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Chapter 1: The Ash and the Rift
The klaxon was a physical thing. A hammering inside her skull that matched the thudding against the Level 3 blast door. Each shriek of the alarm, each metallic boom from the corridor, shook dust from the ceiling vents. It drifted down in lazy gray spirals, coating the sterile white consoles and the back of her sweating neck. Ash. The world had ended in ash, and now her tomb would be made of it.
Niobe’s fingers trembled over the holographic interface. The light from the projector flickered, another system failing. Her own reflection stared back from the dark screen of the main monitor, a ghost with wide, terrified eyes. The emergency lights painted everything in a pulsing, hellish red. Red on her skin. Red on the schematics for the Veridian Rift prototype. Red on the smears of somebody else's blood near the door's locking mechanism.
A particularly heavy slam rocked the room, and the lights flickered off, then on again. The backup generator kicking in with a groan. They were using a hydraulic ram. Amateurs would have used explosives. These were professionals. Scavengers. Raiders. The new apex predators of a world picked clean. They knew there was something valuable down here. Food. Water. Tech. Her.
Her gaze locked onto the device in the center of the room. The Arch. It hummed with a low-level energy that vibrated up through the soles of her boots. It was a loop of polished chromium and wiring, inert and beautiful and an absolute, catastrophic failure. It was supposed to be a gateway, a way to observe. Dr. Aris Thorne’s masterpiece. His obsession. His tomb, too. He was out there, somewhere in the corridor, buying her these last few seconds with a security pistol and a god complex.
Another slam. A screech of tortured metal. The inner bolts were shearing. Minutes. Maybe less. Sweat dripped into her eye, stinging. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage of bone. This was it. The end of the line. Twenty-eight years of study, of research, of life… about to be snuffed out in a concrete box by men with hungry eyes and makeshift axes. No. The word was a thought, sharp and hard as obsidian. No.
Her fingers flew across the interface, pulling up the energy calculus. The core was stable, but the temporal matrix was a mess. Unpredictable. Untested. Thorne had forbidden a manned jump. 'Suicide,' he'd called it. 'We don't know what's on the other side. We don't even know if there is another side.' But Thorne was dead, and suicide was starting to look a whole lot better than the alternative. Her options were a quick, clean death by temporal disintegration, or a slow, brutal one at the hands of the men breaking down her door.
She grabbed her worn leather satchel from the floor, the one she’d carried through a dozen jungles on a dozen continents. The strap was frayed. Inside, her life's work. Seed samples in hermetically sealed vials. A multi-tool. A water filter. A first aid kit. A fire starter. The practical, analog things she had insisted on keeping when everyone else had gone fully digital. They called her a Luddite. Now, they were just bits of data on corrupted servers.
BOOM-SCREEECH. The door buckled inward, a jagged seam splitting down the middle. They were through. Shouts echoed from the other side, rough and hungry. Niobe didn't hesitate. She ran to the console, her boots slipping on the dusty floor. Her thumb slammed down on the primary activation key. The world went from red to blinding green.
Green. A universe of impossible green that swallowed the bunker whole. The sound of the klaxon and the tearing metal vanished, replaced by a pressure that squeezed the air from her lungs. Her bones vibrated. Her teeth ached. Every cell in her body screamed in protest. She was being unmade. Pulled apart thread by thread like a worn tapestry.
Light. Not light, but the memory of it. A supernova bloomed behind her eyelids. A billion colors she had no names for cascaded through her mind, hot and sharp. The smell of ozone and cinnamon. The taste of copper and starlight. Her satchel was a lead weight against her hip, the only anchor in a storm of pure sensation.
Images assaulted her. A world of ice, mountains grinding against a frozen sky. A flash of scales, a yellow eye the size of a dinner plate, blinking in a forest of towering fungi. The roar of a volcano painting the clouds with fire. A sky filled with two suns. A city of crystal spires crumbling into a purple sea. Time was a river, and she was a stone skipping across its surface, witnessing moments that never were and futures that had died.
There was a feeling of falling. And a feeling of rising. Both at once. Her mind tried to latch onto something, anything. Her name. Niobe. Ethno-botanist. Nigerian parents. A scar on her left knee from falling off a bike when she was seven. The facts were stones, but the river was too strong. They were scoured clean, washed away into the torrent.
