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“The world was collapsing, and the only thing that really mattered to me was that she was alive.”

––––––––
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― Rick Riordan, The Last Olympian

A note from the author

––––––––
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TRIGGER WARNINGS.

––––––––
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I DON’T USUALLY WRITE them and over the years, I’ve been asked why.

With this new world, I wanted to address the issue.

My romances are always dark. It’s true, they range from pale to almost opaque, but they are never sweet, clean and/or light. If you’re reading a Felicity Brandon book you can be assured of some level of coercion, kidnap and probable d u b - c o n content.

The same is true in the Savage Affection series.

I don’t list the tropes in every book that may cause offense and neither do I seek to promote or endorse them.

This is art—a work of fiction—and I believe that for art to be truly thought-provoking, stirring and entertaining, it needs to be (at least a little bit) dangerous.

So, before you dive into this book, be warned.

Tucker Bowman is dangerous.

Read on if you want to know how, why and where that leaves poor Ella Bennett...
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Rocky Foundations



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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Daddy Issues

Ella

“Ella!”

Her name echoed up the marbled staircase of her seven-bedroom house and floated along the ivory corridor to her room.

“Ella!” Her mother’s next yell was even shriller, the sound drawing Ella’s attention from the phone in her hands. 

“What?” she muttered, irritated to have been disturbed.

Hadn’t she already told her mum, Susie, that she was busy? What was so important that she was hollering for Ella?

If she and Lizzie didn’t nail down the arrangements for Ella’s birthday party’s guest list, how could she ensure Tommy Willingham would attend? It was like she’d told Lizzie last week. If Tommy wasn’t there, then neither would Ella be. 

“What is it?” 

Ella’s voice was louder, although her stare stubbornly refused to leave the screen. It was only the quiet tap at her door that finally forced her phone to her lap.

“Miss Bennett?” Holly, their maid, hovered in the doorway, her fingers balling into her hands. 

“What is it, Holly?” Ella snapped. 

Frankly, someone with Holly’s poor style should know better than to disturb her at all, but no doubt her mum had sent the mouse-like brunette up to find her.

“Ms. Anders asked for you to join her downstairs, Miss.” Holly’s voice was quieter as she leaned closer. “There’s a man here to see you.”

A man?

She straightened at the idea, her pulse racing as she typed a quick reply to Lizzie before sliding her latest iPhone into her pocket. Tommy’s invite would have to wait.

“What man?”

“It’s not my place to say, Miss.” Holly’s gaze lowered as Ella paced to the bedroom door. “But I think he might be your father.”

My father?

Despite taking his name, Ella had never even met the man. Her mother had told her about her intention to reach out to him, though. Apparently, the already luxurious lifestyle they led was due to for an upgrade, and Susie thought Daddy should pay.

It’s the least he owes me. 

Striding past Holly, her gaze fixed on the top of the staircase. If the maid’s guess was correct, then the man who’d denied paternity and insisted she and her mother provide the proof was now waiting for her downstairs.

What a scumbag.

Defiance resounded in her chest, covering up the sting of rejection her father had inflicted. Pulling in a sharp breath, she gripped the golden hand rail and started her descent, the words her mother had told her when she was younger ringing in her ears.

‘No man has the right to make you feel less than yourself.’ Ella recalled the advice clearly. ‘Don’t give him that power over you.’

Reaching the bottom step, her gaze landed on the stranger standing in their vast hallway. The cut of his suit said he had money—the sort she was used to—but his red-face and thinning hairline revealed a man who was easily in his forties. He turned at her approach, his weight shifting from one foot to the other.

Her focus flitted to her mum, whose stance suggested she was enjoying the disheveled state of her ex-lover.

What made you choose him?

Ella wondered if Susie could read her expression as she gracefully tackled the final step.

“So, this is my dad?” She took the bull by the horns, her gaze sliding from one parent to the other as she absorbed the awkward atmosphere.

Susie had demanded Alexander’s attendance in Ella’s life—a fact she’d supported if it allowed her an even greater allowance—but neither she nor her mother looked pleased by the outcome. 

