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  1: Web




  A gang member from Moss Side shivers in his car outside Strangeways Prison gatehouse. He has been ordered to pick up an old associate, Whippet, who is being released after

  serving three and a half years for dealing crack cocaine and heroin. It’s December. It’s snowing, cloaking the red-brick watchtower which rises over north Manchester. He scrapes ice off

  the inside of the windscreen with his gloved knuckles and makes out another man waiting, a big guy, early forties, who stands smoking in a black polo shirt with short sleeves. ‘You

  cold?’ he calls out. The big guy turns his head and sucks smoke through his teeth. ‘Half Norwegian,’ he grins back. The man’s head is shaven, his teeth stained and chipped,

  but his frame is broad, as if he works out. He finishes his cigarette and disappears inside the gatehouse. When he comes out Whippet is with him. The gang member leans on his horn and beckons him

  over. Whippet looks the other way and keeps walking. The big guy pushes him into a car and drives off at speed, tyres hissing on the sleety road.




  The car tears around the ring road and heads north on the M6, the city thinning out, towards Lancaster and Kendal in the direction of the Scottish border. The big guy, Anders Svensson, has been

  a detective for twenty-three years, and can sense that something is troubling his companion. Whippet’s muttering to himself, running his hand back and forward over his Jamie Foxx buzz cut.

  ‘I don’t need no babysitter,’ he says, glaring ahead. The side of his mouth twists back as if snagged by a fish hook. ‘I’m respected. Old school.’




  Svensson lights another cigarette, says nothing. He has investigated thirty murders and worked the ganglands of south Manchester so long and hard that the job is wired into his blood. He notices

  how Whippet taps his upper lip and keeps glancing in the wing mirror. Under the prison swagger, he’s terrified.




  Svensson knows he’s a good cop. Over the years he’s had chief constable recommendations and the respect and backing of most of the senior officers in his division. But he’s

  never taken up the offer of a promotion: he joined up to be a cop, to stay in the trenches. He is still a DC, working with much younger men who don’t understand what he does and are sometimes

  jealous; he tries not to let them piss him off. Don’t hate me because you ain’t me. That kind of thing. What sets him apart as a good detective is his guile and the ability to get under

  the skin of criminals like Whippet.




  ‘Will you call up your old crew?’ Svensson asks. ‘Merlin?’




  Whippet rubs his eyes at the mention of Merlin’s name. He shakes his head.




  ‘Fuck him, man. Them thugs are no friends of mine. They’re just haters,’ he says. ‘I want to spend some time with Amber. Amber and the kids. People who care about

  me.’




  As the countryside around them opens up, Svensson listens to Whippet make promises. He’s heard them before, many times. They’re rarely a testament to the transformative powers of

  prison, and usually last as long as the licence conditions. Perhaps something shows on his face, because Whippet jabs a finger at him.




  ‘This time is for real,’ he growls. ‘You know where I’ve been for three years? Every day someone telling you when to take a piss. No way I’m going back.’




  For two years before his sentence, Whippet was busy robbing and torturing drug-dealers to make a name for himself. He’s a middle-ranking predator. Despite the glamour the kids associate

  with the hustler lifestyle, most of the dealers Svensson knows are scraping by and living with their mums. Whippet was barely making ends meet before his conviction. There are only one or two who

  ever make any serious money and have the sense to move away from gang life.




  But every fifteen years there comes along an individual of such outstanding criminal ability he inspires total fear in the other predators. Like every detective, Svensson is a hunter, and

  hunters are only interested in big game. He has read all the books on Sutcliffe. He remembers the quote by Ian Brady in The Gates of Janus, that a serial killer is like a great white shark

  cruising through society and the rest of us are fish. Whippet is just fish. Out there in the dark corners of south Manchester lurk the people that Whippet is afraid of. Svensson knows he can use

  this fear.




  He knows a few other things about Whippet. Intelligence suggests Whippet has been involved in more than drug-dealing. He’s got a temper on him, too: as a kid he once tried to smash his way

  out of a young offenders’ institution with a sledgehammer. Whippet’s victims have all left behind relatives and friends who hate him, would like to see him dead or locked up

  permanently. Svensson has been careful to talk to all of them over the last couple of months. He goes round for a brew with the victim’s sisters or beans on toast with their mums. Whippet is

  the topic of conversation. Before long they are competing to tell him stories about the savage things he has done: the blowtorch, the soldering iron. Svensson acts unsurprised, as though he has

  heard it all already, and chips in with his own details, so when he leaves they are under the impression they haven’t told him anything new. He builds up a picture of which old associates

  Whippet is still rolling with, whose orders he is following. And two names keep coming up. Names Svensson knows well.




  Flow and Merlin.




  Svensson has been tracking this pair for twelve years, since 1994. Merlin is the boss of the Gooch gang, Flow the enforcer. Flow is what US law enforcement calls an ultra-violent impact player.

