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Chapter One

	The Fall

	The courtroom was quieter than Maxine Cole expected.

	Not silent. Never silent. Pens scratched across legal pads. Someone coughed in the back row. The old air-conditioning unit rattled above the polished wood paneling. But compared to the bustling courtrooms where she usually stood, delivering arguments with unwavering confidence, this room felt unnervingly still.

	She sat alone at the defense table, her tailored charcoal suit immaculate despite the sleepless night behind her. The jacket fit like armor, every seam precise, every crease deliberate. Her dark hair was pulled into its usual low knot, not a strand out of place.

	Appearances mattered.

	They always had.

	Especially today.

	Across the aisle, a local reporter glanced up from a notebook, recognition flickering across his face before he quickly looked back down. Max had already seen the headline online before dawn.

	Senior Corporate Lawyer Charged with DUI.

	It hadn't taken long.

	Nothing involving a Cole ever stayed private.

	Her gaze drifted to the gallery.

	Her father hadn't chosen a seat beside her.

	Richard Cole stood near the back of the courtroom instead, hands folded behind his back as though attending a routine hearing for one of the firm's associates. His expression betrayed nothing, not disappointment, not anger, certainly not concern.

	Just calculation.

	He caught her eye for a fraction of a second before looking away.

	Max understood the message perfectly.

	Don't make this worse.

	The courtroom door opened, and everyone rose as the judge entered.

	"Please be seated."

	Max lowered herself into her chair, keeping her posture straight even as her stomach tightened.

	The clerk reviewed the case.

	"The State versus Maxine Elizabeth Cole."

	Hearing her full name spoken aloud sent an unexpected chill through her.

	The prosecutor summarized the facts.

	A blood alcohol level above the legal limit.

	No injuries.

	No property damage.

	Cooperative with law enforcement.

	A first offense.

	Each sentence landed with clinical precision.

	Numbers.

	Evidence.

	Facts.

	The language she had spent thirteen years mastering.

	Usually she was the one presenting them.

	Today she was the one being judged.

	The judge adjusted his glasses before looking directly at her.

	"Ms. Cole."

	His voice was calm, almost conversational.

	"I have reviewed your record."

	A brief pause.

	"You have no prior convictions."

	"No, Your Honor."

	"You've spent your career practicing law."

	"Yes."

	"And according to the letters submitted on your behalf, you have contributed considerable pro bono work over the years."

	Max nodded once.

	"That is correct."

	The judge leaned back slightly.

	"Which makes your decision on the night of June fourteenth all the more disappointing."

	She swallowed.

	"There isn't an excuse, Your Honor."

	"No."

	"There isn't."

	Silence settled over the room.

	The judge folded his hands.

	"This court has no interest in making an example of you because of your profession."

	Another pause.

	"But neither will it overlook your conduct because of your name."

	Max felt the reporter's pen begin moving again.

	"The sentence available to this court is straightforward."

	He looked down at the papers before him.

	"You may serve thirty days in county jail and pay a one-hundred-thousand-dollar fine."

	Her jaw tightened.

	"Or..."

	He looked back up.

	"You may complete eighty hours of court-ordered community service at Brooks Animal Rescue within ninety days."

	Max blinked.

	For the first time that morning, genuine surprise crossed her face.

	An animal shelter?

	The judge continued.

	"The shelter has partnered with this court for first-time offenders. The work is demanding, physical, and supervised. Failure to complete the required hours will result in your original sentence being reinstated."

	Physical.

	The word echoed in her head.

	She negotiated multimillion-dollar mergers.

	She billed nearly four hundred dollars an hour.

	The closest she'd come to manual labor in years was carrying trial binders into a conference room.

	The judge waited.

	"You may confer with your counsel."

	She almost laughed.

	Her counsel.

	The attorney seated beside her had barely spoken all morning. Richard had insisted on hiring one of Cole & Stone's criminal defense partners despite Max being more than capable of representing herself.

	Before the attorney could lean over, Richard's voice came quietly from behind.

	"Take the community service."

	Max didn't turn around.

	"It'll be on every front page."

	"Not for long," Richard replied.

	"If you spend a month in jail, it will be."

	She closed her eyes briefly.

	"I don't belong in an animal shelter."

	"No."

	His tone remained as steady as ever.

