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Chapter 1
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“Victoria, can you come downstairs please?” her mom yelled.

Victoria came down the stairs to see what her mom needed, “Yes, mom. I’m here. What’s up?”

“Sweetheart, this package came for you,” her mom said with a sad face and handed her the large envelope.

“Great, thanks mom. I’m assuming these are the divorce papers. Yippee!”

Victoria ‘Vic’ Wilson-Jackson had been married to Joe Jackson. They met in college seven years ago and got married a year later. After six years Joe decided he wanted to be single again and asked Vic for a divorce. Devastated, Vic moved back to her parent’s house until she could get her head on straight and her life back on track.

“Mom, what am I supposed to do? This is ridiculous at my age to have to start all over again.”

“Honey, first of all you are only twenty-nine. Second, you are an amazing teacher, your students love you. Third, Joe is an asshole.”

“MOM! You never curse.”

“Sorry, sometimes when my kids are hurting it makes me mad enough to curse. Victoria, not all men are like Joe. Was he good to you when you were married? Did he cheat on you or hit you?”

Vic smiled at her mom, “No mom, not that I know of the cheating thing, he never hit me. He was usually good to me when we were home. He wasn’t home every weekend, he’d go out with his friends, but I didn’t mind. I just didn’t realize he wanted to be single.”

“Well, you deserve better sweetie. When you least expect it, the right man will come into your life and it will be forever. I’m sorry that you’re going through this divorce, but maybe it’s for the best.”

“The best? Not sure about that. As for other men, I don’t need one. I can make it without one.”

“There are things that you do need from a man, but that can be later. You will certainly find the right man when it’s time for you.”

“Mom, just stop. I’ll be fine. I’m going to go back to my room and look through these stupid papers.”

“Okay dear. I’m here if you need me.”

Vic went back upstairs to her room. She took the papers out of the envelope ‘Petition for Divorce’ was typed near the top of the page. Tears filled her eyes and slid down her face. It wasn’t the first time she cried over the situation in the past few weeks. It certainly opened her eyes to men and marriage. Never again. Men are assholes and no one will be good enough for me.
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VIC NEEDED SOME FRIENDS and some advice, she conference called Dani and the girls. Dani was in McAlister, Chris was in Texas, Sam was in Oklahoma City, and Jac was in Ft. Smith. I sure miss my girls.

“Hey girls,” Vic was trying to be happy.

“Hey,” came from the other girls.

Dani spoke up first, “Okay, what’s wrong?”

“I got the paperwork in today for the divorce,” tears were rolling down her cheeks.

“Oh man, wow, shit, I’m so sorry,” came from all the girls.

“I’ll be fine. I just needed some girl time. I’m so looking forward to our summer trip this year for sure. I need to get away,” Vic half smiled.

“We are heading to Florida. Some beach time will do you some good,” Chris said. She was in charge of the trip this summer.

The girls have taken a trip every summer since graduating from high school. Vic and Dani went on their first trip together, then after the other three girls graduated the next summer they joined them and there has been one every summer since.

“Yeah, beach time sounds great,” Vic was trying to be upbeat.

“Do you want me to come up there? I can clear my books for a few days,” Dani was concerned.

“Nah, I’ve got mom and Suzy. They’ve been great so far. Mom’s already trying to get me looking for another man. I do not need one of those, ever. If I even look in the direction of another man, shoot me, promise.”

The girls all laughed.

“Well, there’ll be plenty of eye candy at the beach. We can look, how about that,” Sam popped off.

“You can, your single, go for it. Me, I’m just going to take in the sun and calm,” Vic came back.

“Remember when we went to California, those guys on the beach, it was fun. This will be fun too. This time you’ll be single and can at least flirt. It’ll be great,” Jac remembering one of their summer vacations.

“I just needed to talk to y’all. You always make me feel better regardless of what I’m going through.”

“How’s school going?” Dani asked.

“Good, it’s been a tough year with everything that’s been going on.”

“Aren’t you almost finished with this year? It’s March, just a few more months,” Sam informed everyone.

“Shit, I think Jack’s home, gotta go. Talk soon, love ya,” Dani hung up.