  When he is around, he catalyses brutal incidents. Flow has recognized in recent years he has a rare ability to kill someone and walk away. He has developed a reputation as a stone-cold killer. He

  can do things that most people would find abhorrent, like close-up headshots, and be untouched by them; he doesn’t need to psych himself up. You could meet Flow an hour after he’s pulled

  the trigger, have a drink with him and find him charming, be none the wiser. You would think he’s a sound lad, a nice lad. Svensson regularly talks to gang members who have murdered people,

  and he can see the strain etched on their faces. With Flow there is nothing. He has a pale, childlike face and wide-open eyes. He’s a boyish twenty-seven, with a short military haircut. Thick

  eyebrows are raised and dark lashes blink as if he is mildly, pleasantly surprised the whole time. There’s a strange earnestness about him.




  Flow has – or had – two brothers. One was bottled in the city centre for being related to him. The other, Dean, a young DJ and amateur footballer, was killed for the same offence

  while Flow was in jail. He was shot in the stomach as he left his favourite club at 1 a.m. He was with friends, including Flow’s girlfriend, Kerry. Over his time in prison, Flow has formed a

  mental picture of who he thinks was responsible. Word was it was the Longsight Crew. While the kids on bikes retaliate the next day with chaotic, random acts of revenge, Flow waits, and thinks, and

  blinks. It’s been five years. In that time he’s amassed a collection of sophisticated, high-powered weaponry. Three days after Flow was sentenced last time, Svensson went to visit his

  mum, Gemma. She made him beans on toast. He looked over at her as he sawed through the soggy bread. What do you say to a mother who has one son in the ground and another in prison?




  Merlin’s a different matter. It doesn’t take most people long to twig that he’s a psychopath. Merlin has used Flow’s talents to stake his claim to vast areas of Old

  Trafford, Moss Side and Fallowfield. His shadow now extends over most of south Manchester. The secret of Merlin’s success is his ability to exert absolute control over the people around him,

  something Svensson has never seen on this scale before. Merlin is thirty-one and rumoured to be making serious money. Over the last four years he has set up a well-organized network of

  foot-soldiers selling crack cocaine and heroin. The profits are used to buy handguns, shotguns and automatic weapons, including a 7.62mm machine gun, which he wrapped in plastic and stowed in the

  attic of a female bag-head. He earns £700,000 a year. This is £668,000 more than Svensson. On the other hand, the more murders there are, the more overtime Svensson clocks up. Merlin

  isn’t one of those players who eventually move away from the drugs, despite the inevitable time inside on the rare occasions Svensson’s colleagues can make something – anything

  – stick. It excites him too much. Merlin and Flow are big game. They haven’t been out on licence long and already they are the prime suspects behind two recent gang murders. A drive-by

  and a follow-up killing that was so brazen it shocked the whole city.




  The problem, Svensson knows, because he’s encountered it again and again, is that when Merlin is behind a crime it’s impossible to find a witness to come forward. They start seeing

  Flow in every stairwell, at the bottom of every alleyway. Svensson wants to build a case that will put both of them away for a long time. That’s why he’s giving Whippet a lift.




  Now, speeding north through the whirling snow as the afternoon darkens, Svensson only has to mention Flow’s name and Whippet grows pale and weary. When he was in prison he heard that Flow

  was going to kill him because he’d kidnapped and tortured the wrong guy, a dealer connected to Merlin.




  ‘All I want now is to spend time with my kids,’ Whippet croaks. Svensson adopts a paternal tone.




  ‘You’ll be under curfew at the bail hostel. Your licence prevents you from entering Manchester. You can’t go to Legends in Ashton. Or JJs. Can’t go to the Arch Bar in

  Chorlton.’




  ‘Legends?’ Whippet laughs. ‘One foot in there and I’m dead.’




  ‘No one knows where we’re going,’ Svensson says.




  Whippet looks at the passing road signs, twitchy and paranoid. Over the last two hours he feels he’s been eyeballed by every driver on the M6. They are drawing close to the Scottish

  border. There isn’t much time left: Svensson knows that if he’s going to get anything useful out of Whippet, he needs to put the pressure on.




  ‘We’re already tracking Merlin and trying to take him off the streets. It would be easier if we knew which mobile he is using at the moment.’




  They listen to the throb of the exhaust as he changes gear. He cracked it on a muddy track in Buxton. Right now, Whippet’s willing to do anything that will stop him being shot. No one will

  know it came from him. It could come from anywhere. What’s the big deal about a mobile number? He lolls his head back, closes his eyes. He can’t snitch on Merlin. He’d never sleep

  again.




  Left alone in the bail hostel, Whippet’s paranoia starts to bite. There are more surveillance cameras in each room than in the Big Brother house. He is under a strict curfew. His thoughts

  keep returning to the associate at the prison gates. Will the word go around that Whippet disappeared with a cop? Just like a grass. The longer he lies low, the more suspicious they will become. So

  on an impulse, he rings one of Merlin’s lieutenants. He moans about being taken off to the bail hostel.