	"But you don't belong in jail either."

	She finally looked at him.

	For one impossible moment, she hoped to see concern.

	Relief.

	Anything.

	Instead, she found only the managing partner of Cole & Stone.

	"This firm has spent forty years building its reputation," Richard said quietly. "I won't have one mistake destroy it."

	One mistake.

	Not your mistake.

	Not are you alright?

	Not I'm glad no one was hurt.

	Just...

	the firm's reputation.

	The realization settled over her with familiar weight.

	She shouldn't have expected anything different.

	The judge cleared his throat.

	"Ms. Cole?"

	Max stood.

	Her voice, when it came, was perfectly steady.

	"I accept the community service, Your Honor."

	The gavel struck once.

	"So ordered."

	Just like that, her life changed.

	 

	Outside the courthouse, flashes from waiting cameras lit the courthouse steps.

	Microphones appeared almost instantly.

	"Ms. Cole!"

	"Do you have a statement?"

	"Will this affect your position at Cole & Stone?"

	"Do you regret driving that night?"

	Richard's security team stepped forward, creating a path through the crowd.

	Max kept her eyes forward.

	She had faced hostile witnesses, aggressive opposing counsel, and billion-dollar negotiations without flinching.

	Yet the clicking cameras felt strangely louder.

	She reached the waiting black sedan and slid into the back seat.

	The door closed, muting the chaos outside.

	For several seconds, neither she nor Richard spoke.

	Finally, he broke the silence.

	"You start Monday."

	Max stared out the tinted window.

	"So I've been told."

	"I expect you to complete every hour without incident."

	She let out a humorless laugh.

	"I'm sure the dogs will appreciate your confidence."

	Richard ignored the remark.

	"I've already informed the partnership that you're taking a temporary leave."

	She turned toward him.

	"You what?"

	"You'll return once this is behind you."

	"You didn't ask."

	"It wasn't a discussion."

	Max looked back out the window as the courthouse disappeared behind them.

	Somewhere between the judge's sentence and her father's decisions, she'd stopped feeling like a thirty-five-year-old attorney.

	She felt like she was sixteen again.

	Still trying, and failing, to earn approval that never came.

	On Monday morning, she would report to a place called Brooks Animal Rescue.

	She couldn't imagine anything worse.

	She had no idea that walking through those shelter doors would become the first real step toward the life she'd been too afraid to want.

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Brooks Animal Rescue

	Monday mornings at Cole & Stone had always begun the same way.

	Fresh coffee.

	Back-to-back meetings.

	Assistants hurrying through the halls with stacks of files.

	The muted hum of expensive printers.

	Maxine Cole knew every inch of the firm's thirty-second floor. She knew which conference room had the best acoustics, which elevator was fastest during rush hour, and exactly how long it took to walk from her office to the boardroom in five-inch heels.

	She had spent thirteen years building a life within those glass walls.

	Now, she stood in front of a faded wooden sign that read:

	BROOKS ANIMAL RESCUE

	The paint had chipped along the edges.

	The white fence surrounding the property needed a fresh coat.

	A pickup truck sat crookedly in the gravel parking lot beside a mud-splattered veterinary van.

	It couldn't have looked more different from the polished steel and marble headquarters she'd left less than an hour ago.

	Max glanced down at her phone.

	8:57 a.m.

	Three minutes early.

	Old habits.

	She climbed out of her black BMW, smoothing the sleeves of her navy blouse before looking around.

	The shelter occupied several acres on the outskirts of town. Beyond the main building, fenced exercise yards stretched across the property. Dogs barked somewhere in the distance, creating a chorus that rose and fell without rhythm. Birds darted between the trees lining the driveway, while somewhere nearby, a rooster crowed loud enough to make her jump.

	She frowned.

	A rooster?

	Before she could question why an animal shelter had a rooster, the front door burst open.

	A lanky man in faded jeans hurried out, carrying two bags of dog food balanced against one shoulder.

	He stopped when he noticed her.

	His eyes swept over her tailored slacks, crisp blouse, designer handbag and polished shoes.

	A grin spread across his face.

	"You lost?"

	"No."

	She offered a polite smile.

	"I'm Maxine Cole."

	Recognition flashed across his face.

	"The lawyer."

	She resisted correcting him.

