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Prologue: Vicious Games


Wendy Murdoch’s nightmare really started long before she was aware of being in a bad situation, and it was only going to get worse. She’d been having fun. Mr. Moneybags (as she thought of the cute guy who’d picked her up and insisted that she join him for a party at a friend’s house) had come through for Wendy. She hadn’t cared for the drinks he’d given her, but the drugs were superb—the best quality crystal she’d ever had—so she hadn’t minded that he was a bit weird, possibly too young for her, and that his friends were even weirder.       

Wendy was already way past drunk as she looked blearily around her. They were sitting in the hot tub. She was in her underwear because she hadn’t brought a swimsuit with her, and Mr. Moneybags had his arm slung around her shoulders companionably. “I hope you know that I’m not going to be doing all of you. Nope, that’s not my thing.”

Wendy knew she should have said something when they’d driven up to his friend’s house, and when she’d seen that there wasn’t really a party. But the place was way fancier than anything Wendy was used to, and she had been mesmerized by it, desperately wanting to see what it looked like inside.

It hadn’t disappointed. From what she’d seen, it was huge, with sweeping staircases, marble floors, and crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. Mr. Moneybags had led Wendy out the back door to the patio where the entertainment area was. There was a huge swimming pool, its water glittering softly in the moonlight and the lights that shone from a few lamps placed in the garden. In the distance, Wendy could make out a tennis court. She couldn’t help it; she was impressed.

That’s when she’d noticed the other three guys casually shooting the shit in the hot tub. Mr. Moneybags had introduced Wendy to his friends, indicating that the one lounging back on the deck chair was the one whose house they were at. Mr. Moneybags called him Bateman. Wendy guessed that it was a nickname of some sort; they all called each other by these funny code names. The two other guys were introduced as Iago and Moriarty. Mr. Moneybags called himself Hyde. He had introduced himself as Hyde when they met. The name had rung a faint bell in the back of Wendy’s mind, but she couldn’t immediately place where she had heard it before, and as soon as Mr. Moneybags had taken her to his car—a fancy midnight-blue sports car—the name he’d given was immediately of less importance.

Now here she was, horribly drunk and very high in a hot tub with four guys she didn’t know. They all seemed to be about her own age but at the same time seemed younger. She had been living on the streets for some time and living that way forced a person to grow up quickly.

Hyde looked at her as she voiced her worry; then all four young men burst out laughing.

“Oh, sweetheart! Don’t worry. That’s not why you’re here.” Hyde smiled at her as he picked up her water-soaked hand and kissed her palm. She felt herself smiling, despite his condescending tone. “Only the winner will get to do what he wants with you. Until then, there’s the game.”

“Game? What game? What are you talking about?”

“We’re going to retire in a few minutes, and the four of us will get ready. You’ll have an hour to go anywhere in the house or on the grounds and grab a weapon, hide, try to get away … the choice is yours.”

“Yeah, lady’s choice!” Iago piped up. All the guys laughed, the sound suddenly grating on Wendy’s nerves.

Hyde smiled and continued. “After your hour is up, we’re going to start chasing you down. The one who catches you will get to kill you. If you manage to evade us for two hours straight, we’ll let you go.”

“Yeah, right,” Wendy said and snorted. She waited for Mr. Moneybags to laugh at his own joke. There had to be some sort of punchline she was missing. But Mr. Moneybags—Hyde—was looking at her seriously.

“You’re joking right? That’s not funny.” Wendy looked around at all their faces. They weren’t smiling anymore. A coldness had crept into their eyes, the expression on their faces nearly identical. They looked like predators. Hungry predators.

Hyde let go of Wendy and stood up in the hot tub. He grabbed a towel from a stack of them sitting on one end of the large table with the glass countertop. While he dried himself, the other guys stood up as well and did the same. There was a business-like quality to their movements, as if they had been previously discussed and orchestrated. The air shimmered with an aura of excitement that seemed to cast off them like a heatwave. It was palpable even to Wendy as she sat uncertainly in the hot tub, unable to comprehend what was happening.

Moriarty looked over at her then. “Don’t waste time inside the house looking for a phone. The last girl did that and made the game almost way too easy. Bateman had to do the whole catch and release thing to make it more interesting for us.”