  ‘Where’s the hostel?’ the lieutenant asks.




  Whippet has to think fast. If he tells the lieutenant he runs the risk of Merlin sending someone to harm him. But if he doesn’t reveal his whereabouts, then Merlin will know immediately

  that he is hiding something. Whippet takes a deep breath.




  ‘Carlisle,’ he says.




  When he ends the call Whippet feels dread creeping over him. Why did he ring? For a moment he was safe. Now Merlin can find him. He goes to his room, and examines the lock. It’s a single

  Yale that would give way after a few determined, powerful kicks; there’s no deadbolt. So he methodically drags all the furniture in the room against the door. Barricaded, he sits on the

  floor, listens to the cold wind rattling around the awnings of the building, and waits for Flow to come and kill him.




  On the drive back, Svensson can’t stop thinking about how he needs Merlin’s mobile number. The gang murders were so blatant, so brazen, they reeked of Merlin and

  Flow. If a mobile number could be linked to the crime scene, they would have enough to secure warrants for fresh arrests. This is how Svensson likes to work. None of the other cops really know what

  he does, nor do they need to know. He disappears deep into the community for days and weeks on end. When Svensson walks onto an estate a young lookout warns his superiors by mobile. ‘XCalibre

  are here,’ he tells them. ‘Which one?’ they ask. ‘The main one,’ the kid replies. Yet Svensson has never laid eyes on this lookout before.




  Svensson is an old-fashioned cop, a law unto himself. Some detectives will recite a long list of ‘Trace/Interview/Eliminate’ names to their superior officer to justify how they

  spent their day. They will spend hours preparing an ‘interview plan’ for a suspect. Interview plan? Svensson has bought himself a little more breathing room than that. No one asks about

  his methods, because he is known to get results.




  One of his three mobiles rings. It’s not one he uses for informants, so he flicks it onto speaker. It’s his wife.




  ‘Can you pick up Jessica from Stockport later?’ she asks.




  ‘No problem.’




  This job has meant he has had to put his own life on hold for long periods. It has cost him one marriage and put the current one under strain. The hours don’t help. For someone who is not

  involved it becomes a chore to listen to him talking about the world where he spends most of his waking hours. The connections, the concentric rings of dealers, enforcers, informers, victims,

  surrounding the big players. He remembers the time his first wife kept asking him to leave the office so he could pick her up to go to her friend’s wedding. She made him promise he would be

  away in forty-five minutes. Thirty-five minutes later he was standing over a body in Moss Side. It was a cold day like today and the bullet holes were clogged with frozen blood. ‘I

  can’t leave. I have a shooting,’ he told her. It happens once, you can get away with it. But not when it happens again and again and again.




  ‘What are you getting her for her birthday?’ she asks.




  ‘Some Miley Cyrus thing,’ he says. ‘She’s the biggest Hannah Montana fan ever.’




  They laugh, then he rings off. He has too much on his mind to chat. The first time he was married he had to leave his wife to go on an overnight surveillance job in Milton Keynes. The job

  escalated and he came back nine days later. He was in the car most of the time with an attractive female trainee detective who kept reading the manual for her exam. If he was totally honest he

  would say he’s always had a bit of an eye. In the early days he used to meet loads of girls. But these days he doesn’t tend to meet anyone outside the gang community. There were even

  times in the early days when cops and ex-girlfriends of gang members would end up shagging. One detective told him that he woke up in bed with a gangster’s girlfriend and didn’t know

  what he was more afraid of – the gangster coming through the door or the police. That hasn’t happened for a long time. On the rare occasions he meets girls for a drink and tells them

  what he does for a living, they’re interested. It’s a bit of ego-massage. It’s the same skill he uses with his informants – reading people, judging their body language,

  seeing what he can get away with. He’s on friendlier terms with his ex-wife now. He sees his kids when he’s not doing a row of three-to-eleven shifts. His son stays over at his place in

  Buxton on the edge of the Peak District with his wife and their daughter. His first wife is a cop and has married another cop.




  When Svensson arrives back from Carlisle, the night shift is underway in south Manchester. A police helicopter hovers over the Alexandra Park Estate, where the Princess Parkway marks the

  dividing line between the warring gangs, the Gooch and the Doddington. The Gooch foot-soldiers jostle to gain favour with Merlin, their manipulative, self-styled general. He gives the order and

  across town someone takes a bullet. Merlin grew up in the streets belonging to the Longsight Crew, an affiliate of the Doddington. But he chose to side with the Gooch, so his street pals from

  Longsight became his sworn enemies. Flow is right about who shot his brother. They have been fighting for almost twenty years. Although they keep it hushed up, the cops have a spy plane which

  watches the whole area as if it was a war zone.




