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		Description

Working in a dump has its ups and downs - sure, you may go home smelling like trash, but the riches you can find more than make up for it. Gently used furniture, perfectly good books, and even some nearly intact action figures are just the tip of the iceberg of what Anon has found on his daily duties - still, even after years of working at the junkyard, he still stumbles across a few surprises.
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		One Man’s Trash



With a deep, contented sigh, Anon’s nostrils filled with the unmistakable bouquet of rust, rotted timber, and mildew. Most people and, for that matter, ponies would have probably hated being stuck at a landfill for most of the day, but not him. As far as he was concerned, being a waste technologies specialist had been a damn fine way to meet new creatures, stay active, and find nifty or unique trinkets folks had discarded.
The dump was a treasure trove of goodies, if you weren’t all that picky. Thus far, he’d found: his sofa, several chairs, more books than he could count, and an old racing cart he’d been trying to fix up for months! The gig wasn’t without its downsides, sure, but he didn’t mind it in the slightest - after all, being among things that were unwanted made him feel somewhat at home, since he’d been away from Earth for ages.
“Alright, let’s see what we have today,” he muttered to himself, reaching the gated entrance.
As with many mornings before, he always came in a bit early to peruse the refuse from the day before. Between taking days off and being unable to keep an eye on everyone who was coming or going, it was nearly impossible for him to casually browse everything that came to the waste-yard - as such, he’d give himself a look around before punching in. It may have sounded silly, but he got a certain thrill from walking through the newly deposited heaps of rubbish - in a sense, it almost felt like a treasure hunt.
Part way through his initial round, having wound past various heaps and miniature mountains of discarded goods, his eyes fell onto something altogether unique. His pace quickened, leading him up the small mound of trash and towards the aberration, until he stood before the thing. Nearly as tall as himself, encased within a battered wooden box, was some sort of pony automaton.
In all his years, both in and outside the junkyard, he could honestly say he’d never seen anything quite like it. The structure of the thing was roughly the size of a phone booth, though the top half of it held most of his interest. Surrounded by broken and shattered panes of glass rested a mechanical simulacrum of a unicorn mare.
While it was obvious that she was supposed to be protected to a degree, the broken windows surrounding her had left her open and exposed to the elements. Her exterior was a manila color, yet that may have been discoloration from age, and she bore a few scuffs marks - still, she was remarkably intact.
Her hooves lay neatly placed together before her cold, blank, lifeless eyes. A flowing, brunette mane rolled over her back and shoulders, from under a jade colored turban, wonderfully complemented by a twin pair of oversized golden hoops in her ears. Aesthetics aside, one of the most intriguing things about her were the articulation points about her neck, joints, and jaw. If fully operational, it looked as though she was intended to move about to a substantial degree!
Probably the most confounding thing about the entire contraption was that there was an honest to goodness palm-reading diagram on the front of the machine - not hoof-reading, palm-reading. The strange thing had a little slab with a palm-shaped decal on it, leading Anon to believe it had some sort of practical use! Frankly, the more details he noticed, the more confused he got. Where had she come from? How old was she? Who brought her to the junkyard? Amongst all the questions which bubbled up within him, one burned brighter than the rest - did she work.
Digging into his pocket, like an excited kid at an arcade, the man produced a bit and deposited it into her slot. Straightening up and listening to the coin clatter and tick against the mechanisms inside of her, he held his breath and waited. Sadly, as the seconds ticked fruitlessly by, he realized just how silly he’d been. Nobody would have thrown her out if she was functional.
“Don’t worry, old girl,” he halfheartedly chuckled, patting her frame, “I’ll get you down from here and-”
“H-H-H-H-Hello, weary traveler!” the machine sputtered, it’s eyes going alight. “What mysteries d-d-do you hold for Mistress Fortuna.”
Anon stumbled and fell back, damn near tumbling down the hill of debris. Not only had the automaton talked, but it had moved as well. Her eyes, a pale yellow with crimson pupils, appeared to be miniature screens of some sort. With a noticeable crack running along one of her luminous peepers, she stared down at him and blinked. Pushing himself up, unable to look away from her, he brushed himself off.