The pressure intensified. A great, cosmic hand crushing her into a single point of existence. She felt a tearing sensation, a brutal exit from the storm. For a moment, a single, clear image cut through the chaos. A dense, suffocating canopy of green leaves. The shriek of an unfamiliar bird. The heavy, wet smell of soil and decay. Then the hand let go. The world fractured into blackness.
Consciousness returned in pieces. First, the smell. A thick, primal soup of wet earth, sweet rot, and a dozen cloying floral scents all tangled together. It coated the back of her throat. Next, the heat. It was a suffocating, humid blanket that made her clothes stick to her skin and her hair feel heavy and damp against her scalp. Then came the sound. A low, continuous thrum of millions of insects, punctuated by the drips of water from unseen leaves and the occasional squawk of some creature she couldn't identify.
Niobe’s eyes cracked open. A world of violent green slammed into her. Leaves bigger than her torso formed a dense canopy far above, letting only mottled shafts of emerald light reach the forest floor. Giant ferns, coiled like fists, stood as tall as she was. Moss, thick and plush, covered everything—the bark of columnar trees, the slick surface of black rocks, the very ground she lay on. The air was so thick with moisture it felt like breathing water.
A sharp pain lanced through her skull, and she groaned, lifting a hand to her temple. Her fingers came away clean, but the ache was deep. Every muscle in her body screamed as she pushed herself into a sitting position. Bruises were blooming across her skin. The jump had been a physical assault.
Her satchel. Panic, cold and sharp, cut through the fog in her head. Her hands scrambled against the damp earth. There. It was half-buried in the soft loam beside her, the leather dark with moisture. She clutched it to her chest, the familiar weight a comfort. She was alive. She was here. Wherever ‘here’ was.
Her scientific mind, her only real weapon, began to push back against the shock. Analyze. Assess. Survive. She unbuckled the satchel, her fingers clumsy. Inside, everything seemed intact. The sealed vials of heritage seeds, her life’s work to preserve Earth’s dying botany. A small, comprehensive first-aid kit. Her Lifestraw water filter. A ferro rod and striker. And her multi-tool, its steel cool and solid in her palm. It was so little. A pathetic collection of trinkets against… this.
She got to her feet, leaning against the trunk of a tree whose bark felt like reptile skin. The air tasted wrong. Too rich. She took a deep breath and felt a dizzying head rush, a symptom of oxygen saturation her 21st-century lungs weren't prepared for. This wasn't just a jungle. This wasn't a place she knew. The flora was all wrong. She recognized cycads and ferns, primitive plant families, but they were monstrous in size. Some of the flowering plants were utterly alien, with colors and structures that defied known taxonomy.
Then she heard it. A sound that cut through the insectile hum. It was distant, but heavy. A deep, guttural roar that vibrated in her chest cavity. It was a sound of immense size and power, a sound that belonged to a world of nightmares and fossils. It was the sound of something that should not be alive. Niobe stood frozen, the multi-tool clutched in her hand, as the truth settled into her bones with the weight of a glacier. Thorne was wrong. There was another side. And it was hungry.

Chapter 2: The Green Hell
The roar faded, but its ghost remained, a tremor in her bones. Niobe’s knuckles were white around the cold steel of the multi-tool. Her breath came in shallow, useless gasps. The air, thick as broth and smelling of wet soil and rot, was too much. Too rich. Each inhalation was a dizzying spike of pure oxygen that made her head swim, her vision sparkle at the edges. She pressed her back harder against the tree with bark like a lizard’s scales, the rough texture digging into her thin shirt. Ground yourself. Analyze. Don't think about the sound. Think about what you see.
Her gaze dropped from the canopy, a dense ceiling of green that blotted out the sky, and scanned the undergrowth. Her mind, a trained instrument of classification, latched onto the familiar as a drowning woman latches onto wreckage. Cycad. Its stiff, palm-like fronds were a textbook image, but scaled up to the size of a small car. A fern, Dicksonia, maybe, unfurling a fiddlehead as thick as her arm. These were living fossils, plants that belonged in geological history, not right here, breathing and growing in front of her. They existed alongside flowering plants that made no sense at all. One had petals of a blue so deep it seemed to drink the light, with a pistil that pulsed with faint luminescence. Impossible. Angiosperms and giant cycads from different epochs, thriving together. Thorne’s theories about the Rift, about temporal bleeding, had been just that. Theories. Now she was standing in the impossible result.