“Yes, Ella.” Susie sighed wearily. “This is your father, Alexander.”

“Ella.” His lips twitched as though he was trying the name for size. “Good to meet you.” He thrust his palm in her direction as though she was a business acquaintance.

“Right.” She eyed his hand warily, wanting to snort at his lackluster introduction. “Nice of you to finally acknowledge me.”

“Yeah.” Withdrawing his offer of a handshake, he glanced sheepishly at Susie. “I didn’t realize I had a daughter until recently.”

“That’s bull,” Susie scoffed. “You knew I was pregnant more than fifteen years ago.”

“I wasn’t the only one you dated, Susie.” Alexander’s tone was wry.

“Dated?” She laughed, the sound hollow. “Is that what you called the way you treated me?”

“As I recall, you did very well out of it.” His attention rose to the high ceilings of their home. “Very well, indeed.”

“You didn’t pay for any of this.” Susie’s chin rose as she took a step toward him.

“I realize,” he replied, meeting her glare. “I guess you bled some other poor smuck dry instead, huh?”

“Classy.” Ella rolled her eyes. If bickering and sniping were what having two parents in her life was like, then maybe she and Susie had made a miscalculation by inviting Alexander into theirs. “Why have you come, Alexander?”

“You can call me Dad.” He offered what she guessed was designed to be a reassuring smile as he turned her way, but all she could see was a middle-aged man with a burgeoning waistline who was obviously out of his depth.

“I’m all right with Alexander for now, thanks, and you didn’t answer my question.”

“Well.” He blew out a breath. “Since your mother hit me with a bill for child maintenance, I thought I’d like to meet you.” His gaze narrowed as it darted to Susie.

“Well, here I am.” Ella waved her arms around. “Disappointed?”

“Of course not.” Alexander’s face said otherwise. No doubt he’d have preferred a son to chase skirt with or no child at all. “I’d just like to get to know you. Shall we go out for a drink?”

“Alexander, she’s a child...” Susie’s voice oozed disdain.

“I meant a coffee,” he hissed back in her mother’s direction before his focus returned to Ella. “It’s your birthday coming up, isn’t it? You can advise me on the appropriate gift.”

“Sure.” Shaking her head, Ella agreed just to put some space between the two alleged adults.

Thank God I didn’t grow up living with them.

“We have coffee here.” Susie gestured toward the kitchen.

“It’s fine.” Reaching for her mum, Ella squeezed Susie’s hand. “I’ll be fine.”

“Okay.” Susie managed a smile. “Call me if you need me.”

“I will,” Ella reassured, her free hand grasping for her phone reflexively. 

“It’s only coffee.” Alexander sighed. “I know a great little place not far from here. I’m not going to kidnap her!”

“You’d better not.” Susie’s stare drilled into him, the intensity of her loathing surprising even Ella. 

If you hate him this much, why bother with the paternity test at all?

But then, Ella knew why. Susie’s public relations company had done well, but in recent years, her contracts had dried up, and she needed a new income stream. She’d moved in on ‘Daddy’ to provide one, and Ella didn’t blame her one iota. The man who stood before her had done nothing to contribute to her life beyond ejaculation. The very least he could offer was money. 

“Don’t worry, Mum.” Ella smiled as she turned back to the man who’d fathered her. “I’m a big girl. No one’s going to take me without a fight.”
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Trepidation

Ella

Present Day

––––––––
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“TUCKER, DON’T DO THIS.” The plea was a strangled gasp from her dry lips. “Please.”

“Not Tucker.” His jaw stiffened, the blue oceans of his eyes darkening as he stared at her. “You know what to call me, and it would serve you well to start behaving, little girl.”

She shivered at the menace of his voice, although the blanket cast over her ensured she was warm enough. He’d called her his ‘little girl’ again, the so-called endearment all the more terrifying now that she was tethered to his bed.

“Sir,” she conceded, conscious of how fast her heart was beating. “You don’t have to do anything you’ll regret.” Like, hurt me.