“Damn that girl, she didn’t even let us say bye. I wonder what’s going on with her,” Jac pointed out.

“I guess I better go too, I have papers to grade. I needed to hear all your voices. Thank you for cheering me up. We’ll talk next week. Love y’all.”

“Love you, talk later, call if you need us,” came the other girls.

Vic ended the call. Now her concern was for Dani. Her marriage was very bad, and she really needed to get out of it, but she’s trying, and she won’t listen to me.

Vic looked at the papers again, got a pen, read through them, pretty standard. She looked for the signature page and signed it, “I guess that’s that.” She put the paperwork in an envelope to mail out the next day. Single again, yeah me.
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TWO YEARS AFTER VIC had gotten her divorce the girls were planning another trip. They always took their summer trips, but she was ready to be back in Hope. All the girls moved back to Hope, Oklahoma over the past five months and she wanted to share some great news with everyone. Vic arrived a little earlier and got her stuff packed into Chris’ townhouse where she would stay while she was in town. I’m so glad I’m home. This town and these people and this place will always be my home.

Hope, Oklahoma is a small town nestled in the Ouachita Mountains in southeastern Oklahoma. It’s about ninety minutes south of Ft. Smith and ninety minutes southeast of McAlister. Mountain Fork River runs north and south near the Oklahoma/Arkansas border. It’s a beautiful place, just small and not much to do.

Vic knew that her and Chris were supposed to meet the girls at the river when she arrived in town. She also knew that her best friend, Dani, had been dating a man that owned a security company in Hope, MSI. He had several men working for him that were all former military. I wonder if they look as good in person as they did in that video conference we had a few weeks ago. I can’t wait to meet them all.

When Chris and Vic arrived at the river she heard screams and knew all the girls were there. They all came running toward her and Chris.

She was hugging each of the girls and looked over their shoulders at the massive wall of testosterone, “Damn, now that is some great eye candy.”

All the girls laughed.

Vic felt all eyes were on her and had a slight blush.

All the men were staring at the five foot eight inches beauty. Vic with her natural auburn hair, fair complexion, and bright blue eyes, smiled at all the gorgeous men that were standing there staring at her.

Zack came up behind Dani, “What the hell is going on over here?” He looked at Dani.

Dani made the introductions, “Guys, you can close your mouths, I would like to introduce you to my dearest and oldest friend, Victoria, Vic Wilson, this is all the guys, Zeke, Tim, Josh, Stormy, JR, Nick, Seth, Vince, and Mitch. And this handsome guy is Zack.”

Zeke popped off, “Hey, that makes me handsome too, we look just alike.”

Everyone laughed.

All the men gave Vic a nod and then one by one came and welcomed her with a warm hug.

“Oh my God, I’ve never in my life seen so much muscle. Shit this is going to be good,” Vic was excited to be home.

The guys went back to setting up the volleyball net and the girls started setting up lunch.

Tim spoke up, “Did you see how gorgeous she was? Damn.”

Zeke answered, “Yeah, damn. She’s right up your alley Tim.” Zeke was smiling really big at him.

“Maybe, but damn,” was all he could say.

Just then Zack and Tim came up to the girls. “Y’all need any help ladies?” Zack asked and grabbed Dani around the waist to pull her in close.

“No babe, I think we’ve got it. But thanks for asking.”

Tim couldn’t keep his eyes off Vic. Damn she’s gorgeous.

Vic took notice of the tall dark handsome man standing next to Zack. God this man is gorgeous. Too bad I swore off men two years ago.

“It’s ready if you guys are ready to eat,” Dani smiled at Zack.

Zack called the guys over.

They all stood around for a minute, then Zack spoke up, “I would like to officially welcome Vic home. We,” pointing to all the men, “and all the ladies here, are really happy you made it home safely. Welcome home Vic.”

Shouts and oorah’s all around.

Vic was nearly to tears, “That’s so damn sweet. Thank you all, thank you Zack. It’s great to be home.”

They all dug into the food and gathered around the fire that the guys made. Even though it was May and already a hundred degrees and ninety percent humidity, there must be a fire at the river.

After everyone ate, the guys ditched their paper plates and headed for the volleyball net.