  The urban war in south Manchester is an abandoned, forgotten one: a desolate inner city, steeped in gun crime, gangs and drugs. Tit-for-tat violence. No sooner do the police cut off the heads of

  one faction than the gangs regenerate themselves. They imprison the gang leaders and create a vacuum for a rival gang to move into, and the cycle repeats itself, over and over. Younger men compete

  in acts of brutality to move up the ranks and fill their ex-leader’s vacant shoes. When the cops look for witnesses they find a community living in such fear that no one speaks out. Crimes go

  unreported. Svensson’s gang unit, XCalibre, has used intelligence to cover a twenty-foot ‘wall’ with a hundred and eighty gang members’ faces and street names. They commit

  these faces to memory as they patrol the estates of Moss Side, Old Trafford and Longsight.




  The gang members use military tactics too. The police spy plane will pick up an infrared image of a group of four masked, hooded riders moving on mountain bikes in a diamond formation through

  the streets of Moss Side. The formation is a classic Gooch tactic for scouting a forward area, and signals that a raid is in progress. The one at the front is the scout. The ones on the outside are

  outriders who will starburst when they encounter trouble. They aim to confuse their enemies, whether they encounter a rival gang or the police. The instinct is to follow the riders who burst away

  and ignore the one they are protecting in the middle. But he is the carrier. He’s the one with the gun.




  The gangs’ tactics are evolving. Now the assassins strike at night, in ski masks and hoods. To prevent the police gaining valuable physical evidence, they have become increasingly

  forensic-aware. They wash their bikes down with petrol to remove DNA traces. They fire their handguns into buckets of sand so the grains are sucked back up the barrel to remove any

  firearm-discharge residues around the muzzle and breech that a ballistics expert might pick up. Many gang members are in jail because of ballistics evidence. The sand thing doesn’t work.

  Other tactics, like the use of latex gloves to hide fingerprints, are more effective.




  Svensson eases the car out of the late-night traffic and into a quiet walled street. Towering wire gates open automatically as he approaches: XCalibre headquarters. He finds a space between a

  battered unmarked Mondeo and a bulletproof Tactical Aid Unit van. Inside he heads to the canteen. At the counter he recognizes from behind the retro navy polo shirt and suede Chukka boots of the

  new arrival from the Covert Source Management Unit. The lad dresses like James Bond and cannot wait to gain control of Svensson’s informants. Quickly, he ducks back out and heads down to the

  operations room. No one knows how Svensson has built up his web of intelligence and informants, but the slick, fresh-faced recruits from CSM want to lay their hands on them. These days Svensson

  spends as much time keeping his network secret from other cops as he does protecting it from criminals.




  At the Carlisle bail hostel Whippet dreams about Merlin. He’s jumpy. Slammed doors make him flinch. Over the next few days he’s enrolled into programmes to help him

  back on his feet, to ease the transition from prison to the world outside. He does not break the rules of the curfew. Weeks pass, but the fear that Merlin is coming for him stays, and stays. He has

  headaches and can’t sleep. He leaps out of bed at night when the pipes in the walls thump, imagining he’s hearing the grate of a key in the lock. Repeatedly he pleads to be moved.




  ‘You have a visitor,’ his handler tells him.




  Svensson stands at the door in a black fleece, grinning. Whippet, despite himself, is pleased to see him.




  ‘Get your things,’ Svensson says. ‘They’re relocating you to another bail hostel, in Northumbria.’ As Whippet gathers his stuff together, Svensson brings over two

  mugs of tea and sits on the edge of his bed. Whippet takes one and slurps greedily.




  ‘I’m giving it up. I promise you. This is it,’ Whippet says. Svensson doesn’t say a thing, but he notices how worn out Whippet is looking, gaunt and thin.




  ‘Still think he’s coming after you?’ Svensson says at last.




  Whippet nods. He doesn’t even bother to hide it now. Svensson leans forward on his knees.




  ‘Let me tell you a story.’




  This is what Whippet doesn’t know. A few weeks ago Merlin was forced off the road in the early morning, some way from his manor, out on the A666 between Bolton and Blackburn. He was in a

  minicab with a girl. In the driver’s rear-view mirror he saw four cops burst out of the other car. They wore body armour and face masks. Merlin knew in a second that his freedom was about to

  end and he scrabbled for the door. He heard a shot. An aluminium canister hissed around his feet and white gas engulfed him. He erupted out, tackling the first man headlong, his whole body shaking.

  Immediately a muscular forearm whipped around his neck, pulling his head back into a choke hold. He struck upwards at his attacker’s jaw. But the cops had come prepared. Merlin’s eyes

  and throat burned. He writhed around in a rage, tears blinding him, and the cops pinned his arms and pressed his face against the tarmac.




  Whippet listens intently, sipping his brew, his stiff shoulders dropping down and the tautness in his back easing.




  ‘He’ll big himself up about that,’ he chuckles. ‘How they didn’t use no pepper spray or nightsticks or ASP. They needed a can of fucking tear gas to bring him down.

  Like they were facing a rioting crowd.’




  This is the news he’s been waiting for. But Svensson hasn’t finished.




