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No Strings On Me
“Just so you know, Arch, I hate you,” the Warrior said, staring into the cobwebbed shadows of the hallway before him. The hulking man beside him gave the shorter man a hefty pat on the back, sending him stumbling, putting his hands up to arrest his fall. He pulled himself up, his brain drawing his vocabulary to the fore, ready to rip the old sod a new one, when he realized just what he was holding on to.
“My, Reiden,” Archangel said, his right eyebrow cocked, along with the corner of his mouth, “I didn't know you liked Thran like that.”
“WHY IS THERE A THRAN MANNEQUIN IN HERE?!” Reiden screamed, staring at his hands as they rested on both the back and front of the mannequin's private region. It would seem that the mannequin was built to the very exacting specifications of their contributing model, and was significantly anatomically correct.
“It's a haunted house. It contains many dried up relics of the past. I would imagine that there's a Phoenix wing around here somewhere,” Archangel said, yanking the poor Warrior away from the mannequin, to sprawl on the hard wood planks at his feet.
“Could you not?” Reiden muttered, pulling himself up, trying to dust away the cob webs which had managed to adhere themselves to his tunic. His arm got caught up in the rope, leading to a withering glare being directed at Archangel.
“What?” the larger man said, a congenial smile on his face. He was definitely enjoying this way too much. Reiden swore under his breath, and moved forward, the steps ahead of him menacing in a wooden, knotted way.
“The rope, you git,” Reiden replied, yanking on the rope, but not getting very far as Archangel held firm on the other end, “Is the rope necessary?”
“Of course!” Archangel replied, pointing up at the high tower of the building, the flickering orange light, “The two droids and the clerk we sent in didn't come back,”
“So your plan, if I get this right, is to pull me back out of danger,” Reiden said, his voice dropping into a tone of apprehension. He'd known Archangel for years and had fought in combat the length and breadth of the galaxy, trusting him with his life. But this seemed like the most idiotic plan he'd ever heard.
“Don't worry. Nothing bad will happen to you. And if something does, I'll drag your corpse out. Probably,” Archangel shrugged as if to punctuate the sentence. Reiden smiled sardonically, before striding forward, the wooden steps creaking ominously underfoot. 
He didn't look back. He didn't want his friend to see the fear on his face. The darkness seemed to swell to meet him, only the occasional flickering candle to light his way. His hand dropped to his lightsaber on his belt, fidgeting with it as a baby might with a pacifier. A gust of wind wafted through the air around him, chilling him to the bone. The Thran mannequin rocked slightly.
A nearby alcove held a small urn, artistically decorated and appointed, a dim spotlight illuminating the plinth upon which it resided. Reiden moved to the urn, his curiosity in a mad fight to kill him, and lifted the lid carefully. He found, much to his surprise, a half a pound of sugar.
“What the...?” he said to himself, before diving for the ground in the alcove as something screamed in his ear.
“HAI REIDEN!” the fearsome creature screamed, bull-rushing Reiden and cornering him in the alcove. Reiden looked up at the aberration, covered in a fine patina of sugar, a look of utter fear on his face.
“Who... who are you!?” he screamed, his face pale with fear. The creature moved towards him, one slow step after another, advancing on the cowering warrior. It grinned maliciously.
“I...am... XEN!” the man shouted, pulling his full head mask off to show the more usual plan mask in place. Reiden could feel the grin from behind the Emperor's visage.
“I just about wet myself!” Reiden screamed, scrambling up the plinth, surreptitiously hiding behind it. Xen howled with laughter, just about falling over himself. Reiden threw the urn at Xen, which bounced impotently off the Emperor's chest. 
“How did Arch get you in on this?” Reiden asked, his body shaking with adrenaline and fear, “You are in charge of him!”
“What?” Xen asked, looking up at Reiden through a fusillade of giggles, “Arch's not here. He's on the Warspite”
Reiden stared at Xen for a few moments.
“Then who tied this rope to me?” he said, holding the rope up. A moment later, the cord became taut and yanked Reiden off his feet. The warrior screamed with all of his might, and grabbed at the plinth but missed. Xen tried to grab the man's arms but in spite of getting a decent grip, lost it as the sugar slide their hands away.
“WHY!?” Reiden screamed, as he was dragged away. Xen stared on in horror, watching as his friend was pulled away from him by whatever monster had fooled him.
“Don't worry, Xen,” a silken male voice said, “He'll be ok. He's with friends,”
Xen stared at the mannequin of Thran, the head of which had twisted almost all the way around to talk to the Emperor. The fake grin on the mannequin's face seemed to stretch to a manic level. Xen removed the head with a swipe of his lightsaber, his fear quelled and replaced by deep burning anger. He charged out of the house, intent on murder and rampage.
What he found was Archangel and Reiden rolling on the floor laughing, giggling themselves silly at their Emperor.
“You know what, Arch. I really do hate you,” Xen said. Arch wiped a tear away, an insatiable grin on his face, stretching his features to the breaking point, “But tell me something”
“What?” the larger man said, pulling himself together for a few moments to regard his Emperor.
“How did you get the mannequin to smile like that?” Xen said, pulling away his lightsaber. The blood in Arch's face drained away, and his eyes turned to the house, soon followed by those of Reiden and Xen.
“I didn't do anything to the mannequin. I was there when we got here”
Thran's manic laughter followed them as the trio fled as fast as their feet could take them.