Iago punched him playfully in the arm. “Come now, no helping the target. She’ll do what she’s going to do regardless of what you say.” He looked at Wendy then. “God, I really hope she’s a fighter.” His eyes were glittering as he said this, looking speculatively at her for a moment and seeming to judge every interaction they’d shared in the last few hours. He looked back at the others and chuckled. “Remember the first one? She almost decapitated Hyde with a baseball bat.” Laughing and jostling each other, the four young men, who were little more than teenage boys still, disappeared into the house.


In the hot tub, Wendy sat there, frozen in place. Her treacherous limbs seemed to weigh her down; they suddenly had the feeling of being encased in cement, making it impossible for her to move. Get up, her mind whispered urgently. You only have an hour, so move! By the sheer force of her will, Wendy somehow managed to break her paralysis and got out of the still-bubbling hot tub. The whispering sound of its motor was almost eerie in the silence.


Wendy didn’t waste any time but immediately ran inside the house on her still-wet feet. She slipped in the kitchen and went down hard, twisting her right ankle underneath her. She let out a grunt as the pain exploded up her leg but managed to keep from yelling out by biting her lip. Standing up, she walked slowly. Her foot was throbbing in agony, and she was sure it was going to be a hindrance when the guys came back down and started their ‘game’.

She tried to think of what to do next and realized she was shivering so much that her teeth were clacking together loudly. If she hid, they would find her very soon by following the sound she was making. Walking back outside, Wendy grabbed a towel and dried herself off before grabbing her clothes, discarded earlier on one of the deck chairs. Fully dressed again, she decided to go back into the kitchen. It seemed like the most likely place to find a weapon to defend herself with.

The kitchen counters, made of handsome, dark marble, were suspiciously bare. Wendy pulled open one of the drawers and saw it was empty save for a yellow smiley face sticker. Telling her to go look for a weapon, planting that idea in her head when they knew they’d taken the time to make sure there were no weapons lying around… Wendy realized they probably thought it was funny. Also, it had forced her to waste precious minutes she could’ve used to make a run for it.

She closed the drawer, not bothering to look in the rest of them. No weapons. Probably no phones lying around either. She cursed the fact that she had left her phone, her whole handbag, in Hyde’s car. At the time, the request didn’t seem any stranger than some of the other requests Johns had made of her. Now she realized how neatly she had walked into their trap, blinded by the promise of drugs and money.

Wendy walked through the house to the front door and saw it was closed. She tried the handle, but as she suspected, it was locked. They wouldn’t risk her getting out to the front of the house where the cars were parked. No use trying to get a neighbor’s attention, either—driving in, Wendy had noticed how far from each other the houses were. Every house had the same high walls, the same imposing driveways, and the same sprawling gardens behind them. She could scream her throat raw before she got anyone’s attention. One of the four psychopaths would find her and kill her long before help came.

Then she thought about what Hyde had said. If she managed to evade them for two hours, they would let her go. Should she believe them? Part of her scoffed at the idea. They had done this before; she wasn’t their first victim. Why would they risk a girl going to the police, telling the cops about their sick game?

On the other hand, without rules, a game wouldn’t be any fun. The only way to make a game fun was to put stakes on the outcome. If she believed they took this game seriously—and she believed they did—then they played by the rules, risking getting caught every time they played it. That was what made it fun.

The fact that they had done this more than once told Wendy that there were no survivors. Any girl who got out of this situation would immediately go to the police. The answer was clear then: there was no easy, obvious escape. Wendy dug around in the pocket of her jeans for a hair tie that she always kept there. If she was going to be moving around, she didn’t want her wet hair sticking to her face, going into her eyes. Tying her long reddish-brown hair back from her face, she already felt more in control. She was still drunk and properly drugged up, but at least she could think more clearly about what she needed to do next.

Back outside, hobbling a little on her injured foot, Wendy felt fully aware, pumped up by adrenaline. There was nothing like the threat of death to clear the cobwebs from one’s mind. She knew that she was playing at a disadvantage, because the boys, her would-be murderers, were completely sober, and she was far from it. She cursed herself for not wondering before why they gave her the drugs and alcohol but didn’t partake themselves. Now she knew, and it seemed glaringly obvious in retrospect, that the situation had been off, skewed enough that she should have realized she couldn’t trust them.