  The same morning, seventy-one miles away, Flow was asleep with his girlfriend in her flat near Nottingham. Outside in the dark, under the window of her bedroom, fifteen armed police in riot gear

  edged along the wall. They crouched like sprinters and pulled down the visors of their helmets. This was the Tactical Firearms Unit, specialists in breaking doors and rapid entry. The description

  of Flow in the briefing an hour earlier had unnerved some of them, and their blood was up. With them were two trained paramedics, also in riot gear and flameproof outfits. Usually it happens fast.

  Jemmy to open the door a fraction, slide in the high-powered hydraulic clamp, splinter the wooden door frame, then a well-built cop will lunge forward, swinging a heavy metal ramming block –

  the cops refer to it as ‘the enforcer’. This time they have a hostage negotiator with them. They surround the house and he calls out Flow’s name. Flow knows how this ends. He does

  not want his family to hear the door smashed down, feet thunder up the stairs as they shout, ‘Armed police!’ So he walks out calmly with his hands up.




  Whippet shakes his head and whistles.




  ‘Since you are serious about leaving the streets,’ Svensson says, ‘we’ll rehouse you and your family outside Manchester. All you have to do is suggest somewhere. Any

  ideas?’




  ‘Wrexham,’ Whippet says. North Wales, fifty miles outside the city.




  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  They move in August 2008. Whippet has two kids to support, and he takes a course to become a qualified mechanic. He doesn’t venture back into Manchester. It begins to

  look like he wants to reform, to settle down. But Svensson is waiting and watching him. The conditions of his licence still apply. If he breaks them, Whippet will find himself caught in

  Svensson’s web.




  With Merlin and Flow in custody, the Murder Squad celebrate. Svensson is still uneasy. He drives out to his house in Buxton and goes riding out into the Peak District. In his garage he lifts

  weights. His ex-wife calls to ask about him taking his son for the weekend. On the way to his daughter’s school he gets stuck in traffic and his mind returns to the trial. It will last

  months, cost millions and be one of the most significant in Manchester’s gang history. Any witnesses will have to be protected around the clock, speak using voice-changers. He isn’t

  convinced the current evidence is strong enough. The forensics aren’t compelling. There’s some DNA evidence, but it’s thin. There is testimony from criminal associates about the

  guns being wrapped in plastic and stowed in a loft. But it isn’t enough – he worries that Merlin and Flow won’t be behind bars for long. They could launch an appeal for a retrial

  on this lack of evidence. Svensson needs to delve further back, look into other unsolved crimes. He wants the trial to prove they presided over a reign of murder. He needs Whippet.




  Back in Wrexham, though, something strange has happened to Whippet. With the news of Merlin’s arrest, a weight has fallen from his shoulders. He stops feeling fearful. Some of his old

  bravado and swagger is coming back. As he walks out he starts to roll his shoulders and hold himself a bit taller. That October, he comes off licence. Svensson starts to hear rumours. He sits in a

  betting shop in Fallowfield watching the greyhound track, waiting. A skinny guy, Femi, in an Adidas shell suit and cornrows, shuffles in. Svensson gives him a cigarette, and the two head to the

  door. Femi is happy to talk about Whippet. He still has the scars on his inner thigh from the last time he saw him.




  ‘Bastard’s out in Wrexham, is he?’ Femi says. ‘With his baby-mother and little ones.’




  Svensson says nothing. News travels fast. When Svensson talks to these lads – it doesn’t work so well with the girls – he likes to pepper the conversation with moments of

  uncomfortable silence. It makes them open up, blurt out something, anything, to fill the space. For the lads their lifestyle is a choice. Respect is important to them. An armed robber takes his

  ill-gotten gains, buys himself an Xbox and takes it home, but they want something more, some sort of recognition of what they are, of the risks they take. They drop the odd word. Sometimes

  it’s ‘Whippet’. Svensson says he will do everything in his power to protect them. They know if there’s Personally Identifiable Information in court and the judge rules that

  the source has to be divulged then Svensson would rather that the job is dropped than give them away.




  ‘I heard that he showed up at a party in Manchester,’ the lad goes on.




  ‘Yeah?’ Svensson asks.




  ‘Beat the shit out a drug-dealer. Nicked his wad,’ the lad says.




  Svensson nods, doesn’t ask him to elaborate. This is enough for now. One or two of the younger uniform cops make the mistake of pushing it too early. Svensson took a colleague round to the

  house of a mother and girlfriend of a known gang member who was in jail. They sat down and had a brew with them. Svensson asked them about a recent birthday party, chewing the fat, chat chat chat.

  Soon they were outdoing each other to give him information about the players they knew. The young cop couldn’t believe it. He sat there in silence soaking it up, his eyes darting between

  Svensson and the two women. Then he leant across the table, like it was an interrogation, and demanded, ‘Right, what can you tell me about Whippet?’ They all clammed up.

  ‘I’m not a grass,’ one snapped back, folding her arms. And Svensson was thinking, Fucking shut up. So he stopped taking his colleagues along.