She resisted the urge to vocalize the final three words but was sure they were there in her eyes. Certainly, they bounced around her head as she dared to meet his gaze. His expression was like thunder, intense and foreboding as he scanned her face.

“I don’t regret anything.” There was conviction in his voice, his resolve intensifying her terror.

“Nothing?” Heaving in air, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

Everyone regretted something, didn’t they?

Plus, he’d been the one who agreed to take her as collateral. He’d hoisted her up in the barn and exploited her. How could he not have regrets?

Leaning closer, there was the flicker of something dark in his gaze, something that promised to be even more dangerous than his behavior so far. 

“Nothing.” He elongated the word, lowering his face to hers.

“Tuc—” Pausing, she corrected herself as she recoiled as far back into the mattress as she could. “Sir. Don’t!”

“Don’t, what?” Less than a few inches from her, his lips curled. “Don’t look at you? Why not, little girl? You’re so beautiful.”

“I don’t want this.” Ignoring the praise, she breathed in his scent, her senses torn between her palpable fear and the alluring aroma of sandalwood. 

Ella had always loved the smell, yet she couldn’t fathom how a guy who lived alone in the woods without so much as hot running water could have access to it. Never mind why, at the most disturbing moment of her life, her senses had been piqued by his or any scent at all.

But then there were many things she didn’t understand about Tucker. Primarily how her own useless father had come to owe him so much money and how she was supposed to resolve the debt for him. Let alone how she was supposed to survive the ordeal.

“You don’t know what you want.” His gaze was knowing. “You didn’t seem to mind being so close to me earlier.”

Memories of the gentle caress they’d shared in this exact spot flooded her mind, her breath hitching. Tucker was right. She’d welcomed his lips then and had even considered permitting more. But that had been before she’d been ill, before she’d fled through the trees again, and before he’d bound her to his bloody bed.

“This is different.” She decided not to argue his point. “I can’t even move now.” Fresh anxiety coursed through her system as she articulated her predicament, her wrists tugging at her unseen binds once more.

“You’re getting what you deserve.” Any hint of mischief in his eyes was replaced by something harder. Anxiety knotted in her tummy at the sight. “For tricking me and running.”

Tricking you? She searched his expression for any sign he was being disingenuous. 

“I didn’t trick you,” she started, determined to try to reason with her captor.

What other choice did she have?

“You told me you needed water.” He inhaled, apparently hurt by her so-called betrayal, but Ella had news for him.

That wasn’t betrayal. 

Try being abandoned, not once, but twice, by your own father. 

Try being offered in exchange for money.

Pain ached in her chest as she considered the fate that had befallen her. That was treachery. The likes of which she couldn’t have even imagined until she’d woken up in the woods.

“But all you really wanted to do was escape.” He swallowed as though the admission was painful.

Well, of course, I want to escape! She hoped the desperation in her eyes revealed the words she was too afraid to speak. Why would I stay here with you? I don’t even know you. I definitely don’t want you.

She squeezed her eyes closed, aware the final line at least was untrue. Or perhaps it wasn’t? She just didn’t know anymore.

Tucker’s dark, rugged looks were alluringly attractive, and—in another time and place where he wasn’t old enough to be her father, and he wasn’t the bastard who was holding her hostage—she might have entertained the idea of bedding him, but...

Oh God.

Dismay resounded as she looked into his gaze.

She had welcomed his kiss earlier, even though he’d done awful things to her. She loathed him, yet she craved him. When his lips had pressed to hers, she hadn’t been able to help herself.

It’s fear. 

Each breath was excruciatingly loud as she sucked in air, his lips still only inches from where they might collide with hers. Like fight or flight, dread had kicked in and immobilized her. She had chosen to remain rooted to the spot and reciprocate. 

It was a reflexive response.

“I did need water.” Her brows knitted. “Sir.” She couldn’t believe she was voluntarily calling him ‘sir,’ but the last thing she needed was to provoke more rage in the man.

I still need water. 

