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Chapter 1
















Dejah Thoris counted the water drips. Three hundred and twenty-two since the last guard had passed. The chill of the underground cell had long since seeped into her bones, making the thin scraps of linen and fur that clung to her seem useless against the Martian dungeon's perpetual cold.

She adjusted the straps that hung over her shoulder and kept the fur in place to cover her nipples, still unused to wearing anything at all. Clothing was not the way of the Helium peoples, and she only wore it to make the strange human that resided among them more comfortable. When he first arrived, the pale human named Carter had been shocked by her nakedness; his cheeks turned almost as red as her entire body. But his shock had transformed into something else, a quiet discomfort, so she chose to cover her nipples and tied a strip of linen about her hips.

A shadow fell across the threshold of her cell. Dejah tensed, her fingers curling into fists. The guards weren't due for another thousand water drips.

The massive silhouette that appeared belonged to no red martian. Four arms, not two, extended from a towering frame. Tusks protruded from the lower jaw of a face that, while fierce, carried a distinctly feminine cast. She recognised the woman immediately, Sola, a Thark Princess.

“Dejah,” the woman whispered. “I have been sent by Cater to free you.”

"You know John Carter?" Dejah returned, studying the towering green female warrior. The Thark princess stood nearly twice her height, her four muscular arms moving with unexpected grace as she worked the ancient lock mechanism.

"Your Carter saved my life during the battle of Korad. Now I return the favor."

The lock clicked open with a heavy thud that echoed down the damp corridor. Sola swung the door wide, her amber eyes constantly scanning the darkness behind her.

"We must hurry," Sola said, her voice low.

Dejah followed Sola into the corridor, her bare feet silent against the cold stone floor. The massive green warrior moved with surprising stealth, her four arms ready with two holding weapons, two free to navigate the twisting passageways. At each intersection, Sola would pause, her keen ears detecting movements that Dejah could not hear. Twice they froze in alcoves as Thark guards passed, their heavy footfalls and guttural language sending Dejah's heart racing. Each time, the shadows concealed them perfectly.

"Here," Sola whispered after what seemed like hours of silent navigation. She pressed her upper right hand against what appeared to be a solid wall. A section of stone shifted inward with a barely audible whisper of stone against stone. The passage widened into a small chamber where a single figure waited, silhouetted against the faint light of a Barsoomian lamp.

John Carter stood alert, his strange pale skin gleaming in the dim light. His eyes widened as they fell upon Dejah, and she saw them linger on the thin strips of fabric that barely concealed her body. His throat bobbed as he swallowed hard.
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