Sweat trickled from her hairline, stinging her eyes. The heat was a physical weight, pressing down, trapping the moisture against her skin until her clothes were a second, sodden layer. She looked at her arm, at the deep brown skin already gleaming with perspiration. Her melanin offered protection, a gift from her Nigerian ancestors, but she had no idea what the sun was like here. Was the atmosphere thinner? The radiation more intense? A sudden, sharp image of her skin blistering under an alien sun flashed through her mind. A mundane fear, sunburn, but here it felt as silly and as lethal as worrying about a paper cut while a lion stalks you. She felt a frantic urge to cover herself, to find shade, to hide. Her leather satchel, a comforting weight at her hip, felt like the only piece of her world left. Seeds. A water filter. A first aid kit. Tools for a world that was gone, a world of ash and filtered air. She wondered, with a hysterical bubble of thought, what good a sterile bandage would be against teeth the size of her forearm.
She had to move. Staying in one place was an invitation. To what, she didn't want to know. Niobe detached herself from the scaly tree and took a tentative step, then another, pushing through a curtain of hanging moss that left damp, green streaks on her face. The ground was a springy mat of decaying vegetation, swallowing the sound of her footsteps. Every rustle of a leaf, every snap of a twig under her boot, was an explosion in the humid air. She pushed through a final wall of broad, waxy leaves and stumbled into a clearing.
Here, the sun was a physical blow. It beat down from a sky of pale, washed-out cyan, and the sheer size of her surroundings was made real. The trees ringing the clearing were titans. Their trunks were columns wide enough to drive a truck through, rising hundreds of feet to a canopy she could barely make out. A dragonfly with iridescent wings the length of her arm hovered for a moment, its body a jeweled spike, before zipping away with an audible hum. The air was not quiet. It was a layered, oppressive field of noise. The constant, high-pitched whine of insects was the baseline, a sound so pervasive it felt like a pressure against her eardrums. Beneath it were clicks, chitters, and croaks from unseen things in the shadows. And farther away, other calls. A shrieking bird-like cry, answered by a series of guttural barks.
This was a world that was fully, terribly alive. It was too much. Too big. Too loud. The scientific detachment she had clung to fractured, and the raw, animal fear poured in. Her lungs seized. The oxygen-rich air was suddenly suffocating. She dropped to her knees, the multi-tool falling from her numb fingers. Her gaze darted from one monstrous tree to the next, to the alien sky, to the shadows that seemed to crawl and shift at the edge of the clearing. This is real. This is real. The thought was a drumbeat of panic in her skull. She wasn't on a mission. She wasn't in a simulation. She had run from one end of the world into another, and there was no way back. No Thorne. No lab. No home. Just this green, growing, breathing hell. She wrapped her arms around her stomach, bent over, and retched, the thin contents of her stomach spattering on the mossy ground.
The wave of panic passed, leaving her shaky and hollowed out. On its heels came a simpler, more immediate misery: thirst. Her tongue was a dry rasp in her mouth, her throat thick with a dusty clog that swallowing couldn't fix. Water. Her body screamed for it. The demand was primal, cutting through the fear with the sharp edge of necessity. Get up. Find water. Survive.
She picked up the multi-tool, its familiar weight a small comfort, and forced herself to her feet. Her legs trembled, but they held. She scanned the wall of vegetation, her botanist's eye now searching with a desperate purpose. Color was a warning. The brilliant reds and startling yellows of some flowers were nature’s way of saying ‘poison.’ She avoided them, sticking to the monotonous, endless green. She recognized the broad, heart-shaped leaves of a colocasia relative, a plant whose corms were edible but whose leaves were full of oxalate crystals. A mouthful would feel like swallowing needles. Knowledge was a burden and a tool. She knew what to avoid, but she had no idea what was safe.
Her satchel. She unslung it, her fingers fumbling with the buckle. Inside, nestled among the hermetically sealed seed packets, was her Lifestraw. A thin blue tube, a miracle of modern engineering capable of filtering out 99.9% of bacteria and parasites. It was useless. An artifact from a dead future, as out of place here as a cellphone. She needed water first. Bulk water. She closed the bag and re-shouldered it. The terrain in the clearing sloped gently downward to her left. A simple principle of topography asserted itself in her mind: water flows downhill. Following the slope was her best, her only, chance. She turned and began to walk, her eyes on the ground.