Waving him closer, with one jittery foreleg, she smiled at the man. “Come now, there’s no reason to be frightened of o-o-o…” whatever she was about to say was lost, as her power seemed to die. Her eyes went blank, her limbs slackened, and she ground to a halt mid-sentence.
“Piss,” Anon grumbled, stepping over and slapping his hand against her framework. “Hey! Come on…” he groaned, rocking her chassis and even giving it a light kick. 
Try as he might, all of his efforts to rouse her failed. Reluctantly turning away, knowing he’d have to get to his post, he frowned. Like it or not, he had a job to do and he’d really rather stay on his boss’ good side. Begrudgingly stomping away and leaving her petrified form atop the hillock, he peeked back at her and reassuringly waved. 
“Don’t worry,” he called over his shoulder, “I’ll be back.” As nonsensical as the admission was, he’d felt compelled - after all, he’d only just found her.
Returning to the entrance and sliding the main gate open, he flipped the sign from Closed to Open. With the yard officially open for business, he walked into the toll-house and punched his time card. Besides charging ponies for any deposited loads of junk, it was his job to ensure things were kept relatively organized. The dump recycled or composted nearly everything they got in, unlike the landfills back on earth, and it was up to him to help streamline the process.
One beneficial thing about his post, besides having free range to scavenge as he pleased, was that he was easily able to see waste coming or going from the place; it may have sounded relatively boring, but it allowed him to stake the most choice claims just as they rolled into the joint. Plucking one of the many novels he’d saved from his neatly arranged pile, he flopped into his chair and got comfortable.
Observing ponies haul cartfulls of trash inside, as well as a handful souls who came to rummage around for anything useful, the hours flew by with startling speed. While it wasn’t the most exciting job he could imagine, the relaxation of small talk, reading, or simply watching the steady procession of creatures was enough to see him through the day. Only during the final leg of his shift did something go awry.
Hearing a grunt of exertion, he glanced over his book and noticed an elderly pony wheeling the mechanical mare towards the exit. He’d hoped that nobody would try to ferret her away, yet luck hadn’t been with him. Setting his novel down and heaving himself from his seat, he rushed out to intervene.
“Oh, shucks, I thought they’d already thrown her in the crusher,” Anon grumbled, drawing the wizened unicorn stallion’s attention.
Quirking a brow and looking up at the man, the pony ground to a halt. “If that’s the case, I’m even luckier to have found her when I did! I haven’t seen one of these since I was a colt!”
“I - Uh…” Anon fumbled, desperately trying to think of something - anything to dissuade the senior citizen. Suddenly, in a stroke of genius, he was stricken with an idea that just might work. “She’s got a defective power core!”
The stallion squinted up at him for a moment, before scrunching his snout. “A defect-o-what now?”
“The power supply,” the man continued, praying the pony wouldn’t see through his bullshit. “She’s defective and is a public hazard. I meant to get her off the pile earlier, but I got caught up with paperwork.”
Cautiously backing away from the inactive automaton, the unicorn’s eyes widened. “I...is that right?” he stammered.
Sensing that his charade was working, Anon pressed the attack. “I’m totally serious. The only reason we didn’t chuck it into the compactor was because we were afraid she might explode!” he joked, giving the contraption a light kick - a move which bore unforeseen and rather tumultuous fruit.
Without the slightest bit of warning, the mechanized mare sprang to life in grandiose fashion. “Woe be upon the H-H-H-Heathens! Dark tidings of misery and a foreboding future await any who dare question the cosmic m-m-m-m-m-machinations!!!” she blared, waving her forelegs about.
Between Anon’s warning and the automaton’s abrupt and rather chaotic raving, the old-timer booked it through the gate and out of sight. As amusing as the sight was, the poor pony completely abandoned the wheeled dolly he’d somehow managed to get the clockwork contraption on - moreover, the unexpected turn of events were slightly troubling. Knowing nothing of how the machine was being powered, the man swallowed hard.
