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Finding love is hard enough under normal circumstances, but it's even more complicated when you're the tail of a chimera. As much as Irene may want a fairy-tale romance, her fantasies have so far been stymied by her sisters' rather different opinions on the matter, not to mention the limited choice of species available to chimeras (well, to chimeras who want to have children, that is). However, when the orange pony with the delicious pies gets herself cornered during a delivery, she claims to be the personal friend of a dragon... and apparently, he's single!
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Rarity galloped across the field as fast as she could, paying heed neither to the bright blue sky dotted with the occasional puffy cloud nor the wind whipping through the tall grass swaying and undulating around her. No, all her attention was focused on the object of her desire, her proverbial (and, thanks to a recent decree from Princess Twilight, literal) knight in shining armor, the dashing, brave, notably tall, and magnificently mustachioed Spike the Dragon. “Oh, Sir Spike!” she cried out as she reached the love of her life and threw her forelegs around his waist in a tight embrace. “At last, you have returned.”
“You needn’t bother with the ‘Sir,’” the thick-muscled dragon replied in his deep, rumbling basso profondo. “To you, my lady Rarity, I have ever been and shall always be ‘Spike.’ Throughout my globetrotting adventures, whether I was uncovering sinister plots against Equestria, or beating back half-crazed chupacabras with my bare claws, my thoughts have ever been on you and the moment we could be reunited. And now, I have but one question to ask of you: Will you marry me?”
Rarity let out a squeal of delight. “Yes! Of course! Oh, this is the happiest day of my life!”
“And your happiness make this the happiest day of mine.”
“My only regret is that we’ll never have children of our own,” Rarity said forlornly.
This statement threw Spike off his game. He hadn’t come up with anything flowery and romantic to say in response to something like that. He paused for a bit in an effort to come up with something to fill the awkward silence. “Uh, well, maybe Twilight can help us out. I mean, she’s one of the most powerful magicians who’s ever lived. I bet she could find a spell something in some dusty book somewhere that can help us. She might even be willing to try making a completely new spell to help us.”
“Have you completely lost your mind?!” Twilight Sparkle shouted at the top of her lungs. 
Spike sat bolt upright in his bed, the wonderful dream dissipating like mist on a warm summer’s day. From somewhere beyond the door to Twilight’s room, his best friend and employer was apparently in the midst of a heated argument with Applejack. The hubbub, combined with Spike’s newly roused curiosity, had destroyed all semblances of sleepiness, so the young dragon quietly headed over to the door and cracked it ajar to listen in.
“Look, I know it ain’t exactly an ideal situation,” Applejack was saying. “But that critter had me in a real tight spot there. In fact, I reckon I’m lucky it even listened to me in the first place.”
“But just the other day you were telling me how you had no trouble dealing with that chimera.”
“Whoa, hold up there. I never said that it wasn’t trouble. I just said that if you’re prepared, it’s a lot easier to get past it.”
“So, what happened?”
“Well, uh, I was in a bit of a rush to make that delivery, and er, I wasn’t exactly as prepared as I shoulda been. Basically, I left without puttin’ on my fireproof boots and ended up gettin’ a nasty burn on one of my legs. See?”
Apparently, Applejack had pointed out her injury to Twilight Sparkle, because she responded, “Ouch... that does look bad. Will it be okay?”
“Yeah, the docs at the hospital say I oughta heal up fine. But the point is, I was slowed down enough that the chimera caught up to me.”
“Okay, I get that you were in trouble, but still, that doesn’t exactly explain how you got into this situation.”
“Well, I had ta think of somethin’, and you know I ain’t never been good at fibbin’ in the first place, so I thought I’d try bluffin’ them with one of them half-truths. I told them I was a good friend with a dragon to try and make them think twice, but I left out the part about him not bein’ a particularly mean one.”
Spike’s interest was definitely piqued now. Applejack had been in trouble, and apparently, her first instinct had been to bring him up in conversation. He wasn’t entirely certain whether to feel flattered or dismayed by this.
Meanwhile, Twilight let out a pained sigh. “And that’s when you found out that dragons are one of the species that is biologically compatible with a chimera.”