  Svensson is always looking for a chance to open up a new line of intelligence. A couple of days later, he’s gliding through the rain when his radio crackles. There’s a shooting in a

  pub car park. Other units are racing to the scene, so Svensson checks his watch and heads to Manchester Royal Infirmary’s A&E. He stands outside the fire door, invisible in the dark, and

  peers in. There’s two girls waiting. One, lanky and wide-eyed with an expensive weave, presses her lips together and rubs her eyebrow. Keeping up appearances, Svensson thinks. He waits and

  soon enough she comes outside for a smoke. She flips open her clamshell, glances over her shoulder and punches a number. Then she spies Svensson and rings off.




  ‘You all right?’ he says.




  ‘Who the fuck are you?’




  He offers her a cigarette. He has to think on his feet, there isn’t one way of doing it. He knows that her Mr Wonderful is lying shot or stabbed in triage inside. This is a good moment to

  approach her as a source. She might tell him to fuck off, but they rarely do. In ten minutes he leaves with her address. Now he’s into the area of field craft. It’s about nurturing.




  His sources of information always want something in return. The majority of informers are with the Covert Source Management Unit, and are put on contracts, receive payments. Svensson’s

  sources all fall into another category. They are what is known as ‘confidential contacts’. They don’t get paid: what they usually want is a certain individual out of their lives

  for good. Or revenge for being raped or beaten.




  The next day Svensson is sitting in his car smoking. He’s watching the girl’s house in Ashton Road, waiting for her to return. He is about to drive away when he sees her, round the

  corner, eyes down. She goes into number eight. Svensson pulls his collar up and walks down the row of terraced houses after her. Graffiti on the walls heralds all the ‘fallen soldiers’.

  Grime music blares from an upstairs window. He recognizes the track as Dizzee Rascal’s ‘Suk My Dick’. These girls have bought into the image of gang life that rappers like 50 Cent

  or Akon present, where women are treated like princesses, driven in Aston Martins and Playboy cigarette speedboats and bought expensive presents. But the reality isn’t like that. The reality

  is being chased by the police, ten men from the Tactical Support Group in visors and helmets charging in the front door of your council house at 5 a.m. Being beaten, being left alone for days.




  Svensson knocks on a door and she opens it a crack.




  ‘Chanelle?’ he says softly.




  She has a frozen, cowed look in her eyes. He has seen this look before.




  ‘What do you want?’




  ‘Is your mum in?’




  She shakes her head. Soon they are talking over a cup of tea in the flat she shares with her mum. A lot of Svensson’s skill is getting these informants to trust him enough to talk. And the

  women do trust him, they trust him to keep them out of danger. One or two even fall in love with him, or what they think he represents, which is the ability to keep them safe. His best informants

  are girlfriends. They sense something empathetic in Svensson. Today he won’t press her for intel on the Gooch. Today’s about building rapport.




  ‘Why did you become a cop?’ Chanelle asks him.




  Svensson shrugs. This sort of thing comes easily to him. ‘My dad was a violent man. He beat up my mother. To get out of the house I took up judo. The judo instructor was a cop.’

  Before he leaves he tells her to put his name in her phone as ‘Jackie’ and when she sends him a text to put a kiss at the end, so he knows it’s her.




  Svensson’s driving his son back from school the first time Chanelle calls him. A bad moment, but he has to take it. The traffic is hairy so he tells his son he’s going to put

  something on speaker phone and he has to keep silent. The boy’s mother and stepdad are both cops so he knows the drill.




  ‘While Aaron’s in hospital, I haven’t got no one to protect me,’ she says. Her voice is ragged and choked, like she’s been crying. Svensson stays silent and glances

  at his son. The boy sits and listens and says nothing. He is twelve.




  ‘This dealer friend of his comes round every week now,’ she says. ‘He’s a fucking animal. I wish someone would merk him.’




  The dealer visits Chanelle on a weekly basis, off his head, and assaults her in front of her kid sister. Svensson grits his teeth, listens.




  ‘I just want it to stop. I want him out of my life.’




  When she rings off, the boy looks up at his dad. Svensson feels his fury subside. His son is far too young to overhear that kind of detail.




  ‘Mum just interviews people,’ his son says. ‘My stepdad just drives round in a Panda car. But you’re Ross Kemp.’




  He spends the next few weeks building Chanelle as a source. She only knows about low-level Gooch foot-soldiers, but she becomes part of the web, the one he’s built so that anything that

  gets caught on the edges about Merlin and the Gooch and what they are doing and where he is will come back to him via different routes. One evening when he’s on a late he has a breakthrough.

  An informant rings him with Merlin’s mobile number. Svensson switches phones, calls a colleague and slowly recites the number.




  ‘I want you to check this number from 4 p.m. to 7 p.m. last 17th June,’ he says. ‘Locations, whereabouts. Try to track a route for the caller. Also check cell-site location

  from 2 p.m. onwards on 27th July. Tell me where he went – Moss Side, Cheadle Heath area, Chorlton.’




  The analyst immediately recognizes the times and locations of the two murders.