As soon as her outburst began, she fell silent and calmly placed her hooves together. Returning to her idle position, as if nothing had happened at all, a soft grinding noise emanated from within her chassis. Before the man could leap for cover, a small paper slip appeared from a tiny slit on the lower half of her frame.
“It appears fortune is in your favor, weary traveler,” she intoned, a heartbeat before deactivating once again.
Waiting a moment, leery of the finicky construct, Anon hesitantly stooped down to retrieve the slip it had produced. Turning the piece of paper over and reading the golden lettering on the opposite side, his bewilderment mounted. There was no prophetic message or grand revelation awaiting him - no, the note only held two cryptic words.
~ Mismatched Socks
Scratching his head in consternation, he was left completely baffled. The thing had freaked out, made a scene, and given him some nonsensical little letter. It was only when he glanced downward, halfheartedly looking to his feet, did he freeze. Peeking out from above his shoes, just below the cuff of his pants, peeked a pair of clashing socks. Slowly rearing back and staring at her, he pursed his lips.
There was a damn slim chance that it had somehow gotten lucky, yet that seemed a nearly inconceivable possibility. He hadn’t even realized he’d inadvertently grabbed and donned the clashing articles, so how in the hell had some defunct and partially operational oracle figured it out. While he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what was going on, the bizarre situation gave him a moment for pause.
“Are you screwing with me…?” he quietly asked, feeling somewhat silly for talking to the semi-animate object.
She mutely sat with her eyes inert, deathly still and tranquil - that was, until the dull whine of cogs cut through the air. A second slip emerged from the small opening on her lower half, yet this was different than the first. The note was brightly colored, folded, and it practically ejected from her to the ground below. Bending over and and picking it up, with his curiosity piqued, Anon gave it a look.
The damn thing had to be messing with him - that or someone had intentionally sabotaged it at some point. The slip was about as far from a divination as you could get, considering it was an expired coupon from Hayburgers. Coincidence or not, the revelation brought a grin to the man’s face and gave him a chuckle.
“Alright, keep your secrets,” he hummed, stuffing the voucher into his pocket, “I’ll stop pestering you for now.”
Turning and retreating back into his booth, he rummaged around in the desk and produced a pen, some scrap paper, and a bit of tape. As much as he would have loved to wheel the peculiar mechanical mare home, it simply wasn’t in the cards. Not only was she perched on a dolly belonging to the pony who’d fled, but he didn’t have a way to feasibly get her to his apartment; with few other options, he did the only reasonable thing he could think of.
Scrawling out a simple message and taping it to her frame, he wrestled her under the awning of the toll-house. While it wasn’t the perfect solution, he hoped that the words ‘Warning! Anon will deal with it!’ would give anyone eyeing her second thoughts. Giving her a final appraisal, making sure she’d be sheltered from the worst of any possible rain, he nodded approvingly to himself.
“Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow,” Anon remarked, leaning into the small, shed-like office and flicking the lights off.
Though he didn’t have work the following day, since the junkyard was closed on Sundays, he had every intention of coming back to tinker around with his newest find. It wasn’t like he had much to do anyways, besides a load or two of laundry and maybe some grocery shopping, so paying her a visit gave him something to look forward to. Patting her frame and strolling towards the gate, he closed up for the evening and saw himself home.
~
Standing outside the employees booth, with his mouth agape, Anon could scarcely believe what he was seeing. Not only had the contraption been removed from the dolly, which rested off to the side, but someone had tampered with his note and scratched out ‘it’ and written ‘HER’ in the empty space below. The two small, previous mysteries paled in comparison to the most fascinating thing - she was powered up and looking blankly into the distance.
No sooner did her eyes flick in the man’s direction than she turned towards him and raised a hoof. “H-H-H-Hello again, traveler! What mysteries d-do you hold for Mistress Fortuna?”
While it took him a second to process everything he was seeing, Anon leveled a finger at her. “Who moved you and changed my note?”
“T’was a draconequus from the heavens,” she sighed, flashing him a grin.