She didn’t dare risk admitting it to him, though. There was no chance of persuading him to hydrate her after her sprint into the woods. At this rate, she’d be lucky if he ever trusted her again.

I’ll probably die here like this. Panic flared in her chest, making it difficult to take another breath. Bound to his crappy bed.

“Oh, little girl.” His tone was soft and taunting, negating the threatening gleam in his gaze.

I was so close. Each breath was agonizing as she heaved it in. So close to getting away, so close to following the river to freedom. So close to freedom.

She should have taken her chances with the bear.

“You used your thirst as a ploy to evade me.” He straightened, brow furrowing as he absorbed his conclusion of events. “And I fell for your dupe.”

“I just wanted to get away.” She’d told him this already. Tucker seemed like a smart man. Surely, he could understand?

“You can’t get away.” He emphasized the word he considered to be key, his attention flitting between the places his binds held her wrists.

“So, I see.” She couldn’t see. Her trepidation was too great to risk a glance anywhere but his face.

“I tried to tell you.” He shrugged. “To help you understand, but you didn’t get it so...” He gestured to the bed. “I’ve decided to be clearer.”

Message received and understood.

“How long will you keep me bound, sir?”

A part of her brain couldn’t believe she was asking, still couldn’t believe any of this was happening, but the more the hours ticked by, the more she was forced to admit the inevitable.

Tucker was real.

So was his cabin.

So were his ropes.

“Until you’re punished.” His focus drifted over her, his hand skimming the surface of the blanket covering her body. “I tried to teach you a lesson with the spanking, but it wasn’t impactful enough.”

She might have laughed at that had the terror surging through her veins not ensured her lips were sealed. 

Impactful? 

Was he joking? Ella couldn’t remember anything being so impactful in her entire life! The man had tipped her over him, jerked down her pants, and struck her backside with his palm. It was easily the most shocking and humbling moment of her life.

Until this one...

“So, now I need to do better.” Catching the corner of the blanket between his thumb and forefinger, he peeled it back, little by little, exposing her naked flesh to the air. “I’ll punish you until I’m satisfied that the lesson has been properly learned.” 

*** 
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Tucker

––––––––
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IT WAS AS THOUGH A part of him had been on autopilot when he’d brought her back to the cabin. He recalled each scintillating second of stripping and binding her, taking his time to enjoy the process. His balls had tightened as he’d breathed in her intoxicating scent, and he swore the air had vanished from the room as he’d tugged her clothes free and held her wrists aloft to secure them. 

Since she’d been asleep and finally compliant, he’d chosen his only remaining ties to truss her. Most garments from his old life had been discarded out in the woods, but he’d kept a handful of the silk ties for old-time’s sake. Never, though, had he contemplated the idea of winding the silk around such enthralling flesh.

But then, never had he met anyone as captivating as Ella.

Every ounce of his willpower had been necessary to fight his primal urges and not help himself to what he wanted. That was what her father would once have endorsed, after all. Tucker’s need ballooned as she lay strewn and unconscious on his bed. He’d yearned to fondle her tempting flesh, yet somehow, he’d found the will to resist. 

Had she been awake, Ella wouldn’t have believed his decency, and looking at her flushed cheeks and wide-eyes now, he could hardly understand his restraint. He could have done anything he wanted, and she would never have even known. Hell, he could still do whatever he wanted, the point proven wonderfully as he tugged his mother’s blanket down to reveal her fabulous breasts.

There was nothing she could do to prevent her exposure, and she wouldn’t be able to halt his roaming fingers if he’d chosen to explore her delightful body.

Ella was entirely helpless to his whims.

“Sir.” She bit her lower lip, tears springing in her glorious green eyes. “You’re scaring me.”

“For good reason.” He ensured his tone was clipped. Even though he wanted to hold her, to offer comfort and pleasure, he couldn’t risk letting it show.

He had to remember that he was the aggressor, and he needed to behave like one. The only way to safeguard Ella’s security and keep her in the cabin was to weaponize her fear. The more he intimidated her, the more likely she was to obey, and he didn’t want there to be any doubt—Tucker would have her obedience. He’d led men behind enemy lines. One little girl would not get the best of him.