	One DUI apparently erased every other professional accomplishment.

	"I suppose."

	He shifted the bags.

	"Ben."

	He nodded toward the building.

	"You're expected."

	"I was told to report to Dr. Brooks."

	Ben's grin widened.

	"Good luck."

	Before Max could ask what that meant, he disappeared around the side of the building.

	She watched him go.

	Good luck?

	Encouraging.

	Taking a quiet breath, she walked toward the entrance.

	The moment she stepped inside, every one of her senses was overwhelmed.

	Dogs barked.

	Cats meowed.

	Phones rang.

	Someone laughed in another room.

	The air smelled faintly of disinfectant, damp fur, and coffee.

	A golden retriever trotted across the lobby carrying what looked suspiciously like a tennis shoe.

	An older volunteer chased after him.

	"Murphy!"

	The dog wagged his tail enthusiastically and kept running.

	Max stepped aside just in time.

	This place was...

	Chaos.

	Organized chaos, perhaps, but chaos nonetheless.

	A bell above the reception desk chimed as someone emerged from a hallway carrying a clipboard.

	She couldn't have been much older than thirty.

	Blonde hair escaped from a messy ponytail beneath a faded baseball cap embroidered with the shelter's logo. She wore green scrubs beneath an open fleece jacket, both marked with muddy paw prints. A stethoscope hung loosely around her neck, and despite looking like she'd already been working for hours, there was an unmistakable energy about her.

	She stopped when she saw Max.

	Blue eyes narrowed ever so slightly.

	"Maxine Cole?"

	"Yes."

	"I'm Dr. Sienna Brooks."

	She extended a hand.

	Max shook it.

	Sienna's grip was firm.

	Confident.

	Not at all intimidated by the expensive clothes or the famous surname.

	"I usually go by Max."

	"People here call me CeCe."

	Max blinked.

	"I thought your name was Sienna."

	"It is."

	A hint of amusement touched Sienna's lips.

	"My little sister couldn't pronounce 'Sienna' when she was learning to talk. She called me 'CeCe.' It stuck."

	Max nodded.

	"Well... it's nice to meet you."

	Sienna studied her for a moment.

	"It remains to be seen."

	The words landed with enough dryness that Max wasn't sure whether she'd imagined them.

	Before she could respond, Sienna checked the clipboard.

	"Eighty hours."

	"That's right."

	"You'll sign in and out every day."

	"I understand."

	"If you're late, I note it."

	"Fine."

	"If you don't show up, I report it."

	"I wasn't planning on disappearing."

	"Good."

	Sienna set the clipboard on the counter.

	"We're clear."

	There wasn't a trace of warmth in her voice.

	Only professionalism.

	Max recognized it immediately.

	It sounded remarkably like her own.

	"Come with me."

	She led Max through a series of hallways lined with kennels.

	The barking intensified.

	Several dogs rushed to the front of their enclosures, tails wagging furiously.

	Others barked loudly, demanding attention.

	One enormous Saint Bernard sneezed through the bars.

	Max instinctively stepped backward.

	Sienna noticed.

	"They're saying hello."

	"They're loud."

	"They're dogs."

	"I gathered."

	Sienna glanced over her shoulder.

	"You don't like animals."

	It wasn't phrased as a question.

	Max hesitated.

	"I've just... never had any."

	"Never wanted one?"

	"I never had time."

	"Hm."

	The noncommittal sound somehow carried an entire opinion.

	Max found herself strangely irritated.

	"I work long hours."

	"So do I."

	Their eyes met briefly.

	Challenge accepted.

	Sienna pushed open a supply room.

	Inside were shelves stacked with cleaning products, towels, leashes, blankets, and bags of food.

	She picked up a pair of thick rubber gloves.

	"These are yours."

	Max stared at them.

	"They're... yellow."

	"They're gloves."

	Sienna handed her a pair of rubber boots next.

	"And these."

	Max looked down.

	"I wasn't informed there was a dress code."

	"There wasn't."

	Sienna's expression remained perfectly serious.

	"But your shoes cost more than my monthly grocery bill."

	Max glanced down at her leather heels.

	Fair point.

	"I'll change."

	"The restroom's through there."

	Twenty minutes later, Max emerged wearing borrowed boots that were half a size too big.

	Ben looked up from filling food bowls.