  ‘Whose phone is that?’ he asks.




  ‘The bad wizard.’




  Mobile-phone computers keep tabs on the antennae through which mobile signals are routed for billing purposes. These are called cell-sites and they can pinpoint, via triangulation, the location

  of the caller at any given time.




  ‘OK, Anders. Anything else?’




  Svensson thinks for a moment.




  ‘Yeah. Tell me significant periods that he doesn’t call Flow’s number.’




  ‘That he doesn’t call?’




  ‘They usually call each other several times a day. If they’re not calling, then chances are they’re together.’




  


     

  




  2: Before




  Flow waits by the window, silently watching Michael. It’s 2005 and he’s just out of jail. Michael, a retired cop with a silver peak of hair, checks on him as he

  glances through Flow’s file. He’s been released early for being a model prisoner and seems to be turning things around for himself. At all times he seems calm and soft-spoken. He has to

  shade his eyes, but makes out Flow’s muscular outline, his big shaven head. Broken blinds clatter, trucks rumble by the window. He puts a cap on his pen. When he looks up again Flow is right

  on top of him, looking down. Michael didn’t even hear him move. He hands Michael a polystyrene cup of coffee. Michael leans back in his chair, with a practised ease of manner acquired from

  years in a desk job.




  ‘One Gooch lad has stopped going to school because he has to walk through Doddington territory to get there,’ he tells Flow. Michael works out of this office trying to turn

  ex-offenders and young lads away from gang crime. He feels paternal towards these lads, whose fathers have disappeared or are at best ‘McDonald’s dads’, taking them out for a

  cheeseburger once in a blue moon. He has brought his own daughter up with old-fashioned discipline. She’s an IT expert with the Royal Signals. ‘So we provided a taxi for him, so he

  could keep up his schoolwork,’ he says proudly.




  Flow nods thoughtfully, trying to concentrate. He knows all about Michael’s taxis. The gang members have been pulling the wool over Michael’s eyes for some time now, taking cabs

  across town when they want to, claiming it’s for a ‘school project’. One Gooch lad told Flow it was ‘the best cab company in the city’.




  ‘We work with the council and youth workers,’ Michael goes on, gesturing to two people who sit next to him. ‘Giving them help with jobs or rehousing them. Loads of different

  partners all work together on this.’




  Michael knows his work has its limitations. Even though he is retired, the kids are wary that he’s just mining them for intelligence to feed back to the XCalibre cops. They prefer to talk

  to their own, older ex-gang members. This is why he needs people like Flow, because he is respected. He stops talking. Another truck thunders by, sending ripples through their coffee. The

  ‘Youngers’ only listen to someone like Flow, who is high up in the gang hierarchy. He would be a valuable asset to have. A major coup for Michael. So much money has been poured into

  this scheme that it can’t be allowed to fail.




  ‘If you could talk to them about what prison is really like,’ Michael says, looking Flow in the eye. ‘How you decided to make the switch. And leave the streets.’




  ‘Easy,’ Flow says, nodding slowly. To him it sounds like a piece of piss. All he has to do is keep this nonsense up for a couple of months and he’ll be a free man. They look

  pleased with his answer. The meeting breaks up. Michael takes his jacket from behind the door and escorts Flow downstairs where his probation officer is waiting for him. On the landing he remembers

  something and swivels round to face Flow.




  ‘Can you come in tomorrow?’ he asks quietly.




  ‘Why’s that, then?’ Flow asks, narrowing his eyes and cocking his head.




  ‘Because the police want to speak to you, from Manchester.’




  Flow’s smile sinks away and his eyes darken. The blood is thudding in his temples.




  ‘Who?’ he says.




  ‘Well, it’ll be someone from XCalibre,’ Michael replies with a shrug.




  ‘Svensson?’ he asks, scowling. ‘I’m not talking to that fucker.’




  ‘It’s not him,’ Michael says, growing slightly uneasy.




  He is newly aware of how thick Flow’s bull neck is, how his shoulders and upper arms present a wall of muscle. Flow’s eyes bore right through him. Michael adjusts his gaze.




  ‘You’ll be here?’




  ‘Yeah, course I will,’ Flow says.




  Then he walks out of the door and never comes back. That’s why at the start of 2006 Flow is on the run, and Svensson is determined to hunt him down.




  Moss Side is not, as outsiders think, a mass of soulless tower blocks. It is rows of two-storey terraced houses, with gardens. The streets are etched on Svensson’s memory

  as he cruises past a house where they recovered several rifles and handguns and a car where they did an armed strike, officers surrounding it with weapons out. He slows down, eases into second and

  scours the dark outer fringes of Alexandra Park, looking for silhouetted figures darting between the blackened trees. In the daytime the park sees joggers, dog-walkers and families feeding the

  ducks. At night it is used as a short cut by Gooch gang members who want to avoid venturing into Moss Side. The Fallowfield Man Dem, a Gooch affiliate, often cut through it too. It can kick off if

  they are spotted by the opposition. Svensson strains to see one shadow moving in the distance. The trail on Flow has run dry. The only intelligence Svensson has so far is that he is selling drugs

  in the Gorton area, robbing other drug-dealers.