Wendy didn’t have a watch on her, so she had no idea how much time had really passed, but it felt like the minutes were flying by. Her nerves felt pinched and stretched, strained, tingling like they were exposed. It felt like any moment the group of men were going to come out of the house, weapons in hand, and that would be the end of it for her. They were going to do horrible, unspeakable things to her, and she had no choice but to play their game, to make it as difficult as possible for them to do what they wanted. She didn’t want to die.

As she made her way down from the patio steps onto the unnaturally green lawn, the sound of the wet grass scrunching underneath her feet sounded loud to Wendy, almost as loud as her heart thumping in her ears. She knew where she wanted to go. Beyond the tennis courts, it looked like there was some sort of wooded area. It was dark, and no garden lamps lit the way. She decided this section of the grounds would be her best bet to find a good place to hide.

A few minutes later, Wendy passed the darkened pool. With the light gleaming off its surface, she no longer thought it was pretty. Now this whole place was tainted in her mind with an ominous aura. She could only imagine what horrors this place must have seen. The guys had spoken to her so casually about the other girls they had killed. If they hadn’t been bluffing, then she wouldn’t have been the first girl to run around in this garden, fearing for her life.

Now she could hear the gasping of her breath. Her health wasn’t the best. She was underweight and strung out, having lived on the streets for months. She had been forced to do some things she wasn’t proud of, sexual things, sometimes with men twice her age … but all of it had been on her terms. She had always been able to choose who got to pay for an hour of her time. Now, with these guys, her free will was taken away from her, and she knew that if she survived, she would tell the world.

The world may not care for the likes of Wendy Murdoch, but it would care about four rich young men—no doubt bound for some expensive college and jobs that were important—murdering people in their spare time. Murdering for sport. Even if the person they murdered was just a prostitute junkie.

Wendy found her eyes had adjusted to the dark, and she could now see beyond the tennis courts that there was indeed a wooded area. What’s more, there seemed to be some sort of wooden structure built there, a kind of barn or a shed. Heading there, Wendy heard something behind her, voices calling with ululating screams, “Whoop, whoop!” The boys had emerged from the house, and the game was on. They were calling to each other like a pack of hyenas.

Wendy felt her bladder nearly let go in fright. She was still out in the open. She tried to run faster, but her swollen ankle wouldn’t let her.


Out of breath, heart pounding like a crazy runaway horse, thump … thump … thump, Wendy reached the barn. It was locked, a thick chain running through the handles with a new padlock dangling from it. Wendy let out a shaky breath. What now? She had spent all of her allocated time running here. Where was she supposed to hide now?


Just outside the barn, in the shadows, Wendy spotted a huge, old doghouse. She suspected the canine occupant was long gone. She crawled inside and sat with her back propped up on the opposite wall of the entrance, sticking her feet in the space above the opening. Hopefully they wouldn’t be able to see her, and if one of them stuck their face in to check if she was there, Wendy could kick out, hopefully break a nose.

Trying to calm her ragged, loud breathing by inhaling slowly through her nose, Wendy waited and listened. She heard them again. “Whoop, whoop!” They were closer. By the tone of their voices, Wendy could hear their excitement.

They loved the game, and the game was on.


Chapter 1: Down by the River


It was a jogger who found the girl. He first mistook her for a mannequin, lying half-in and half-out of the Chicago River’s North Branch. He had been jogging his usual route, through one of the hiking trails in the Caldwell Woods, which offered plenty of space for relatively safe, easy-to-moderate exercise if jogging was one’s thing. The trail linked together with many great spaces along the North Branch of the Chicago River and ran all the way to the botanical gardens in Glencoe.

Brendan Anders was just getting into the whole exercise bit again. He had been slacking off since his wife, Evie, had given birth to a baby boy. Between the challenges of being a first-time parent and starting to work at a new firm, his health had taken a back seat. Now James, their son, was a year and a half old, and Brendan felt comfortable enough in the routine to finally start paying attention to himself again. Besides, the baby was finally sleeping through the night consistently, so there were no more excuses left to be lazy. He hadn’t gone for a jog in months and knew that it would be hard going until he could build his fitness level up again.