“Yeah. It really wanted to meet with my friend... well, the snake on the tail did, anyway, and it managed to persuade the tiger that it’d be worth it to let me go just to get to know Spike. The goat head didn’t seem too keen on the whole thing, but she was sorta outvoted.”
“Did you even think to mention that Spike is still just a baby dragon?”
“Of course not. I wasn’t about to give ’em a reason to change their minds about lettin’ me go.”
“But you can’t just promise to set Spike up on a date like that!”
Spike’s pupils contracted as the full implications began to dawn on him. A date? Applejack set me up on a date? But... but what will Rarity think?
Completely oblivious to the dragon’s internal monologue, Applejack continued the conversation. “Okay, first of all, I didn’t promise them a date. I just promised that I’d see what I could do, that’s all. If Spike don’t wanna do it, then I’d be a darned fool—not to mention a bad friend—to force the issue. That said, if he says no, then gettin’ deliveries through the fire swamp is gonna get a lot more complicated. I doubt my usual methods will work if those three decide to get all vindictive.”
Spike bit his lower lip nervously. Applejack was a really good friend, and if he was in a position to help her out, he certainly didn’t want to refuse. But going on a date with someone who wasn’t Rarity was a prospect he’d never considered.
“Why are you so concerned about what a chimera thinks in the first place?” Twilight asked. “Didn’t that monster try to eat your sister, too?”
“That don’t make a lick of difference. I gave my word that I’d do my best to set up a meetin’, and by Celestia, I’m gonna do the best I can.”
“Applejack, we’re talking about Spike and a chimera. Even if he did agree, it’s just too dangerous to let him go through with it.”
“Look, it ain’t like he’d be alone. Between your magic an’ my experience dealin’ with the varmint, I don’t expect there’d be much trouble at all if we went along to keep an eye on things.”
“Well... I suppose if there were chaperones present, safety wouldn’t be too much of an issue, but still...”
“I know... it all comes down to whether Spike is willing ta go along. But can I at least ask him what he thinks?”
There was a long pause before Twilight answered. “I guess you can. But if he says no, you’re going to drop this whole thing. Got it?”
“Got it. You know where I can find him?”
“I think he’s taking a nap up in my room.”

It was a bright, sunny day in the fire geyser swamp, or at least it would have been if the sunlight wasn’t blocked by an ever-present canopy of vegetation. Still, all signs pointed towards a good day, at least from where Irene saw things. Oh, sure, her sisters were bickering and grousing as usual, but instead of complaints about the difficulty of finding prey, they were bickering about how to make Irene look pretty.
“I’m telling you, if we find some beeswax, Irene’s scales will be all shiny,” the chimera’s tiger head insisted. “I may not know much about dragons, but I know they love shiny things.”
The goat head beside her wasn’t nearly as enthusiastic. “And just where are we going to find a beehive in this swamp, Eleanor?” replied Agatha in her usual snarky tone. “I suppose you think we can learn to hunt insects in the next hour or two?”
Eleanor let out a frustrated roar. “Argh! Why do you always have to be so damned negative?! Don’t you realize what’s at stake here?”
“Yes, but you’re probably going to repeat it,” Agatha said as she rolled her eyes. “Again.”
“You see?” Eleanor said. “That flippant attitude is why we haven’t gotten our act together so we can be a proper predator. You know perfectly well that there aren’t many species we can mate with.”
“And there aren’t any tigers around here, and I’m a pervert who isn’t attracted to male goats, and the snakes around here are scared of how big we are, so if we’re going to further the species, Irene needs to snag herself a dragon,” Agatha droned, mocking her sister’s sentence again.
And once again, the instant Agatha mentioned the prospect of hooking up with a dragon, Irene’s eyes glazed over. A dragon... I wonder how big he’ll be? I bet he’ll have all sorts of interesting stories about pillaging and ransacking towns for his treasure heap. Wait... that’s not the right word. Erm... what was it? The viper wracked her brain, but the appropriate chunk of vocabulary was nowhere to be found. Oh... that’s not good. What if he’s offended if I call it a heap? She decided to ask her sisters. “‘Heap’ is bad, right?”
Eleanor and Agatha’s conversation abruptly died away as both of them stared slack-jawed at their sister for several seconds.
“Well, I mean, they don’t like it when you call it a ‘heap,’ right?” Irene said, trying to clarify her statement.