	A grin spread across his face.

	"Oh, that's priceless."

	Max sighed.

	"I've been here less than half an hour."

	"I know."

	He looked positively delighted.

	"You'll fit right in."

	"I sincerely doubt that."

	"We'll see."

	Sienna walked back into the room carrying another clipboard.

	"Ready?"

	"As I'll ever be."

	"Good."

	She handed Max a bucket.

	Then a long-handled scrub brush.

	Then a bottle of disinfectant.

	Finally, she pointed toward a row of occupied kennels.

	"Start there."

	Max looked from the brush to the kennels.

	Then back to Sienna.

	"I'm cleaning cages?"

	"Kennels."

	"They look clean already."

	"They won't after breakfast."

	As if on cue, one of the dogs relieved itself in the corner of its enclosure.

	Ben bit the inside of his cheek, clearly fighting a laugh.

	Max closed her eyes for the briefest moment. She had negotiated mergers worth hundreds of millions of dollars. She had argued before appellate judges. She had once dismantled an expert witness's testimony in under fifteen minutes.

	And now... she was holding a bucket and a scrub brush, staring at dog poop.

	Sienna folded her arms.

	"Any questions?"

	Max opened her mouth, closed it again. Then, with every ounce of dignity she still possessed, she picked up the bucket.

	"No."

	For the first time that morning, Sienna smiled. It wasn't a warm smile. It wasn't particularly kind, either. It was the smile of someone who had just watched an overly confident newcomer realize they were completely out of their element.

	"Excellent," she said.

	"I'll be back in an hour."

	She turned and walked away, leaving Max alone with twelve barking dogs, a bucket of disinfectant, and absolutely no idea where to begin.

	Max stood motionless for several seconds, the bucket hanging awkwardly from one hand. Twelve pairs of eyes stared back at her. Some curious. Some excited.  One beagle barked enthusiastically, as if cheering her on.

	"I suppose one of you could explain the process," she muttered.

	The beagle barked again.

	"Helpful."

	A laminated sheet was clipped to the side of the first kennel.

	Cleaning Procedure

	
		Remove dog.

		Secure in exercise run.

		Remove bedding.

		Wash food and water bowls.

		Scoop waste.

		Scrub kennel.

		Spray disinfectant.

		Rinse.

		Dry.

		Replace bedding.

		Return dog.



	Max read the list twice. It looked simple enough. How hard could it be?

	She unlatched the first kennel.

	Inside was a medium-sized border collie with one floppy ear and a tail that immediately began wagging so hard his entire body followed.

	"Hello," Max said cautiously.

	The dog bounded toward her.

	Before she could react, two muddy paws landed squarely on the front of her navy blouse.

	She stumbled backward.

	"Oh!"

	The dog enthusiastically licked her chin.

	Somewhere behind her, laughter erupted.

	Max turned.

	Ben was leaning against a doorway, laughing so hard he had to wipe tears from his eyes.

	"I am so sorry," he managed between breaths.

	"No, you're not."

	"Not even a little."

	He shook his head.

	"No."

	The border collie happily danced around Max's feet.

	"Down," she said firmly.

	The dog wagged harder.

	"I said down."

	Nothing.

	Ben walked over, scratching the dog's ears.

	"This is Charlie."

	Charlie immediately obeyed and sat.

	Max stared.

	"I used the same tone."

	Ben grinned.

	"You sounded like you were cross-examining him."

	"I was giving a clear instruction."

	"He's a dog."

	"I noticed."

	Ben clipped a leash onto Charlie's collar and handed it to her.

	"Walk him to the exercise yard."

	Max accepted the leash.

	Charlie bolted forward.

	She nearly lost her footing.

	"He's stronger than he looks."

	"Most happy dogs are."

	By the time she reached the yard, Charlie had managed to drag her through a patch of damp grass, leaving muddy streaks across the borrowed boots.

	She sighed.

	This day was getting progressively worse.

	Nearly forty minutes later, Max was kneeling in front of the same kennel, sleeves rolled above her elbows. She had underestimated just how much work went into cleaning one enclosure. The bedding needed changing. The bowls needed scrubbing. Every corner had to be disinfected. It wasn't difficult. Just... relentless.