The girls started cleaning up and then sat down in their lounge chairs.

“Okay Vic, we have been waiting patiently for your news. You said weeks ago you were hoping for some great news, what is it?” Chris couldn’t take it any longer.

Vic smiled, “Well, I’ve been in contact with the school here. Did you know that Mrs. Ferguson is finally retiring?”

“Oh my gosh, is she still teaching? She was old when we were in school,” Jac popped off.

“I know. She’s been at Hope High School for forty-five years. She has decided to retire. So...”

“So what?” Sam said.

“So, that leaves her US History spot open. I interviewed for it and they called me three days ago.”

“And?” Dani said.

“And they offered me the job! I’m moving back to Hope permanently.”

More screaming going on. Lot’s more screaming.

It was about five and the men had finished their game awhile back. Everyone had been lounging around the fire, some dipping their feet in the river, others just hanging out talking.

Sam came around, “I think we need to get this cleaned up and head home if we’re going out later, don’t ya think?”

Yeah, yes’, and sures all around.

They got everything cleaned up and made sure the trash was discarded properly and loaded up all the vehicles. Then everyone headed to their prospective homes with promises of meeting at County Line at nine that night.

The girls headed to Sam and Dani’s place with clothes already in their cars to get ready. But they first laid down and took a nap. It’s been a long week, and everyone was pretty tired. Vic and Dani went to her room and ended up talking.

“So, what’s up with your cowboy?” Vic asked Dani.

“He’s awesome. You know all the guys on the MSI team are single. I noticed you were eyeing a particular one earlier.”

“Um, no. I can look, but will not touch. I had my chance, that’s over,” Vic proclaimed.

“You mean to tell me that if one of those men asked you out, you wouldn’t go?”

“I may go out, but I’m not getting married again. No way am I going through that heartache. Once was enough for me.”

“I noticed you were eyeing some of that candy earlier, one particular native American cowboy maybe,” Dani was hoping for her friend to find the one for her.

“Dani, please. I don’t have time for another man to mess with my heart or my mind. It hurts too bad. You know that. How are you dealing with having a man again? I thought you swore off men too.”

“I did, but Zack is different, so different. Those men, MSI men, are different. You’ll see.”

“Men are men, they can’t be that different. But I’m glad you found a great man in Zack, that makes me happy. You went through terrible things with Jack, you deserve the best Dani.”

“So do you. You’ll see, I promise, it will bite you in the butt and you won’t even know it.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve stayed single for two years with no problems.”

“You didn’t have the MSI men to look at either,” Dani smiled.

“We better get ready if we’re going out.”

The girls got up and started getting ready for the night at County Line.

County Line was a happening place on the county line of Latimer and Le Flore Counties near the Arkansas line. It was the only bar and place to dance for a hundred miles. Mike and Debbie Thomas were the owners and had been for the better part of forty years. The girls always went to County Line Bar and Grill when they were in town.

When the girls walked in Debbie saw Vic. Debbie and Mike both headed for the girls. Debbie pulled Vic in for a huge hug, “It’s so good to have you home Vic. I hear congratulations are in order?”

Vic looked at her with a puzzling face.

“You’re the new high school history teacher,” Debbie said with a smile.

“Um, yes. But how did you find out so fast? The board just approved me.”

“I know everyone in town including the board secretary, she told me. I bet your folks are thrilled.”

“They are, they miss me in Tulsa, but are glad I’m home.”

“I’ll have your drinks right at your table. It’s open and ready for you ladies, go on,” Mike spouted, “You all have a great time tonight.”

By the time the girls got to their seats, there were five or maybe six men vying for their attention.

Zeke tried to pull a fast one on Dani and pretend to be Zack, of course she knew right away it wasn’t Zack.

The girls were getting up for dances with the men.

Vic noticed the taller than average native American muscle man and their eyes locked.

“Care to dance Vic?” Tim asked in his smoother than sexy voice.

“Sure,” Vic was shaking.

They hit the dance floor and Tim asked, “So, I hear you’re moving back home. Are you happy?”

“Yes, Hope has always been home for me. I love it here. I’m just glad that a position came up at the school for next term. How are you liking Hope?”