“You know, Eleanor,” Agatha said, “maybe Irene’s scales could use some polishing.”
“So you finally agree with me?” the tiger replied in mild surprise.
“Well, not about the beeswax. I’m thinking that some sort of shiny tree sap might do the trick.”
Eleanor smacked a paw against her face in obvious consternation. “What is it with you and plants?!”
“I’m a goat,” Agatha retorted. “Goats eat plants.”
Irene sighed. It seemed her sisters had gone back to ignoring her again. They never seemed to take her seriously, even when she was doing her best to help. Then again, in this case, they were really the ones who were helping her. And if things worked out, that meant that motherhood was quite possibly on the horizon. That, however, could wait till later. This evening would be about dinner and dancing... well, maybe not dancing, but she was fairly sure she could slither around in a reasonably attractive way, but she’d never really danced with dragons before, or anyone else for that matter. “Hey, if I just wiggle my body around, does that count as dancing?”
Eleanor groaned. “Please just stay quiet, Irene.”

As it turned out, neither Eleanor nor Agatha were able to find an adequate scale polish before sundown, but at least a quick swim in a relatively clear pool of water gave Irene the chance to clean off the day’s accumulated dust and dirt. As the light began to wane, Eleanor took it upon herself to give her sister some last-minute tips as they walked towards the edge of the swamp. “Remember, Irene, first impressions are extremely important, and you only get one chance at them. When that dragon looks at you, you want its first thought to be ‘She can be the mother of my children.’”
Irene nodded her head. “Okay. So, should I just tell him that?”
“What?! No! We don’t even know if the dragon will be an ideal mate yet!”
“Ha!” Agatha interjected. “This guy is the only potential mate we’ve got. I’d say that makes him ideal, doesn’t it?”
“Be that as it may,” Eleanor replied through gritted fangs, “we don’t want him to think we’re desperate.”
“Well, then we’re in luck,” Agatha said, “because I’m not desperate in the slightest.”
“That’s just because you’re a freak,” Eleanor retorted.
“Says one of the heads on a three-headed monster,” Agatha said calmly.
“Shut up,” Eleanor growled. “I think I can see the bonfire that orange pony was talking about.”
Indeed through the dense foliage of the swamp, Irene could make out the flickers of a large flame, and since it was lasting longer than a few seconds, that presumably meant that it wasn’t an erupting fire geyser. As they got closer, the scene was easier to see: the orange pony was tending the fire, wearing those long, black boots of hers, while nearby, a purple pony was staring at some markings on the ground as a magical aura glowed around her horn. “Does that unicorn have wings?” Irene asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Eleanor scoffed. “Unicorns don’t have wings. That’s obviously a pegasus with a horn.”
“It might be a normal pony with wings and a horn, though,” Irene countered.
“Who cares?” Agatha said. “Can you see the dragon?”
“Not really...” Irene said, “but I’m picking up three different warm things. Four if you include the fire.”
“Huh?” Eleanor said, clearly a bit confused, though her misunderstanding soon evaporated. “Oh, right. That heat vision thing you can do. Anyway, if the dragon’s there, we might as well show ourselves.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Agatha said.
“You want us to stay in the swamp and miss our chance to find a mate?” Eleanor said.
“Well, yes, to be perfectly honest, but that wasn’t what I was talking about,” Agatha said. “I’m talking about your plan to make an entrance by jumping out of the swamp as if we’re pouncing on prey.” 
“What’s wrong with showing ourselves to be a strong predator? It will prove that we’re capable of providing food for our cubs.”
“Maybe,” Agatha said, “But something tells me that might spook the dragon’s pony friends.”
“All the better, I say. Why do we want them poking their noses in our private business in the first place? Now crouch down.”
Despite her obvious reluctance, Agatha complied. Then, with a mighty roar from Eleanor, the chimera leapt out of the swamp—and was almost immediately shocked by a dozen or so bolts of lightning. Thus, instead of a graceful predator, the chimera’s first impression ended up being that of a slightly charred pile of tiger, goat, and snake crumpled on the ground.
“I knew there was something fishy going on here!” the purple pony shouted. “Come on, Spike, we’re going home.”
This was most definitely not the way the evening was supposed to go, and Irene wasn’t about to let her chance for romance slip away. “No, wait! We only wanted to make a good impression!”