The going was slow. Thick vines, some as woody as branches, snagged at her ankles. The air was so humid that she felt she was wading, not walking. Sweat plastered her hair to her scalp and neck. An insect with a hard, chitinous body blundered into her cheek, and she flinched away with a cry, batting it away. She kept moving, one foot in front of the other, creating her own trail through a world that had never known a human footprint. The search for water was a mantra. A purpose. It was something to focus on beyond the sheer, overwhelming terror of where she was. It was the first problem to solve in a world made of them.

Chapter 3: The First Predator
The hike was no longer a walk; it was a stumble. Each step was a negotiation with the slick, rotting vegetation underfoot. Thirst was a physical presence, a dry rasp in her throat, a sticky film on her tongue. Her body was a furnace, sweat doing little to cool her skin in the suffocating humidity. Her khaki shirt clung to her back and chest, heavy and wet. She pushed aside a fern frond the size of a small boat's sail and the sound reached her. A low, constant gurgle. A wet murmur that cut through the insectile hum of the jungle.
Water.
A new energy surged through her limbs. She pushed forward, careless of the thorny vines that tore at her pants and scratched her arms. The slope steepened. Mud sucked at her boots. She half-slid, half-ran the last few meters, grabbing onto the thick root of a cypress-like tree to stop her momentum. And there it was. Not a clear, bubbling brook from a survival manual, but a river. It was wide, slow, and the color of coffee with too much cream. The opposite bank was a solid wall of green, maybe a hundred meters away. The air hung thick with the smell of decay, of wet earth, of life and death mingling in the churning sediment.
It was beautiful. It was the most incredible thing she had ever seen.
Niobe dropped to her knees at the water's edge, the soft mud giving way beneath her. The instinct to cup the brown water in her hands and drink was overwhelming, a primal command that screamed louder than years of scientific training. She fought it, her breath coming in ragged sobs of relief and exhaustion. Her satchel. The filter. She fumbled with the buckle, her fingers clumsy and shaking. She pulled out the Lifestraw, its bright blue plastic a shocking artifact from another universe. The familiar object in her hand was a comfort, a small piece of a world that made sense.
She knelt, ready to plunge the filter into the murky water, but some lingering habit of caution made her pause. She scanned the area. Her gaze traced the line where the jungle met the river, a tangled mass of roots and hanging mosses. Strange, bulbous fungi clung to tree trunks, glowing with a faint, internal luminescence even in the dim light. She looked across the water. A long, dark shape floated near the far bank, half-submerged. A fallen log, its bark thick and gnarled. Odd. The current seemed to split around it, yet the log itself remained perfectly, unnaturally still. Her eyes narrowed. The texture wasn't right. The pattern was too regular, like overlapping plates of armor. It wasn't wood. It was hide.
The log erupted. Water exploded upwards in a brown spray as the creature launched itself not towards her, but onto the bank opposite. It moved with a speed that defied its bulk, galloping on four thick, muscular legs. It was a crocodile, but a nightmare version, built for running. Two sets of tusks, long and sharp as daggers, jutted from its long snout, one pair from the upper jaw, one from the lower. It threw its head back and a sound ripped from its throat, a guttural hiss that tore through the air and scraped against Niobe's bones.
Thought vanished. Her body acted on its own, a jolt of pure animal instinct. She threw herself backward, away from the water's edge, landing hard on her hip. The Lifestraw flew from her grasp. The creature, now fully on land, turned its head and its flat, cold eyes fixed on her. It charged.
Niobe screamed, a raw, thin sound. She scrambled up, her boots finding no purchase in the slick mud. She fell to her hands and knees and crawled, crab-like, up the bank and into the wall of vegetation. Branches whipped at her face. Thorns dug into her palms. She found her footing and ran. She did not look back. The crashing sound behind her was all the confirmation she needed. It was following. And it was fast.