“It’s getting better and better all the time. I’m glad you’re here,” giving her a panty melting smile.

“Thank you Tim, I’m glad I’m here too. So, tell me something you want me to know.”

“I like to blow things up,” saying with a mischievous smile.

“Really,” surprise in her voice. “Just what do you mean by that?”

“I was an explosives specialist in the Marines. I think it came naturally, I used to blow stuff up at home all the time. Drove my mom crazy.”

She giggled, giggled, I haven’t giggled in forever. “I bet it did. How long did you serve?”

“Fourteen years, about six years too long. Saw things I’ll never forget.”

“I’m sorry. But thank you for your service.”

He smiled a gorgeous huge smile. Damn, that smile could turn me into...shit never mind!

Tim spoke, “So, tell me something you want me to know.”

“I’m divorced,” she waited for a reaction.

Nothing.

“I’m sorry for you, stupid bastard, but that’s good for me,” another damn smile. Shit!

“I’m not sure about that. I’m really not looking...”

He cut her off, “You’re never looking when the right one comes along.”

She must have had a dumbstruck face because he just laughed and kept dancing.

When they returned to the table, he helped her sit down, kissed her hand, and went back to the pool table with the other guys.

“Shit, that was intense,” Dani said to Vic.

“What?”

“Tim, that’s what happened. Your face is red like, I’ve never seen you so embarrassed before, but you are definitely red. Redder than your hair,” Dani was grinning from ear to ear.

“I’m just hot from dancing. It’s hot in here. I need a drink,” she was fanning herself.

About that time more drinks arrived, and she nearly downed the whole thing at once.

As a new song was starting, Zack and Dani were dancing, there was a commotion over by the girls table.

There were three men trying to get the attention of the women, but instead got the attention of nine large men.

It was like looking at a wall of muscle and madness.

Zack went over and placed Dani protectively behind the wall of men at the table with the other ladies.

“Can we help you gentlemen?” Zack asked.

“We just wanted to dance with the pretty ladies. They weren’t dancin’ with anyone else. That’s all, just askin’.” One of the men said. He looked like he hadn’t showered in days and smelled of cigarettes and beer.

Zack turned to Zeke, “What happened?”

Zeke pointed to one of the other not so savory fellows and said, “That one grabbed Chris’ arm, that one was in Sam’s face, and that one had Jac pulled out of her chair by the time we got here.”

“Is that a fact,” Zack glared at the three men.

Mike came over, “We have a problem here Zack?”

“No problem Mike, these men were just leaving.”

“You heard the man, you need to leave and don’t come back. This is my bar and you are not welcome. This is the second time these men have had to come to the aid of these ladies, no more. Show up again, and I’ll call the law.”

With that, the three men left.

Mike shook Zack's hand first, then the others, “Thank you men, I don’t need bouncers with you all here,” Mike shook his head and walked away with a smile.

Zack turned toward the table, “You ladies okay?”

They all shook their heads and decided that the night was over.

Zack spoke up, “Ladies, hold up a minute.” He turned to Zeke, Tim, and some of the others, “Go make sure those assholes have left the parking lot. If they haven’t, call the sheriff and wait.”

The guys tipped their hats and went out the door.
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Chapter 2
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(Four months later)

Timothy ‘Tim’ Dalton was a thirty-two-year-old former Marine and was in special forces operations with Zack and the other men of MSI. Tim was an explosives specialist and loved to blow up things. He almost got to use his skills during the summer when Dani, Zack’s fiancé, got kidnapped, but they were able to get to Dani without a diversion.

During the time of the kidnapping in Idaho on the girls summer vacation, Tim was able to take care of Vic while they also searched for Dani.

One night in the Bed and Breakfast the girls stayed in, the men had returned from searching and all the men made sure the ladies were taken care of. He especially liked holding Vic when she needed someone.

He was able to hold her, comfort her, and damn it felt good to have her in his arms, bad circumstances, but good to hold her. He decided he would like it to be more, but she was still hurting from her divorce. Damn she’s a gorgeous woman. I can’t believe some stupid ass would have let her get away.

When the ladies got home from their Idaho trip and started working on Dani and Zack’s wedding, things seemed to get back to normal. Vic was going to be the maid-of-honor and all those MOH duties to take care of. Plus school started.