“By attackin’ us?” the orange pony said with a glare.
“No, by showing that we’re, you know, really good predators who can take care of...” Irene suddenly trailed away awkwardly. Eleanor had said that she wasn’t supposed to mention motherhood right at the start. “Um... take care of business,” she eventually finished. “Honestly, it was just a mistake. We’ll be good. Promise!”
Neither of the ponies seemed convinced, but then a high-pitched voice behind them said, “Aw, give them a chance Twilight. It’s not like they’ll try it again, right?”
“I suppose we might as well,” the purple pony (who was apparently named Twilight) said uncertainly. “After all, I know for sure that the magical field that prevents sudden movements works the way I want it to.”
“The magical what?” Agatha said with a groan as she raised her head.
“I’ve set up a magical field in the area that sends a series of electric shocks to anyone who makes a sudden movement. The only way to avoid getting zapped is to wear thick rubber boots like Applejack here.”
Agatha glared at the tiger head. “I told you it was a bad idea.”
Eleanor, however, wasn’t willing to take such insubordination lightly. “She’s the one who shot lightning at us, and it’s somehow my fault?!”
“Pretty much,” Agatha replied nonchalantly.
“Um, okay...” Twilight said. “We’ve set up two tables. One for me, Applejack and, um, two of you, I suppose. The other is for Spike and... um, I don’t think I caught your name.”
“Irene,” the viper said with a smile that she hoped looked endearing. However, given that the purple pony was looking at her as though she had grown antlers, and the orange pony was grinding her teeth and squinting angrily, it seem that Irene’s effort hadn’t been particularly effective.
“Uh, right. Irene, you and Spike have your own table so the rest of us don’t get in your way.” Twilight gestured towards the two circular tables at the edge of the bonfire’s light, one of which had been decorated with a candle. And there, sitting on a chair, was... a short, purple reptile of some sort.
“So... when is the dragon going to get here?” Eleanor asked.
“Spike is the dragon,” Applejack said firmly.
“He’s the reason we didn’t turn you into pony chops?!” the tiger said incredulously as she gesticulated towards the nonplussed drake. “He’s barely tall enough to reach the table! He hasn’t even got wings! He’s—”
“He’s absolutely adorable,” Irene said as her eyes began sparkling in anticipation. “Can we start the date now? Please? Pretty please with sugar and entrails on top?”
Twilight, meanwhile, was looking at Agatha curiously. “Aren’t you going to say anything?”
“What’s to say?” said the goat head in an apathy-drenched tone of voice. “We were promised a dragon, and lo and behold, there’s a dragon. I’m with Irene. Let’s get this over with.”
After a brief round of introductions to ensure that everyone present knew everyone else’s name, Twilight sat down at the larger table, where she was joined by Eleanor and Agatha, who had their back to the smaller one, so that Irene could more easily converse with Spike. Shortly thereafter, Applejack pulled out the dinner she’d prepared from some nearby saddlebags: A gemstone salad for Spike, and vegetarian lasagna for everyone else. Eleanor was less than pleased with the menu.
“This is an outrage! We’re predators, and we demand meat.”
“And by ‘we,’ you mean ‘you,’” Agatha said as she rolled her eyes.
“It ain’t like it’s all plant stuff,” Applejack said indignantly. “I got three different kinds of cheese in there, including some fresh ricotta cheese I just got this morning.”
For the first time all evening, Agatha actually looked enthusiastic. “Really? You mean there’s more than one way to eat it?”
“Will you can it with your stupid cheese obsession?” Eleanor snapped. “How can it possibly be as good as meat if you don’t have to kill anything to get it?”
“Er, well, it is made from animal proteins...” Twilight said.
Sensing that the conversation her sisters were having with the ponies was approaching a normal volume, Irene turned her attention to the cute little dreamboat sitting in front of her. Spike had already dug into his salad and was vigorously munching away, though oddly, it seemed like he was trying to avoid making eye contact with his date, which only made the silence feel awkward. The trouble, of course, was starting the conversation. Eleanor had already nixed talking about parenthood right off the bat, so Irene needed to start small. Finally, she settled on one of her favorite subjects: food. “So, do dragons normally eat gems?”