	As she finished drying the floor, Charlie bounded back inside and immediately spun three excited circles before flopping onto the fresh blanket. His tail thumped happily against the floor. For the first time all morning, Max found herself smiling. Only slightly. Only for a second. But it was there.

	She quickly composed herself and moved to the next kennel. By noon, she'd cleaned six. Her shoulders ached. A strand of hair had escaped her neat bun. There was mud on her trousers. She was fairly certain she'd stepped in something she preferred not to identify. She checked her watch. Surely lunch couldn't be far away. As if summoned by the thought, Sienna appeared at the end of the hallway. She surveyed the spotless kennels. Then the neatly stacked clean blankets, then Max. 

	"You missed a spot."

	Max frowned.

	"I did?"

	Sienna pointed toward a tiny streak beneath the water bowl.

	Max crouched to look. It was barely visible.

	"You have exceptional eyesight."

	"I have high standards."

	"So do I."

	"I know."

	There was no mockery in Sienna's voice.

	Just observation.

	Max scrubbed the tiny streak away.

	"There."

	"There."

	Sienna made a small note on her clipboard.

	Max couldn't help herself.

	"Are you grading me?"

	"I'm documenting your hours."

	"With commentary?"

	"Sometimes."

	Max folded her arms.

	"And what does today's commentary say?"

	Sienna looked up.

	"'Works efficiently. Needs to smile more.'"

	Max blinked.

	"You're joking."

	"No."

	"I don't smile while cleaning kennels."

	"You don't smile much at all."

	Max opened her mouth to respond.

	Nothing came out.

	Sienna tilted her head ever so slightly.

	"That's enough for this morning."

	She glanced at the clock on the wall.

	"Lunch is thirty minutes."

	Ben appeared carrying two paper bags.

	"I brought sandwiches."

	Max looked between the two of them.

	"I didn't realize lunch was included."

	Ben smiled.

	"Nobody leaves here hungry."

	Sienna nodded toward a narrow hallway.

	"Break room's the last door on the left."

	Max picked up one of the bags.

	"Thank you."

	It was the first sincere thing she'd said since arriving.

	Sienna noticed.

	She simply nodded before turning back toward the kennels.

	Max watched her for a moment, then headed toward the break room, wondering why the veterinarian seemed determined to keep everyone at arm's length while spending every waking hour caring for abandoned animals.

	She had a feeling there was more to Dr. Sienna Brooks than muddy boots and clipped instructions. She just wasn't sure she wanted to find out.

	 


Chapter Three

	More Than a Job

	Max had expected the break room to be little more than a storage closet with a microwave.

	She wasn't entirely wrong.

	The room was small, its walls painted a pale shade of yellow that had faded over the years. A battered wooden table stood in the center, surrounded by four mismatched chairs. One corner housed an aging refrigerator covered in colorful magnets and children's drawings of dogs, cats, rabbits, and the occasional horse that looked suspiciously like a giraffe.

	What caught Max's attention, however, was the opposite wall.

	It was covered from floor to ceiling with photographs.

	Hundreds of them.

	Some were glossy prints.

	Others had curled at the edges with age.

	Families smiling beside newly adopted dogs.

	Children cradling kittens.

	Elderly couples holding leashes.

	Young couples laughing as muddy puppies climbed into their laps.

	No two pictures were the same.

	Yet every face wore the same expression.

	Happiness.

	Max set her sandwich on the table and wandered closer.

	Beneath each photograph was a handwritten date.

	Many included short notes.

	"Thank you for bringing Daisy into our lives."

	"Charlie still sleeps on my feet every night."

	"Best decision we ever made."

	She found herself reading more than she intended.

	There were dozens.

	Then dozens more.

	"You'll never make it through all of them."

	The quiet voice startled her.

	She turned.

	Sienna stood in the doorway, a steaming mug cradled between both hands.

	"I wasn't trying to."

	A small smile touched Sienna's lips.

	"Everyone says that."

	Max glanced back at the wall.

	"How many are there?"

	"I stopped counting years ago."

	"You remember them?"

	"Most."

	"Seriously?"

	Sienna nodded.

	"Some stay longer than others."

	She stepped beside Max, looking at one photograph of an elderly man seated beneath a maple tree with a gray Labrador asleep at his feet.

	"That's Murphy."

	"The dog?"

	"The man."

