielded ran into billions.


There was virtually no limit to the money one could generate from politicians, industrialists, brand owners, film personalities, special-interest groups and others by wielding the power of the media. His multi-language portfolio of TV channels, newspapers and websites reached a very large part of the country’s population.


‘With Mahesh Savalia’s stake in hand, Gorvin now has a little over 17 per cent,’ Parag continued, his words measured. ‘You must stop him before it reaches 26 per cent. If you fail to do so, he can create more trouble for you. You need to acquire another 7 per cent immediately. A little more, if possible. If Savalia’s hand could be forced, so can the hands of others. You must act now.’
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