“Bullshit!” Anon blurted. Trudging over and inspecting the ground around her for any sign of hoof, paw, or claw marks, he knit his brow in consternation. “Really though, how’d you get -”
“T’was a draconequus from the heavens,” she repeated, her slightly tinny voice maintaining the exact tone and volume as before. “Jackass…”
The man balked, honestly unsure if he’d imagined or genuinely heard the crass statement. Walking around to squarely face her, he leaned forward, removed the note from her frame, and locked eyes with her. “Did you just call me a jackass?” he inquired.
She sat unmoving, staring through him as if he wasn’t even there. Blinking periodically, with her damaged eye sporadically winking in and out on occasion, she seemed either unwilling or unable to give him an answer. As entertaining as the thought was of Discord paying her a visit, he highly doubted a glitchy automaton was worth a demigod’s attention - then again, the Lord of Chaos was known to interfere with mortals from time to time.
“Well then, if that didn’t work,” Anon began, jamming his hand into his pocket, “how about we try this.”
He’d secretly hoped he could get her up and running again, and he’d come prepared just in case. Since he had to do laundry that morning anyways, he’d made sure to bring a few extra quarter-bits with him to the landfill. As he brought the first coin down to her slot, she leaned forward, reached through the broken pane, and tapped him on the shoulder.
“Fortunes are a quarter-bit, palm-readings a one bit, and for…” she trailed off, eyeing the change in his hand. “Is that five bits?”
Glancing down at his hand and doing a quick tally of his change, Anon frowned. “It’s only four and three-quarter b-”
“For four and three-quarter bits, I shall grant you a great blessing!” she shouted, before seizing to a halt. With a pained sound of grinding gears and strained metal within her, a dull wisp of smoke drifted from her mouth. Fortunately, whatever mechanical mishap came to a swift, leaving her to cough and bat away the exhaust wafting from her hinged jaw. “How about it, traveler?”
Anon wasn’t sure what to think of the offer, although losing his laundry money for the week was none too enticing. “How about three bits for this blessing thing?”
Askance, as if stricken, she held a hoof to her breast. “You would wish to haggle with a mystic such as-”
Holding up his hand and cutting her off, he smoothly leaned against the corner of her booth. “And I’ll clean you off and grease those joints of yours.” 
He couldn’t tell if the offer gave her a seizure, a climax, or possibly both, but she violently shuddered and a few sparks jumped from the joint in her neck. Mercifully, her fit was short lived and she quickly shot him a sly smirk. “We have an accord,” she glibly responded, expectantly extending a foreleg.
Grabbing the proffered hoof and giving it a shake, Anon beamed. He had no way of knowing what the latter two services she offered entailed, assuming the first was a note of prescience like he’d gotten before, yet he felt certain they’d be interesting, if nothing else. Feeding the coins into the slot, he shied back and watched her begin to move. 
As she lifted her turban over her horn, unveiling a small fractured crystal ball he had no idea was there, she hummed to herself. “Let us see what the future holds,” she mused, setting the little sphere before herself. Theatrically waving her hooves before the orb, hunching over and carefully studying the object, a light flicked on beneath the globe. “A fortune of renown awaits you, unlike any other, and a grand acquaintance shall cross your path…”
Squatting down at peering into the cracked crystal, wondering if she was actually seeing anything within its depths, Anon rubbed his chin. It seemed like a pretty generic prediction - still, at least it wasn’t a bad one. As she plucked the orb from its spot, after the flickering bulb under it dimmed, he got to his feet.
“That’s one out of three, what about the other…” he went quiet, when she pointed downward. Glancing down, noticing that another card had emerged from the slit, the man retrieved the paper, turned it over, and rolled his eyes.
You will pick up this paper…
“Very funny,” he grunted, crumpling the note in his hand. As he looked down at her smug grin, a thought occurred. “Wait,” he huffed, straightening the oracular ticket, “if this the fortune, what was the bit with the crystal ball?”
“That was your blessing,” she snickered, waving at the little slab affixed to the front of her booth.
Pressing his hand against the plate, Anon noticed her eyes go dark. She buzzed and crooned, as the panel softly glowed against his palm. For something that was so beaten up, most of her components seemed to be working relatively well - well, with the exception of the jittering and occasional stutter. Pressing her hooves together, she cleared her throat.