Seemingly taken aback that the dialogue had started at all, Spike swallowed the amethyst he’d been chewing before answering. “Uh, well, I’m pretty sure that most of us can eat them, if that’s what you mean. They’re a bit expensive to eat every single day, though.”
“Oh, is that why dragons keep a treasure... um, pile?”
“You mean a hoard?” Spike asked with a somewhat confused look on his face.
“Yeah... that,” Irene said with a nod, happy that Spike had finally looked her in the eyes.
“I guess that might be the case, but I haven’t actually met that many dragons, and the ones I have met were kind of jerks. If they have hoards, it’s probably because they want to have a bunch of stuff to themselves as much as to pay for things.”
“Do you have a hoard?”
“Uh... no. I tried that once, but I ended up getting really mean and nasty and scaring everypony in town.”
“Oh, that sounds neat! So, why did you give up the hoard?”
“Um, because I ended up getting mean and nasty and scary.”
“But... aren’t those good things? I mean, if all the ponies were afraid of you, doesn’t that mean they’d treat you with respect?”
Spike scratched his head for a few seconds before answering. “Well, I guess, but I don’t think that’s the kind of respect I want.”
“You mean there’s more than one kind?” Irene asked in genuine surprise. “Eleanor only talks about the scary kind. She says it’s important for predators to be feared by their prey.”
“Huh? But... wouldn’t it be easier to hunt them if they weren’t afraid of you?”
“Ha! Told you so!” Agatha suddenly shouted; apparently, she’d been eavesdropping on the conversation. “The dragon says my way makes more sense.”
Eleanor, however, doubted Spike’s authority on the matter. “Why should I take hunting advice from someone I’ve never seen hunting?”
As Agatha resumed her debate with her sister, Irene turned her head back to Spike. “Um... okay... well, if you don’t have a hoard, how do you get gems to eat, then?”
“Well, some of them my friends give to me... you know, as gifts. Others are ones that I find in the ground.”
“Which ones taste better?”
“Honestly, I think I like the ones I find better. I mean, gems grown on a rock farm are really good and all, but they just can’t compare with the taste of the ones you get for yourself in the wild.”
“Oh, so you do have experience hunting, then! Are any of the gems afraid of you?”
Spike looked rather confused at this. “I wouldn’t really call it hunting, though. I just find them—usually with the help of one of my friends. She, er... she’s a unicorn who knows a gem-locating spell.”
“I see,” Irene said. To be honest, she did find this a bit disappointing, but she decided to look on the bright side. “Still, if you have to find them, that must mean they’re hiding from you, right? I bet they’re all really scared of you.”
“I’m not really sure gems have feelings, though. Well, unless the crystal ponies count.”
“Crystal ponies? I’ve never heard of those...”
“Well, if you haven’t been outside of your swamp very often, you probably wouldn’t have. They mostly live way to the north of here, in the Crystal Mountains. They’re like regular ponies, but they’re mostly all crystal... I’m not really sure how it works, but I assume there’s a whole lot of magic involved.”
“And they’re afraid of you?”
“No, actually. In fact,” Spike continued puffing his chest out proudly, “I’m a big hero to them. They’ve got a statue of me and everything. I pretty much saved the day when they were under attack from a nasty bad guy. Um, I mean, I had plenty help, of course, but without me, things might have been really bad.”
“So, that guy you stopped would find you intimidating, then?”
“Maybe... um, do you mind if I ask why you’re so keen on me being scary?”
Irene sighed and lowered her voice. “Well,” she said after glancing furtively behind her. “It’s my sister.”
Spike glanced over at the other table, where the other two heads of the chimera were engaged in lively conversation with his chaperones. The tiger head seemed to be arguing with Applejack about her family’s apple pie; apparently, the predator had trouble believing that any food could taste that good without the presence of meat. The goat, on the other hand, seemed genuinely interested in hearing about Ponyville’s library—or rather, she seemed fascinated the very concept of books, and was asking Twilight various questions about how reading and writing actually worked. “Er... which sister are you talking about?” he finally asked Irene.
“Eleanor. She’s the tiger,” Irene replied. “She’s got this thing about being the top predator, so she’s always going on about weakness and strength and stuff like that. I, um, think you might be just a little bit smaller than she’d been hoping for.”