Air burned in her lungs. A stitch flared in her side. The heavy leather satchel slammed against her back with every stride, throwing her off balance. Drop it. The thought was a flare of logic in the storm of panic. She couldn't. Her life was in that bag. Seeds, tools, medicine. Everything. She hitched it higher on her shoulder and pumped her arms, forcing her legs to move faster. She ducked under a thick, woody vine, hearing it snap taut and then break behind her as the beast crashed through it. She leaped over a fallen, moss-covered tree, landing awkwardly, her ankle twisting. A spike of pain shot up her leg, but she ignored it, pushing off again. The ground was a blur of green and brown. The air was a wall she had to punch through with every breath. The sounds of pursuit were constant—the heavy thud of its feet, the splintering of wood, the low, continuous hiss that seemed to be right at her shoulder.
She saw a break in the trees, a space of light, and veered toward it, hoping for a clearing, for open ground where she might... what? She didn't know. Any change was better than this suffocating green maze. She burst through a final curtain of hanging vines and her hope died. Before her, a sheer cliff of dark, wet rock rose into the canopy, offering no handholds, no escape. A dead end.
A sob of despair tore from her throat. She spun around. The Kaprosuchus lumbered into the small, enclosed space, its massive body blocking the only way out. It stopped its charge. The frenetic energy of the chase bled away, replaced by a slow, deliberate certainty. It lowered its head, sniffing the air. Its tail, thick as a tree trunk, swished once, knocking a chunk of rotted wood aside. It took a step forward, claws scraping on stone.
Niobe's back pressed against the cold, damp rock. Her legs shook, the muscles depleted and trembling. Every part of her screamed to run, but there was nowhere to go. She could see it clearly now. The scales were a mosaic of muddy brown and dull green. Scars crisscrossed its snout. Its eyes were ancient, reptilian, devoid of anything but predatory calculation. A low rumble started deep in its chest.
This is it. The thought was strangely calm. All this way. Through time, through worlds. To be eaten in a forgotten place at the foot of a cliff. Her hand, acting on some last, defiant impulse, went to the satchel at her side. She fumbled inside, her fingers closing around the cold steel of her multi-tool. She pulled it out, flicking open the small, three-inch blade with her thumb. It looked like a toy. A pathetic sliver of metal against armored hide and bone-crushing jaws. She held it out, her arm shaking, the point aimed at the monster. It was a gesture of futility, a refusal to simply be torn apart. It was the last thing she had left of the woman who solved problems with her mind, not with violence.
The creature took another step, coiling its powerful muscles. It opened its jaws, revealing rows of thick, conical teeth. The smell of river mud and raw meat washed over her. It lowered its head, preparing to lunge. Niobe braced herself against the stone, her knuckles white around the tiny tool, and waited for the impact.

Chapter 4: The Beast and the Man
The final moment stretched, thinning into an eternity of hot breath and the stink of rot. Niobe’s arm trembled, the tiny blade of her multi-tool a pathetic insult to the gaping maw of the Kaprosuchus. Its tusked jaw unhinged. Muscles bunched in its thick neck. This was it. The impact she braced for never came.
A guttural roar ripped through the clearing, a sound deeper and more resonant than the creature’s hiss. It came from her left, from the shadows clinging to the rock face. A blur of motion. A man launched himself from a ledge she hadn’t even seen, landing with a soft thud on the damp earth. He was broad and thick with muscle, clad in stitched-together hides. His skin was tanned dark by the cyan sun, his black hair matted and long. In his hands, he gripped a spear—a thick shaft of wood tipped with a wicked-looking piece of sharpened flint.
He gave her no more than a glance, a flicker of dark eyes that registered her presence before dismissing it entirely. All his focus, his entire being, was on the tusked predator. He moved with an explosive economy of motion, planting his feet wide. The Kaprosuchus, its lunge interrupted, turned its massive head, emitting a furious, chuffing bark. It swiped with a clawed foreleg, a blow that would have disemboweled her. The man sidestepped, fluid as a panther, and drove the spear forward. He didn't aim for the armored back. He aimed low, for the softer underbelly.
The flint point punched through scale and flesh with a wet, tearing sound. The beast shrieked, a high-pitched sound of agony that grated on Niobe’s bones, and thrashed wildly. It snapped its jaws, catching the spear shaft and splintering the wood. The man released his weapon instantly, dodging back as the creature’s tail whipped through the air where he had just stood. He moved without thought, pure instinct and lethal practice. He was another animal in this savage arena.