Tim would call her and check on her almost every day. He finally asked her to dinner one night.

“Vic, I would love to take you to dinner. Would you please go out with me?”

“Tim, I’m not sure. I’m still not sure about men. Not that you’re a bad guy, but I...”

“Vic, just give me a chance, please.”

“Where would you take me?”

“There’s a great Italian restaurant in Krebs,”

“Oh my gosh, I love that place,”

“Well, let’s go. Friday night. I can pick you up at about five. How does that sound?”

Reluctantly she replied, “Okay, sounds good. Tim, don’t expect too much from me right now.”

“Vic, don’t expect too much from me either.” Other than pure devotion.

After they hung up, Vic actually felt happy about going out with Tim. She really liked him but was being very cautious. God, he’s hot. He tried so hard to take care of me last summer when I was so worried about Dani. And his body felt so good when he held me. And the man slept outside my door to make sure I was protected. But shit, I can’t go through what I went through with Joe. Would Tim be just another lousy man? Probably not, but I need to be careful.

Vic went back to her class after lunch and was looking forward to her date on Friday night.

When Tim hung up the phone with Vic, he had the biggest smile on his face when he walked into the conference room.

“What’s got that smile on your face?” Zeke asked. Zeke is Zack’s twin brother and co-owner of MSI.

“I have a date Friday night,” Tim spouted.

“Vic finally said yes, damn took her long enough,” Mitch said.

“I know, but she’s been through enough with her ex, she’s just being cautious.”

“Then she better not go out with you. You haven’t exactly been a relationship kinda man,”

“Yeah yeah, but I think I might be with Vic. Man she’s gorgeous, sweet, sexy as hell,” still smiling.

“If you think she’s worth it, then go for it man,” Stormy was happy for Tim.

“How are things going with Sam?” Tim asked Stormy.

“Great, since we got back from Idaho, we have spent a lot of time together. She still has reservations, but we are getting closer.”

“Zack seems to be rubbing off on you assholes. Why in the world would you want just one woman?” Nick popped off.

Three things flew toward Nick’s head. Zeke, Stormy, and Tim all threw something at him and told him to shut up.

“What? Damn, you men are all going down. Why settle for just one woman? Shit.”

Jess and Bella walked in about the time those last words came out of his mouth.

Jess had to say something, “Nick, you’re an ass. Seriously, women deserve more than a one-night stand from some asshole like you. You are the kind of man that gives men a bad name. That’s why women are leery of going out with men like Tim and Zeke, or any other good man for that matter. You, Nick, are an asshole with a capital A. I think I will get the briefing later. Bella, are you with me?” Jess was pissed.

Bella was the new receptionist at MSI.

“Not before I say something to the asshole. Nick, there are women out there that use men. I get that. But we are not all that way. You need to get your head out of your ass and straighten up. Sorry guys, we can’t stay,” they walked out as Zack was walking in.

“Hey, where are y’all going?” Zack asked.

“Ask Nick why he’s an asshole,” Jess told him.

Zack looked at Nick, “What did you do now?”

“Nothing, I just said that you were rubbing off on these assholes, that’s all,” Nick explained.

“That’s not all he said,” Zeke continued. “He said that we were following you into the one-woman category, basically. We threw things and he said it as Jess and Bella were walking in, he’s the asshole. Jess and Bella put him in his place I think,” Zeke was smiling about the way the girls had let Nick have it.

“Nick, you need to cool it on insulting the men and women around here. We’re happy. If you want to continue your lifestyle as a man ho, then so be it. Leave the rest of us out of it,” Zack was not happy with Nick at the moment.

“Yes sir Commander,” Nick slouched down in his chair.

“Let’s start our meeting,” Zack was ready to get finished.
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VIC WAS SO NERVOUS about her date, she called Dani to come over and help her find something to wear.

“Vic, why are you so worried about what to wear? He’s seen you cry, I don’t think he cares what you wear,” Dani was giving her a little shit, but was trying to get her to not be so nervous.

“Oh God, don’t remind me. That was a trying time. I shouldn’t be doing this. I’m not a stable person. I’m just not ready.”