“You are the first creature with a palm I have encountered - please insert more bits,” she flatly declared.
Extraordinarily nonplussed, yet amused all the same, Anon shook his head. “Maybe next time. For now, let’s get those joints lubed up a bit.”
“Wait,” she exclaimed, reaching past the shattered glass of her confines to grab his cuff, “aren’t you going to ask for the meaning of your fortune?”
He shrugged, seeing no harm in hearing what she had to say. “Shoot.”
Whatever was lighting her eyes blazed brightly, as a twisted grin split her snout. “Of predictive ponies and omens true, more secrets I may have for you…”
“That’s not even a fortune! That’s just you wanting to hang around!” he groused.
“Is it?” she rebuked, crossing her hooves over her chest. “Has not everything I’ve offered been true?”
Raising a finger to argue with her, he paused. Somehow or another, she had been correct about everything - even his socks from the day before. Whether she was full of it, a con artist, or just a supremely clever automaton, he couldn’t say - regardless, something told him to keep her around. With her by the toll-house, at least he’d have someone to keep him company on the slower days.
“Alright, fine, you win,” he murmured, trying and failing to keep a straight face. “I guess I’ll keep you around for a little while.”
Even if he hadn’t seen the smug look she gave him, her words positively dripped with pride. “I knew you’d say that…”

	
		Tarot Terror



Strolling down the block, on his way to work, something odd caught Anon’s eye - several somethings, in fact. For starters, the gate to the junkyard was ajar - secondly, and more troublingly, he spied a brightly colored foal scampering inside. It wasn’t like he cared about young ponies browsing the yard, but having them wander about unattended was neither safe nor responsible.
Cursing under his breath, he rushed down the sidewalk and towards the dump’s entryway. Even if the tyke wasn’t up to anything too troubling, he couldn’t have kids running around without supervision. Reaching the opening and peering inside, a curious sight awaited him; several little ponies stood gathered around the fortune telling mare, with each clamoring to seek her sage wisdom.
“I see…” she muttered, gazing into her crystal ball. “Your cutie mark will coincide with the stars aligning and hold a portent of your future.”
The group of colts and fillies, all five of them, all oooo'd and aaaah’d at the boilerplate prediction, too naïve or gullible to know they’d been duped. As amusing and harmless as the scene was, the man had little choice but to intervene - after all, it was a school day. Stepping inside, he loudly cleared his throat and drew their attention.
“What are you all doing and how did you get in here?” Anon asked, his eyes sweeping over the small assembly.
“Mistress Fortuna let us in! We weren’t doing nothing - just getting our fortunes read!” one of the fillies asserted, turning to face him.
“Uh-huh,” he grunted, leering over at the animatronic pony. “Even if she let you in, you kids can’t be in here without your parents. If you really want to waste your bits on her, come back after school..”
“Fear not, little ones, I shall be here after your studies,” Fortuna intoned, shooing the pint-sized assembly away.
Reluctantly, grumbling to themselves and shooting the man a mixture of sullen and petulant looks, the group disbanded. Wandering out the gate and towards the bus stop, each obediently filed out of the yard. As the last foal passed Anon by, he swung the gate closed and stomped over to his newfound and somewhat ramshackle companion.
“No, seriously, how did they get in?” he inquired. Mechanized unicorn or not, there was no way she would have been able to pick the lock on the entrance - moreover, as far as he could tell, she was completely immobile.
“If it is the truth you seek,” she began, returning the orb beneath her turban, “perhaps the cards may give you an answer.”
After her divinary sphere was neatly stowed away, she reached behind herself. Anon watched, as she produced a deck of cards seemingly from nowhere; he had no clue where the darn things came from, considering there was only a sturdy piece of wood backing behind her. Curious as to where and how she’d hidden the items, he tilted his head to the side.
“Where did you -”
“Ah ah,” she tutted, chuckling to herself. “Reading the tarot costs one bit.”