He was huffing and puffing up the trail, his face red and sweaty, when he rounded a bend in the dirt road and happened to look down at the river which ran alongside the trail. The riverbank was down a steep slope, so Brendan wouldn’t have bothered going down it if he wasn’t feeling tired and needed to catch his breath anyway. He noticed the figure lying there, half hidden by a few bushes growing close to the bank, and a disjointed thought of, What the hell is a mannequin doing all the way out here? flitted across his mind and was gone.


He dismissed it as he came to a halt, hugging a large tree with one arm and leaning over, trying to chase the dark spots away that were dancing in front of his eyes. When he had himself under better control, he looked up again, and his eyes found the wisp of reddish-brown hair. Sometimes strange things were dumped in the river and washed up on the embankment—it wasn’t that uncommon to come across shoes, beer bottles, and other trash—but this was the first department store mannequin that Brendan had ever heard of, let alone seen, being washed up.


Dude, that’s not a mannequin, some dark part of his mind whispered, and he felt the first stirring of fear. He realized immediately that the voice in his mind was right. The hair on a mannequin was a wig, and so, after being dumped into the river, would have fallen off and been washed away, right?


On feet that hardly felt like his own, Brendan stepped closer and, craning his neck, tried to see the figure lying there more clearly. The bushes made it impossible to see anything more than what was currently visible, so he’d have to get closer for a better look. He realized that if it was a person, they were likely injured and needed help. That got him moving faster, and he found himself scrambling down the embankment, half slipping on the dewy, wet grass.

The closer he got, the more he saw and the more he felt his stomach churning, his heart pounding. He tripped over a loose stone and came down hard with his knee on a sharp rock. The skin was scraped off, and blood trickled down his leg and dripped onto his white sock, but he barely noticed. He had fallen a few feet from the girl half hidden in the bushes. He crawled on his hands and knees until he was right next to her and then pulled the bush away. As soon as he did, he saw her open, staring eyes and knew she was dead.

She was fully clothed. The skin of her belly where her shirt had been pulled up was incredibly pale, almost blue-tinged, in the early morning sunlight. Her wispy dark hair—what Brendan had noticed first—was knotted in clumps and full of mud and dried leaves. Her blue eyes, staring at him hauntingly, lifelessly, were completely empty and devoid of emotion, thought, and anything else that once marked the difference between life and death. The whites of her eyes were red. Details about the girl now jumped out at him, tumbled over each other and burned into his mind—the way she was lying on her side, as if she had started to crawl out of the river, given up, and died while her legs were still dangling in the water; the way she was lying on her arm with her one hand stretched out, almost pointing; the fishing line wrapped tightly around her throat—it all came to Brendan in flashes. The fishing line had bitten into her skin, yet there was no blood on her clothes.

As Brendan watched, horrified and frozen in place, a bug started crawling out of her mouth. It was a common beetle, but the way it moved over her pale lips where the color had drained from her skin made Brendan finally cry out and turn away.

From some far-off place, Brendan realized that he was making retching noises as he scrambled up the embankment. He closed his eyes and tried to get himself under control. He knew what had to be done. He had to call the police, but he never went jogging with his cellphone as he had a fear of being mugged. Glancing frantically around him, he hoped to spot just one other person on the trail, and that this person would have their cell on them so that he could call for help. Now that he needed such a person, the trail suddenly seemed frustratingly empty.

Brendan rushed up the trail all the way to the start where the parking lot was. He was huffing and puffing but felt relief washing over him when he saw a young couple get out of the car with their two Dachshunds, obviously headed for a walk.

Brendan rushed up to them. He was still panting heavily and found it difficult to speak. “Excuse me … do you have … a phone I can use … Emergency!” He saw by their identical half-annoyed, half-afraid expressions that they were going to brush him off at any second, so, swallowing, he tried to explain. “There’s the body … of a person … dead person …” and he pointed down the trail.

“Oh my God, sit down or you’re going to pass out!” the young woman was telling him. She led Brendan to a nearby bench where he sat and leaned over. The woman was looking at her partner questioningly. “Did he say a dead person is on the trail?” She looked back at Brendan’s bent head. “Are you sure the person is dead and not just passed out? Maybe they had a heart attack.” Brendan shook his head. He knew it was useless to try and explain. The guy who was standing around helplessly with one of the dogs in his arms must have realized this because he didn’t say anything. He just took his phone out, and a few minutes later, an ambulance arrived.