  He tries to put himself in Flow’s shoes. What would his next move be? He pictures Flow in prison, getting chummy with someone on his wing. The other inmate knows of Flow’s reputation

  as a brutal enforcer. He also knows that you can only grow and control your drug business through extreme violence. Flow can dispense it fast and efficiently, without thinking twice. The associate

  tells Flow that he could use his muscle in their burgeoning drug operation in Gorton. Gorton is close to his old haunts, but far enough for him not to be recognized on the street. But it is only

  when Flow is on the run that he returns to the offer. Any act he commits must remain under the radar, and Gorton fits this.




  Flow hears rumours from local kids of the faint smell of cannabis coming from a deserted building. He stakes it out early in the morning. Two tired Vietnamese guys arrive. Look

  as rough as a robber’s dog. Illegals looking after the house. The windows have been blacked out. Flow returns at night with his tools. He snaps the lock open and moves down the shabby

  corridor. The electricity meter has a nail banged into it to divert current without alerting the main grid and strong white light comes from under the door. He grips his gun and creeps in. There

  are rows of plants under the glare of hydroponic lights. He hacks them down, clears them out and bundles them into black bin liners. He will be able to sell them on for £3,000 on the streets.

  It will not be reported.




  Flow can establish contacts with a buyer quite easily. He is used to commanding respect from his local foot-soldiers, but these new kids in Gorton don’t recognize him. After only four

  years away, the place is full of fresh, younger faces. They are as young as thirteen, all trying to step up and make a name for themselves. He does not go back to Moss Side in case someone sights

  him, but here in Gorton he can walk and people don’t even know who he is.




  ‘Where you from?’ one of the kids asks him, as he hands over money for the bin liners.




  ‘Prison,’ Flow replies.




  ‘Who’s your general?’




  ‘Merlin.’




  ‘Merlin and Flow? You know them two?’




  Right away the kid is babbling out a story about Flow, without even knowing who he’s talking to. Flow smiles but says nothing. It suits him. His one of these names that exist in the ether,

  legends of the past. He will just bide his time until Merlin comes out and then they’ll cook up some plans together. He is happy for now just to sit tight, make a bit of money.




  As the year goes on, the intelligence Svensson is getting back tells him very little about Flow’s movements. He knows the young kids don’t recognize him; he too has

  noticed the age group dropping, younger and younger kids dealing in the street, stepping up to be foot-soldiers. And now the US names are coming in too – Old Trafford Cripz, Moss Side Bloods.

  Svensson hates computers but these kids are all using the latest gadgets, filming sexual assaults on their smartphones, uploading brutal hazings onto YouTube, writing taunts on the Facebook pages

  of deceased teenage rivals. What they all know of Flow and Merlin is the folklore of how they were arrested in 2001. Like something out of a Tarantino movie, they were relaxing in body armour,

  surrounded by a bevy of gang girls, weaponry and ammunition, including a Skorpion submachine gun. They even had their jeans pockets altered to make them like gun holsters. They are like heroes to

  the kids. Later, when the police photos of Flow and Merlin went up, people alleged family connections to them. Flow and Merlin can strut about with their armoury of weapons, but Svensson smiles

  when he hears this story. It was an anonymous tip-off that led to the arrest. ‘Never did find out who made that anonymous call,’ he thinks to himself, grinning.




  On Saturday 9 September 2006, fifteen-year-old Jessie James is murdered in Broadfield Park. The city is in uproar. Not even a gang member, but brutally gunned down on his bike.

  Every cop is desperate to solve this one and extra police are working round the clock trying to find the killer. It’s the fourth shooting that year. All the pressure is on the force to try

  something new. Loads of damaging headlines. XCalibre, the new gang unit, is created in October and Svensson, with his powerful intelligence network, is drafted in. The heat on the murder does not

  let up. Every month the papers run a photo of the kid, a mention of his school record. Every day in Svensson’s office they’re all in black body armour and T-shirts, working the phones,

  crumpled greasy cartons on the desk.




  Svensson scopes out the park. It’s a small, dark, deserted square with thick tall boles, overshadowed by a gym building where the gang members work out. He scours the perimeter. There is

  no one around. What actually happened here? He spins the wheel and eases the Q-car, lights off, through a narrow opening in the railings and into the park. Twigs crack under the wheels as it rolls

  forward along the path to the centre. He comes to rest at the spot near where the boy went down. A dark, lonely place to die. By dawn the next day it was chaos. Suited-up SOCO officers with tents

  combing the crime scene. Blue-and-white-tape cordon flickering from tree to tree. Then the media circus. Camera crews and unshaven reporters in long coats camping out on the family’s

  doorstep. The poor mother shut inside. Amid arrangements for a public wake, between the interviews and press statements, trying to find space to grieve.
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