“I swear, once I take a screwdriver to you, I’m getting these bits back,” he griped. Patting his pants, in the hopes of finding some loose change, he was rewarded with a telltale jingle from within his pocket. Fishing out a coin, he fed the machine and awaited her answer.
Her horn and eyes went alight, as she set the cards in the empty area before herself. While Anon hadn’t been sure what to expect, he most certainly couldn’t have predicted hearing a soft electrical hum from within her cabinet. As the noise grew louder, so too did his anxiety with the situation. It had been bad enough to discover that her horn was somehow functional, through arcane means or clever science, so the ominous sound did little to quell his nerves.
Waving her hooves over the deck, she closed her eyes. “Let us consult the spirits.”
Before he could ask what in the hell she was on about, a spark leapt from the protrusion on her crown. Seeing the tiny flare fizzle out midair, he started, although it was only an omen for what was to come. Yet more of the dazzling lights jumped from her horn, as she began to sway back and forth.
“I...is this - Oh fuck!” he croaked, when a bolt of lightning arched towards him.
Throwing himself to the ground and covering his head, sorcerous bolts and embers cascaded from the infernal machine. If he’d ever had any doubt about whether or not she was a defective unit, he swiftly got his answer. Rolling, only just dodging one of the many projectiles erupting from the contraption, he sprinted for cover.
As the cards started to levitate, hovering before her face, she threw her forelegs wide. “Yes! I can see it now!”
“For fuck’s sake, I take it back! You can keep the bit! Just stop doing whatever you’re doing!!!” Anon pleaded, shielding himself with the plastic lid of a trash can.
He thanked his lucky stars, when the commotion finally seemed to start dying down. Peeking out from behind his makeshift buckler, taking note of the damage, he winced. Portions of the earth were singed, the contents of a nearby dumpster was moldering, and he was covered in dirt and dust. It was a less than ideal beginning for the day, although he found himself fortunate that the catastrophe hadn’t occurred when the foals had been around. With his improvised buckler at the ready, he cautiously approached her.
Almost serenely, she arrayed five cards in front of the deck. Anon wasn’t sure what was more startling - the fact that she seemed so peaceful after the tumultuous display or that she was completely unharmed. Not a single scorch mark on her wooden frame or new blemish on or about her person could be seen, only deepening the mystery of her construction.
Incredulously eyeing her from top to bottom, he swallowed hard. “How are you not on fire?”
“Asbestos,” she peacefully responded, dismissively batting a hoof at him. “Now come and bear witness to your great, unfathomable truth.”
Still more than a little leery about the faulty machine, yet interested about her dubious claim, he edged nearer. Coming to within arms reach of her, electricity crackled around her horn. The sight was enough to send him scrambling, although she opened her mouth and held up a hoof to calm him.
“Your fate,” she whispered, “seems grim indeed.”
As a single card magically floated into the air and turned towards him, Anon’s jaw went slack. Unlike a standard tarot, composed of iconography or a painted image, only two words were painted on the paper. ‘UR GAY’ lay plastered on the bit of card-stock, leaving him speechless. In utter disbelief, confused beyond reasoning, he looked to her face for answers.
Her somber expression shifted to a sly grin, as she returned the less than clairvoyant message back to the deck. “I’m sorry Anon,” she mused, a note of barely concealed mirth in her tinny voice, “the cards don’t lie…”
“I...I…” he sputtered, unable to find his voice. It was only after she’d brought the deck behind herself, concealing them from whatever mysterious compartment she’d fetched them from, did he regain the slightest bit of composure. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
Straightening up and facing him, with her hooves daintily placed together, she winked up at him. The spontaneous blink could have been a mechanical malfunction, although his gut told him that it was a calculated and remarkably cheeky move. With everything back as it should be, save for the growing inferno of scrap cardboard in the dumpster near his tollbooth, she smiled.
“If you want,” she chuckled, gazing in his direction, “we can try again…”

	
		Gear-Grinding Gewgaws



“What even is half this shit?” Anon groused, sifting through the seemingly endless wellspring of junk spilling from Fortuna’s case.