The paramedics spoke to Brendan, and he tried to explain where he had seen the body. They disappeared down the trail, and after that, things started moving fast. A police patrol car arrived first, then another. Soon, there were a few police cars, and the area was cordoned off. One of the paramedics cleaned the wound on Brendan’s leg from when he had taken a fall. The police asked him a few questions, then told him to wait around until the homicide detectives showed up.

To Brendan, that morning dragged on. He wanted to get home, back to the safe and familiar place where his family was. But he couldn’t leave until one of the detectives had taken his statement. Understandably, they were preoccupied and didn’t get to Brendan right away. To him it felt like an eternity before two detectives came walking over to where he was still sitting on the bench.

One of them was a short and skinny Latin American woman who had her long black hair tied up in a bouncy ponytail. Her beautiful, large brown eyes with sweeping, long eyelashes made her seem more guileless than she was. She was young for a detective, in her late twenties or early thirties, but she was very eager and sure of herself.

The male cop was a lot older. Brendan guessed that he was probably in his fifties. He had gray hair and gray, bushy eyebrows. His eyes were blue, and they were very direct and seemed to pierce right through him. He was a lot taller than his female partner and looked like the kind of guy people knew instinctively not to mess with.

It was the female detective who introduced both of them. “Hey, Brendan. My name is Carmen Morales, and this is my partner, Rory Forrester. We are the detectives handling the case of the woman you just found. Is it okay if we ask you a few questions?”

Brendan nodded, feeling numb. Despite the polite way in which the detective asked, Brendan knew he didn’t really have a choice. Detective Morales took him through his grisly discovery and asked him questions about his arrival at the park and if he had seen any suspicious people hanging about or noticed suspicious vehicles in the parking lot.

Brendan answered their questions. He was trying to be helpful, but while he talked to Detective Morales, he could feel her partner’s eyes digging into him, assessing his every word and checking, perhaps, for inconsistency in Brendan’s story. It was more than a little disconcerting, but Brendan knew that he had nothing to hide, so he got through it despite feeling the pressure of Detective Forrester’s judgement-filled gaze.

By the end of it, when the detectives seemed to conclude that Brendan had, in fact, given them everything, he felt like a wrung-out dishcloth. They allowed him to leave but told him that they would be in touch if anything else came up. Morales gave Brendan her private number in case he later thought of anything else that could be helpful. The police already had his contact info, including his home address.

Brendan walked over to his parked car on legs that felt unsteady. He knew the shaky feeling he had was only partly due to the exercise of earlier that morning; the rest of it was pure emotional exhaustion.

He drove home almost blindly, parked the car in the familiar garage without really seeing what he was doing. His thoughts were far away, with the dead girl in the park that had looked like someone’s discarded trash.

As soon as he closed the garage door behind him, the front door opened, and Evie came to meet him in the driveway. Brendan had sent her a message that he was going to be late and had explained why as well. Now Evie was there, and when they met, she hugged him wordlessly. Brendan opened his mouth to tell her that he was fine, that she didn’t need to worry about him, but before he got a word out, he was shaking. His mouth started trembling, but no sound came out, and soon he was crying helplessly on her shoulder.

***

At the crime scene, Detective Morales led the way down the little trail, and they stood silently watching as the medical examiner finished up with the girl’s body. Soon it would be loaded into the waiting hearse; then her body would be taken to a local funeral home where the coroner would do a full examination.

Carmen turned to Rory. “I’m heading back to the station. I want to go over missing persons reports to see if we can’t find the family of the victim sooner rather than later.”

Rory nodded. He was uncharacteristically quiet, and Carmen could only guess why. They had to get an ID on the girl to find out how old she was, but Carmen’s money was on the victim not being more than nineteen years old. Rory had a son and daughter in school, twins, who were turning eighteen soon. Seeing a young girl like that, of course it would hit home for Rory in a way that it didn’t for Carmen.