“Are you going to b-beat me?” Her stifled question was scarcely audible.

“Beat you?” he scoffed, unable to prevent the smile that rose to his lips. “No, little girl. I’m going to make you beg.”
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Chapter Two
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Paralysis

Ella

––––––––
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THE DREAD CURLING IN her stomach constricted, making it difficult to think.

Beg.

The word exploded in her head, filling her senses until the sound of her heart banging plagued her ears.

Beg, beg, beg.

Tucker was going to make her beg. Even though she’d never pleaded with a single soul until she’d set eyes on him, and she’d sworn she never would. As the reality dawned on her, there was little doubt in her mind. He would achieve it. He had the means and the obvious inclination.

If it was possible, her heart accelerated at the danger of that certainty. He was going to do something to her. Something over which she had no control, but beyond the obvious performative denigration he clearly enjoyed, she had no idea what he meant by the threat. 

“I’m sorry that I ran.” 

Unable to think of anything else to say, she spewed another insincere apology. She wasn’t truly sorry and, given half a chance, she would no doubt run again, but it was possible she might regret inciting the current turn of events.

“Oh, Ella.” His smile lit up his face, revealing the same handsome features that had started to thaw her earlier in the day. “I know you might believe that, but I promise you that you’re not sorry yet.” 

His gaze was hungry as it devoured her breasts, and taking his time, he edged the blue blanket farther down her body. Time froze as he inched it along her midriff, stopping only inches short of where her pelvis began. The dread crawling around her skin chilled her limbs until she could hardly feel her fingers and toes.

“But you will be.” His attention skimmed along her bared skin until he found her face. His eyes conveyed a mixture of emotions, but she struggled to decipher them. The man wielded such power over her at that moment—the power to be kind or cruel, the power to starve or feed, and in the end, the power of life or death—to not know his mind only exacerbated her alarm. “I promise by the time I untie you, you will be sorry.”

“Oh God.” She believed him. There was no doubt about that. 

Few people on the planet had ever truly produced sorrow, regret, or remorse from Ella, but staring into his cold blue eyes, she had the sense that Tucker was one of them.

Balling into fists, her fingernails dug into the palm of her hands as she tried to calm her breathing. 

“What are you going to do?”

Or more like, what am I going to do?

The question reverberated in her mind as his lips twisted.

Somehow, his silence was even scarier than his menacing tone.

“That’s enough of your questions.” Leaning toward her, he pressed one fingertip to her lips and hushed her. 

Panting around the digit, her eyes widened with dismay. She wanted to bite the finger and spit in his face, but her panic guaranteed her acquiescence. However much it pained her, she wasn’t an idiot. Until she could find a way out of his binds and his cabin, there was no choice but to conform. 

“Quiet, little girl, or I’ll find your ball gag again.” There was absolute sincerity in his voice. “Is that what you want?”

No! 

She might not have been permitted to speak, but Ella was certain that the word burst from her every pore. She knew her eyes delivered the message, whether or not her lips remained passive. 

“No?” His tone was tinged with conceit, her toes curling at the sound.

Jerk. Her gaze narrowed at his superiority complex.

Could she really have ever admitted, if only to herself, that she desired the arrogant oaf? If so, she’d been blind to confess such an abhorrence. Blinded by terror at her captivity, perhaps? That was the only logical explanation. There was no way she craved a man as cruel as Tucker. 

No way in any of her twisted daydreams that she could want a man as sordid as the one towering over her.

She shook her head, uncertain if her glare conveyed the distress or contempt swilling in her emotions. Maybe it made no difference either way. Tucker seemed hellbent on enacting his sick revenge, whatever her view.

Her body stiffened at the terrifying prospect. He was angry, and he could do whatever he liked with her. How was she ever going to get away from his clutches?

It wasn’t the first time since she’d roused in the forest alone that she’d stared down the barrel of her own mortality. As her gaze flitted past his head to the wooden ceiling, she had to wonder if the inside of his unimpressive cabin would be the final view she ever saw.