For the past few days, the mechanical mare seemed to have been malfunctioning - well, malfunctioning more than usual. Her stutter had returned with a vengeance, the bouts of sooty coughing had become more frequent, and she’d developed a nasty jitter with her left foreleg. It had been painfully obvious that she’d been ridden hard and put out wet, so to speak, but her recent hiccups had spurred the man to action.
Though he was by no stretch a mechanic or electrical engineer, he saw no harm in popping her open and having a look-see. Since he’d first stumbled upon her in the junkyard, he’d been more than a little curious about her inner workings; under the pretense of potentially mending whatever mechanical maladies she had, he would finally get the chance to take a peek inside of her - in as gentlemanly a fashion as he could manage, of course.
Armed with naught but his inquisitive instinct and a flat-head screwdriver, he set upon her one evening after his shift. Wrestling her cabinet away from the exterior wall of his gatehouse, after getting her sputtering and sparky blessing, he’d knelt down and prized open the rusty latches on her lower compartment - a move he quickly came to regret. As soon as the hatch had been loosened, a small avalanche of brick-à-brac spilled out around his ankles.
“Traveler, what secrets have you revealed?” she asked, shaking him from his stupor.
Situated as she was, bolted to the windowed upper portion of her booth, she didn’t have a clear view of what the man was doing. Grabbing her housing and craning her neck around, she tried and failed to see what had elicited his rather uncouth question. As he peeked around the corner, he grimaced up at her.
“Did you know there was all this...this...stuff in here?” he inquired. Grabbing a snow-globe from the compartment and thrusting it up at her, his frown deepened.
Her eyes went alight, seeing the bauble in his hands. “Ah, yes, I picked that up from my stint on the trans-yakyakistanian railway! I haven’t seen it in ages!”
Utterly baffled, Anon looked between her face and the object for a moment. “How did it even get in there?” he asked, unsure of how she could have achieved such a feat.
“A trusted guest of mine stored it there, of course! You don’t presume I’d let anypony go rummaging around in there, do you?” she snickered.
Shifting slightly, after setting the snow globe to the side, he gave himself a better look at the seemingly random pile of odds and ends mounded in her chassis. Even if she had some sentimental attachment to her belongings, her housing clearly hadn’t been designed to stow such things. The items would really need to be removed, in hopes of preventing a premature breakdown, which gave him an idea. Pushing himself up, he dusted his pants off and walked around to face her.
“Wait right here,” he intoned, “I’ll be right back.”
Softly tittering, she waved a hoof at him. “As if I have a choice in that.”
Snatching his trusty hand-truck from the nearby utility shed, Anon pressed into the yard. He had just the thing to alleviate their problem, so long as she was willing to accommodate him; somepony had dropped off a bookshelf the other day - which would work perfectly for holding her various trinkets. It only took him a few minutes to fetch the thing and wheel it under the awning of his office.
“Ok, so,” he grunted, shoving the empty piece of furniture beside her, “how about we keep your knickknacks in here. I’ll be sure to put up a Display Only sign or something for them, so you won’t have to worry about anyone taking anything.”
Fortuna’s eyes went alight, quite literally, as she gazed over at the vacant racks. “And I’ll be able to regale ponies about my travels! Quite the shrewd solution, Traveler!”
Her response was more than he could have asked for, leaving Anon to grin from ear to ear. With her agreement freely given, he put his hastily laid plan to action. Squeezing back behind her, he carefully began extracting her possessions and putting them on display. The entire operation would have been a simple affair, had she not stopped to comment on each and every one of them.
As he studiously relocated her goods, he was stricken by just how varied they all were. A gemstone crown from the dragon lands, what appeared to be a patchwork quilt, a small painting of an antlered deer, a spare tarot deck, a satchel of what looked like runes - her innards were a veritable treasure trove of goods. Though she had a story for them all, he found a few of her claims dubious.
According to her, several of the objects had been gifts from dignitaries or nobles. He couldn’t rightly say if it was common practice for the royalty of Equestria to bequeath an automaton with offerings, although the concept sounded odd - still, it was an entertaining way to spend the evening. Before he knew it, he’d cleared her compartment of all her effects - all her effects, that was, but one.