“Then why did you agree to going out with him?”

“He’s so nice, he’s gorgeous, he’s sweet, he took care of me during your whole ordeal last summer. He seems to be a genuinely good guy. But so was Joe at first. Tell me why I’m doing this again,” Vic was getting a little panicked.

Dani went to her, held her hands, and looked her in the eye, “Vic, you deserve a great man in your life. You above all, deserve more than what you had with Joe. He was an ass. Tim is not an ass. I talked to Zack, he said Tim was one of his best men. Always loyal, always, committed to everything that was put before him. He hasn’t been in a long-term relationship since before he deployed the first time. That was a long time ago. He has been with other women, but not seriously. And he never asked any of them out to dinner.”

Vic smiled a crooked little smile, “Fine, then help me find something to wear. We are going over to Krebs to eat. I haven’t been to Pete’s in years. Are you sure I’m...”?

“Okay, stop it. Let’s get you ready.”

Dani fixed Vic’s hair and got her makeup done. Then she found this cute little lavender wrap around dress that tied on the side near her curvy hip. Vic had curves, that's for sure. They found a pair of sling-back heels and a clutch to match. Not too fancy, not too dressy, just right.

It was about four-thirty when Dani left and it gave Vic a little time to have a glass of wine, she was trying to settle her nerves. She poured just a tad in the glass and swallowed it down. Then she got a bottle of water and drank that as well. She had checked the clock several times.

Chris came in from the office. Chris, and Dani’s sister Sam, opened S & C Consulting Firm. Chris is a human resources specialist and Sam is an IT/computer software specialist. Their friend Jac is the office manager.

“Damn honey, you look hot. Tonight’s the big date huh?”

Vic just nodded.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m nervous. I haven’t dated since Joe and I got divorced. I’m scared. I really like Tim, but I’m damn scared.”

“It’s like riding a bike. Just ‘hop’ on and take it for a ride,” Chris was grinning really big wiggling her eyebrows.

“Well, I could say the same for you. What about Zeke?”

“He and I have been getting pretty hot lately. He’s coming over later for dinner.”

“You still haven’t slept with him have you?”

“No. I’m taking it slow. I loved my husband and I loved being married. Ed has only been gone...well for almost three yea...”

“Three years, yes. Don’t you think that’s time enough,” Vic was trying to be sympathetic, but it wasn’t coming out right. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

“No, you’re right. It’s been a while. I just want to make sure, you know. It’s okay to date again. Get serious. Ed would want you to.”

“I know. I’m just going slow. So, you think it’s time to move on?”

“Yes, yes I do. Why do you think it has taken months for me to say yes to Tim?”

“I understand.”

There was a knock at the door.

Both girls jumped. Then giggled.

“Shit, that scared me. My nerves are shot. Damnit,” Vic went to the door and opened it. Shit, I’m in so much trouble.

“Damn, hello gorgeous. You look fantastic,” Tim was being very careful, but loving what he saw. He bent down and gave her a little kiss on the temple.

Yep, so much damn trouble. “Thank you, you look damn good yourself.”

“Thanks. Chris, how are you doing?” Tim asked her but never took his eyes from Vic.

“Good, you kids have fun. Bring a doggy bag home, would ya. I haven’t been to Pete’s in years. See y’all later. Have fun,” leaving up the stairs and smiling all the way.

Vic yelled, “You too!”

She looked at Tim, “Ready?”

“Yes ma’am. Your chariot awaits,” Tim made a grand gesture towards the door.

He led her to the passenger door of his Chevy pickup, helped her in, and waited for her to buckle her seatbelt before going around the front of the truck to get into the driver’s side.

“You okay today?” He asked her as he backed out of the drive.

“Yes, and you?”

“I’m great. I’m going to dinner with the most gorgeous woman on earth. I’m damn great,” smiling over at her.

She smiled at him, “You’re pretty gorgeous yourself ya know.”

He just smiled back at her. Then asked, “You like to listen to music, country?”

“Sure, sounds good.”

“Or we could get to know each other a little better? It’s a little bit of a drive. It’s up to you.”

“What do you want to know Tim?”

“Tell me anything
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