	Max looked at her.

	Sienna grinned.

	"The dog's name is Winston."

	To Max's surprise, she laughed.

	A genuine laugh.

	Soft.

	Brief.

	Gone almost as quickly as it appeared.

	Sienna looked at her with mild surprise.

	"There it is."

	"What?"

	"A smile."

	"I smiled."

	"You laughed."

	"I did not."

	"You absolutely did."

	Max rolled her eyes.

	"If you insist."

	"I do."

	For the first time all day, the silence between them wasn't uncomfortable.

	It simply... existed.

	Sienna took another sip of coffee.

	"So."

	"So?"

	"What made a corporate lawyer end up cleaning kennels?"

	Max looked back at the photographs.

	"I made a mistake."

	"Everyone here has."

	She frowned.

	"You've had a DUI?"

	"No."

	Sienna chuckled.

	"I meant everyone here has made mistakes."

	Max considered that.

	"I wasn't thinking."

	"No."

	"I'd just found out my fiancé had been cheating on me."

	The words escaped before she could stop them.

	She immediately regretted saying them.

	Sienna didn't react.

	She didn't offer sympathy.

	Didn't say she was sorry.

	Instead, she quietly asked,

	"Did you know before that night?"

	Max shook her head.

	"No."

	"I'm guessing that wasn't the only thing going wrong."

	Max looked at her sharply.

	"Why would you think that?"

	"Because people don't usually risk everything over one bad evening."

	The observation landed with uncomfortable accuracy.

	Max didn't answer.

	She wasn't ready to explain that her entire life had begun to feel like something she no longer recognized.

	That she'd spent years becoming exactly who everyone expected her to be.

	Only to discover she no longer knew who Maxine Cole was without the job, the firm, and the carefully constructed image.

	Sienna seemed to recognize the boundary.

	She let the subject drop.

	Instead, she nodded toward the hallway.

	"You've still got six kennels after lunch."

	"There goes my exciting afternoon."

	"You'll survive."

	"I'm beginning to suspect that's your favorite phrase."

	"It usually turns out to be true."

	Before Max could answer, a sharp bark echoed from somewhere deeper inside the shelter.

	Then another.

	Louder this time.

	Ben's voice followed almost immediately.

	"CeCe!"

	Sienna's relaxed expression disappeared.

	She set down her mug.

	"What happened?"

	Ben appeared around the corner, breathing hard.

	"They just brought one in."

	Sienna was already moving.

	"What kind?"

	"German Shepherd."

	"Injured?"

	Ben nodded grimly.

	"And terrified."

	Without another word, Sienna hurried toward the treatment room.

	Max hesitated only a second before following. She didn't know why.

	Curiosity, perhaps.

	Or maybe, despite herself, she was beginning to feel that whatever happened inside these walls mattered.

	 


Chapter Four

	Atlas

	The treatment room was already crowded by the time Max reached it.

	Ben held the door open as two animal control officers wheeled in a large metal crate.

	Inside, a German Shepherd mix pressed himself into the far corner.

	He didn't bark.

	He didn't growl.

	He simply watched.

	Every muscle in his body was rigid.

	His amber eyes darted from one unfamiliar face to another, searching for an escape that wasn't there.

	Max stopped just inside the doorway.

	The silence coming from the dog was somehow more unsettling than all the barking she'd heard that morning.

	Sienna stepped forward.

	"What happened?"

	One of the officers removed his gloves.

	"Neighbors reported him living behind an abandoned warehouse. Took us nearly three days to catch him."

	"He has an owner?"

	"We don't think so."

	The second officer sighed.

	"Someone cut the chain off his collar before abandoning him."

	Sienna's expression hardened.

	She crouched beside the crate, careful to keep a respectful distance.

	"Hey there."

	Her voice softened instantly.

	"No one's going to hurt you."

	The dog didn't move.

	"He let us get close enough to check for a microchip," the first officer said. "Nothing."

	"Any injuries?"

	"A few cuts. Malnourished. Looks like an old fracture in one of his hind legs."

	Sienna nodded slowly.

	"We'll take it from here."

	The officers exchanged a few final words with Ben before leaving.

	The room fell quiet again.

	Only the hum of fluorescent lights filled the air.

	Sienna remained crouched.

	"Can you get me the
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