As her lower half had been emptied, he’d finally been able to get a decent look at how she functioned. A dizzying array of cogs, gears, screws, and actuators lay affixed to the underside of her body, surrounding a rather ominous box bedecked with warning labels and hazard stickers. He assumed the emblazoned case housed whatever was powering her, though that isn’t what caught his eye. Jammed in the sprockets and wheels was a stuffed rabbit.
Pursing his lips, he cautiously freed the trapped plush from her metallic bowels. Sure enough, as soon as he’d extricated the felt bunny, he heard a deep sigh escape the fortune teller. “Hey,” he called, gently rapping her housing, “move around for a second.” He presumed she’d done what he asked, for her clockwork started moving around freely and unimpeded. Pleased with the results, he gave her a spritz of lubricant, withdrew from her confines, and buttoned her back up.
“That feels much bett…” she trailed off, seeing him step into view. Her eyes locked on the stuffed animal in his grasp, her mouth flapped for a moment, and she slowly reached for the item. “I...I wasn’t sure she was still with me…”
Turning the rabbit over in his hands, staring down at it, Anon cocked his head. “What is it?”
“It is a treasure I was sworn to protect long, long ago,” she began, reverently taking it from his grasp. “Our herald and savior, twin sister of the moon, made me promise to guard her…”
The man’s head shot back in surprise. Surely she couldn’t mean who he thought she meant. “Well it looks like you did a pretty good job, since she’s still in one piece,” he chuckled, grinning down at her. “Do you want me to-”
“No,” she cut him off, “I would like her to stay here with me - if only for the night.”
The mention of night reminded the man of just how late it had gotten. Illuminated only by a light post and the automaton’s soft glow, he realized the sun had set some time ago. Despite having enjoyed his time with her, he’d need to get a meal and some rest for himself before long. Resigning himself to depart, happy that he’d addressed at least one of her problems, he patted her shoulder.
“Alright, just keep her close. I’m going to head home for the night,” he sighed, recovering his hat from the office. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Making his way to the exit and sliding the gate to, he gave her one last look. She hadn’t responded to him, fondly gazing upon and petting the plush in silence. He’d be sure to ask her more about the silly thing in the morning, since it seemed to mean so much to her - for now, his priorities involved some sleep and maybe a hayburger on his walk home.
The remainder of his evening was routine and tranquil. He’d gotten some takeout, given himself a shower, then passed out on his couch reading comics. Though he’d been a bit more tired than usual the morning following, since he’d stayed up later than usual, he still managed to get himself dressed and back to his post on time. It had begun as another sunny day, but things quickly took an intriguing turn.
“Traveler!” Fortuna bleated, spying him unlock and roll the gate open. “Traveler, you wouldn’t believe what happened!”
“Coming from you, that’s a stretch,” he grumbled, ambling over to her with coffee in hand.
Positively beaming, she waved the man closer. “She came! She came and praised me for my diligence!” she exclaimed.
Cocking a brow, Anon stepped closer. “Who came? The Princess?”
“Indeed! She was quite thankful that I’d guarded Madam Carrot Patch for so long!” she explained. “I had feared she’d forget about me and her dear confidant!”
“Truly, you’ve done a great service for the Empire. I want to hear all about it - but first, let me check the docket for the day,” he grinned, seeing himself into his office. 
He’d heard a fair number of tall tales from the fortune teller, but this one took the cake. To think that one of the nigh immortal diarchs of the land had paid the rickety machine a visit was a bit of a stretch - still, made up or not, he wouldn’t mind hearing the story. Stepping into the tiny building and flicking the lights on, he froze; there, resting on his desk, was a very unique envelope.
There was nothing singular about the paper, and there wasn’t a bit of writing on the thing, although a wax seal emblazoned with the royal crest held it closed. Flicking it open, taking care not to damage the stamp, he shakily pulled a small note from its confines. The correspondence was brief, holding only four simple words, yet the ramifications were jaw dropping.
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