He drew a stone axe from a loop on his hip as the wounded Kaprosuchus staggered, roaring its pain at the sky. Blood, thick and dark, poured from the wound in its side. The man charged again while it was distracted. He leaped onto its back, his bare feet finding purchase on the slick, armored plates. He was a flea on a dragon. He raised the axe, bringing it down with all his force on the back of the creature’s skull, just behind its eyes. The sound was a sickening crack, like a giant branch snapping in a storm. The beast convulsed, its legs giving way. It crashed to the ground, shaking the very stones Niobe stood on. The man struck again. And again. Each blow was a punctuation mark of finality, a brutal, efficient act of destruction. Then, he stopped. The clearing fell quiet, save for the frantic buzzing of insects and the man’s heavy, ragged breaths.
The man stood over his kill, chest heaving. Blood spattered his arms and face. He placed a proprietary foot on the dead creature’s head and let out another roar, shorter this time, a declaration of victory that echoed off the cliff face. Niobe flinched, her back pressed hard against the stone. The multi-tool felt impossibly small and foolish in her grip. The wave of relief she expected was a phantom, replaced by a cold, new dread that coiled in her gut.
He pulled his axe free with a squelch of gore and brain matter, then turned. His eyes found her. The intensity of his stare was a physical force. It wasn't the look of a savior checking on the saved. It was predatory. Calculating. The way she might look at a new, uncatalogued species of plant before taking a sample. He was assessing her worth. His gaze swept over her from head to toe—her strange khaki shirt, her dark skin, the tight coils of her hair. He grunted, a low sound of curiosity.
Slowly, he began to walk toward her. Each step was deliberate. Niobe’s breath hitched. Her twisted ankle throbbed in time with her frantic pulse. He was covered in the creature’s blood, and smelled of sweat, woodsmoke, and something else, something wild and musky. He stopped a few feet away, his head cocked to one side. He was huge up close, a wall of scarred muscle and sun-baked skin. He gestured with the bloody axe toward the dead Kaprosuchus, then thumped his own chest. A simple statement: I killed that. It is mine.
Then he pointed at her. His meaning was horribly, terrifyingly clear. You are mine, too. A strangled noise escaped her throat. "No," she whispered, the word useless. He didn't understand it. He wouldn't care if he did. He took another step, reaching out a hand. His fingers were thick, his nails caked with dirt. He touched a lock of her 4C hair, rubbing the tight coil between his thumb and forefinger as if testing its texture. His expression was one of profound fascination. Niobe froze, every muscle in her body screaming to run, but her legs were locked, her ankle a ball of fire. His touch wasn't gentle, but it wasn't rough either. It was inquisitive, the way a person might handle a strange, delicate artifact. The clinical detachment of it was more frightening than outright aggression. He leaned closer, sniffing the air near her, his nostrils flaring. He smelled the alien scent of her, the soap and antiseptic that still clung faintly to her skin and clothes. Another grunt, this one lower, more interested. He saw the multi-tool in her hand and his eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second. With a swiftness that belied his size, he plucked it from her numb fingers. He turned the small metal object over in his palm, studying it with the same detached curiosity he’d shown her hair. Then, apparently unimpressed, he tossed it aside. It clattered against the rocks, a final, metallic sound of her old world being discarded.
"Wait. Stop. Don't touch me!" The words tumbled out of Niobe, a frantic cascade of English against his stony silence. She tried to back away, but her ankle buckled, sending a spike of agony up her leg. She cried out, stumbling against the cliff face.
Her cry of pain seemed to break his contemplative mood. His decision was made. He moved, closing the distance between them in a single stride. Her protests became a choked scream as he grabbed her. One arm wrapped around her waist like a band of iron, lifting her off her feet as if she weighed nothing. He was impossibly strong. She beat her fists against his chest, her palms striking solid muscle that barely registered the blows.
He grunted—a sound of mild annoyance, like someone bothered by a fly—and with a single, smooth motion, he shifted his grip and heaved her over his shoulder. The world inverted. Her stomach lurched as her torso slapped against the hard plane of his back. The rough texture of the animal hides he wore scraped against her cheek. All she could see was the damp, bloody ground moving away beneath them as he began to walk. His gait was steady and powerful, each step jarring her body, sending fresh waves of pain through her ankle.
"Let me go! Put me down!" she yelled, her voice muffled against his back. She thrashed, kicking