At twenty-nine years old, Carmen wasn’t married yet and wasn’t planning on getting married if she could help it, despite her mother’s pestering about settling down and starting a family. This pestering was getting more insistent the closer Carmen crawled toward her thirtieth birthday. For her mother, the worst thing in the world was the thought of her daughter not being married, turning into a spinster. As the youngest of four children, all of them daughters, Carmen’s mother failed to understand that women got married later and later these days. Mrs. Morales was convinced that as soon as her youngest daughter hit that big three-oh, all the prospects of getting married to a decent guy would fly away. Carmen just didn’t have the heart to tell her mother that she didn’t think she ever wanted to get married or have children. Disappointing her parents by becoming a cop instead of a lawyer or a doctor had been bad enough.


As Carmen watched the ME zipping the body bag closed, she thought to herself, Mama doesn’t know it, and God willing, she’ll never have to find out that there are worse things than having an unmarried daughter. Not having a daughter at all anymore is worse.


Carmen knew that somewhere out there, the parents of this girl were perhaps worried that she had gone missing. They had no idea yet that their world was about to come crashing down, that all hope of seeing their beloved daughter again would soon be dashed. There would be no happy reunion, and it was going to be up to Carmen and Rory to deliver the news to her parents. Carmen absolutely hated that part of the job. There was no easy way to take people’s last hope away from them.

As she got in the car, Rory got in beside her. “Nothing left to do here, I guess, so I might as well help you look for her parents.”

Carmen nodded. She and Rory had been partners for a year, and in some ways, they were as different as night and day. She had only recently made detective, while Rory was fast approaching retirement age. Their personalities and how they approached the job were completely different too. At first, Carmen had taken Rory’s laid-back attitude as a sign that he was jaded and burned out. After a year of working with him, though, she thought of Rory as the Zen master. She knew she could learn a lot from him, but for now, their differences worked well together.

One thing that they could agree on was that whoever killed this girl needed to be stopped before he killed again. With a shiver, Carmen thought that if this was the guy’s first murder, then he was only getting started.


Chapter 2: Lost Girl, Found Girl


“I found her; she was in the system. Look at this!” Carmen handed Rory a piece of paper which she had printed from the missing person’s database. “Maxine Daniels, aged seventeen. She has a record. Got busted on two different occasions—once for drug possession, heroine, and once for prostitution. The pimp she was busted with was thirty-two-year-old Calvin Romero, a well-known drug trafficker. According to the file, he was the one who’d set up the meet with the John, an undercover narc.”

“You think she’s a strawberry?” Rory asked. A strawberry was a term used for girls who would trade sex for drugs. Often dealers would seek out these girls and rope them into first exchanging sexual favors for drugs and later selling their bodies to the dealer’s customers. Sometimes the prostitution gig proved to be a much cheaper and more lucrative operation for the dealer because as their pimp, he paid them in product, not in cash.

Carmen shrugged. “Maybe. But if she is, she’s new at it. She was only busted one time for each offense. Didn’t even do any jail time. I guess she got a sympathetic judge who urged her to turn her life around.”

“Might be worth it to find out, though. I’ll talk to vice and see if she’s in their files.” Rory looked at Maxine’s mugshot. “At least we have a name now. And a last known address. We can go inform her parents that their missing daughter was found.”

Instead of standing up from behind his computer, Rory turned back to it. “I checked for similar murders in the last few months, and I think I found something. Kelly Jones, nineteen years old, was found strangled in a local park just off a walking trail six months ago. She was found fully clothed with fishing line still tied around her neck. Seems to be the same M.O. as our victim.”

Carmen looked over Rory’s shoulder at the open police report. “Yeah, but it says Kelly had an abusive older boyfriend who was arrested and is currently standing trial for her murder.” The report detailed that he was held up in Charleston Penitentiary while he awaited his hearing. “He didn’t have an alibi at the time of the murder,” Carmen continued as she read, “and what hung him were messages exchanged between him and Kelly which proved he was stalking her. He threatened her more than once.”

“It also says here that he claims he’s innocent, that he and Kelly broke up a month before her murder because she got involved with a rough crowd. They found needle marks on her arms, signs that she had been using. If Maxine was a strawberry, maybe there’s a connection. You must admit the two girls look the same.” Rory held Carmen’s printed sheet of paper up to the computer screen next to the scanned picture of Kelly Jones.

Carmen had to admit that Rory was right. Looking at the picture of the two girls side by side, the resemblance was undeniable. They could have been sisters. Both were delicate, dark-haired girls with high cheekbones and sharp elven-like chins. Kelly had hazel eyes, and Maxine’s were blue.
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