“Good.” The pressure on her lips lessened. “Then we agree.”

Agree? Inwardly, she scowled at the premise. She didn’t agree with anything the man had done, and whatever her fate, she had no clue how he, or her useless father, could live with themselves.

“Lie here and take your punishment.” 

His gaze bore into her expression, compelling her to remain as impassive as she could. The last thing she wanted to do was reveal the true extent of her terror. It was awful enough she’d admitted her fear, only for it to be dismissed out of hand. She couldn’t allow him any more power in their already stacked dynamic. 

“Do as you’re told, when you’re told to do it, then...” The hand that hovered at her mouth fell to her chin, stroking her skin as he went on. “Then I’ll hear your apology.”

Crap. 

Trepidation knotted inside her as she read his gaze and realized Tucker was deadly serious. His shrewd expression reminded her of the way he’d looked when he’d left her dangling in the barn. Everything he was about to do had been well thought through, but rather than being reassuring, the thought only petrified her.

Tucker had proven what he was prepared to achieve with careful consideration. It seemed little was off the table.

Oh God. 

Opening her lips, she dragged in another breath. He’d already stripped her without her agreement. God only knew what else he’d done when he’d had the opportunity. Tucker had hardly contemplated her consent when she’d been conscious, let alone when she’d been out for the count.

Squeezing the muscles at the apex of her thighs, she felt for any anomalies. Did anything seem different since she’d woken up? There was no obvious pain, and that, at least, was good, but how could she know what he’d done while she’d slept? The thought was debilitating. 

“Very good.” For some reason, he seemed pleased with her introspection. 

No doubt, he believed it to be the product of his warning and that she was contrite when the reality was further from the truth than he could possibly understand.

She’d tell him whatever she thought he wanted to hear to get out of his binds. If that meant apologizing until she screamed the words from the blasted rafters, then so be it. Her pride would have to take the fall. 

“Let’s begin.” He swept away the remaining blanket in one fell swoop, displaying her body to the chilly air.

Her lips parted to gasp, the sound echoing around her as he folded the cover and placed it on the chair behind him. The panic shattering her senses overrode her initial intrigue at the care he seemed to take over the task. Why should a man as callous as Tucker—a man prepared to take a woman who didn’t belong to him and use his might to keep her—care about something as trivial as a blanket? 

She didn’t know the answer, but as he spun around to face her, all thoughts of the query evaporated. 

Whatever happened next, she had to survive.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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Punishment

Tucker

––––––––
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“I’M GOING TO MAKE THIS punishment count, little girl.”

Mixed feelings settled over Tucker as he enjoyed the sight of her bound and vulnerable body. Of course, Ella was as hot as sin. From her pert breasts to the small thatch of dark blonde hair between her legs, every inch of her was available for him to devour, but as he considered how best to begin, it was his duty of care that concerned him the most.

He’d managed to deny the carnal urges that had demanded attention earlier, but in doing so, he couldn’t allow those baser compulsions to take the lead now.

Whatever happened, however close to the brink her writhing whimpers pushed him, he had to stay in control.

In control.

He inhaled, as though the air inside the cabin would somehow soothe him, but the reality couldn’t be any further from the truth. The air was warm from the fire blazing behind him, and since he’d uncovered Ella, his own body temperature had rocketed. The lust burning in his veins did little to quell his growing fervor. 

“Don’t hurt me.” She risked the plea, though her ashen face conveyed her immediate regret. “I’m sorry, sir.”

She was apologizing again? 

It seemed since he’d brought her back, contrition had been her key concern, but Tucker knew well enough her remorse wasn’t real. He’d seen her feigned emotion before. He knew unless he sent a tangible message, they’d find themselves right back there again in a day or two—or worse, Ella might encounter an even more ruthless predator beyond the four walls of his cabin. 

“I said quiet.” He shot her a glare, reveling in the way she shrank away as far as his bed allowed. “One more mewl and I’ll gag you.”
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