Spike shifted in his chair uneasily. “Oh, um, sorry.”
“Well, it’s not like it’s your fault,” Irene sighed. “Eleanor... well, she has really high expectations, and I’m not sure how many of them are realistic.”
“Well...” Spike said as he jabbed his fork back into his salad, “what are you looking for?”
“Me?” Irene asked, feeling rather surprised that she’d even be asked in the first place, “well, I’m not sure... or maybe a better way to put it is that I’m not really too picky, at least when it comes to looks.”
“Well, if you’re not interested in what someone looks like, what are you interested in?”
Irene didn’t answer right away; instead, she tried sampling the strange meal that had been placed in front of her as she tried to come up with a response. For something that didn’t have any meat in it, it wasn’t that bad; at the very least, she got a sense of why Agatha was always going on about ricotta cheese. Behind her, Eleanor was apparently talking about how killing apples to make apple pie was pretty much the same thing as hunting prey, only a bit less messy.
“Well,” she finally said as she swallowed a bite of lasagna, “I suppose I want a guy who can make me feel... well, special.”
“You mean you don’t feel special right now?”
“Um, well, I wouldn’t go that far. I mean, I can do things that my sisters can’t, and they definitely appreciate me for it. This is... well, it’s something else. I know that much.”
“Oh, so you mean special as in ‘special somepony,’” Spike said, raising his voice slightly as though he’d stumbled onto an insight.
“Uh, no, I don’t want to feel like a pony. I like being a viper, and I’d really like to be treated like one.”
“Oh, um, sorry. It’s just that I was raised by ponies, so I sometimes use their words for things without thinking.”
“Really? Well, what does ‘special somepony’ mean, then?”
“Well, I guess when two ponies are special someponies, they love each other—only there’s more to it than that. Special someponies are so close, and they love each other so much, that they’re willing to do anything for each other, even if it means giving up something that’s important to them to make the other happy.”
“Huh... that does sound nice. But wouldn’t there be problems if only one of them feels that way?”
Spike suddenly became noticeably withdrawn. “Yeah, there probably would be.”
“In any case, if I found someone who could love me like that, I don’t think I’d mind returning the favor. Actually, it’d be the least I could do, since he’d have to put up with my sisters, too.”
“You know,” Spike said, his eyes brightening as the subject of the conversation shifted, “I was actually wondering about that. Why is it that I’m only on a date with you? Shouldn’t I be, well, dating all three of you at once?”
“Um, well, that’s kinda complicated,” Irene said. “Part of it is the idea that since you’re a reptile, and I’m a reptile, you might be more interested in me. But another part is that my sisters aren’t really interested in the same way I am.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, to start with the most obvious, Agatha—she’s the goat—isn’t even interested in boys at all. She likes girls instead. I don’t really know how that happens, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to change anytime soon.”
“Huh...” Spike said, apparently unsure how to react to this information himself. “And your other sister? The tiger?”
“Eleanor... well, she’s the reason this is complicated. She really, really wants to be a mother. Like, a lot. But I don’t think she cares about being in love. I think as far as she’s concerned, she wouldn’t care if the father only stuck around long enough for the babies to show up, and after that, she wouldn’t care if he never showed up again.”
Spike looked incredulous at this. “What?! You’ve gotta be kidding. Wouldn’t she at least want help raising the kids?”
“Um, well, I don’t think she’d turn it down, if that’s what you mean. Like I said, it’s really confusing with her.”
“Well,” Spike said in a more subdued voice, “if I ever have kids, I’m certainly not going to abandon them.”
This really piqued Irene attention. “So, um, you’re interested in that sort of thing, then?”
“What?!”
“Oh, I don’t mean right now, or with someone like me, or anything like that,” Irene blurted out, hoping that she hadn’t been too forward. “I just mean, like, maybe someday?”
Spike speared the last few pieces of salad onto his fork and chewed them for a few seconds before giving his answer: “Yeah, maybe someday.” 
A series of loud coughs pierced the air behind Irene, who only just now realized that the conversation at the other table had grown silent. She turned around just in time to glimpse three heads quickly swiveling towards the center of the table as Twilight drained a large glass of water. “So, um, Applejack, was it?” Agatha said in a loud and rather conspicuous tone of voice. “How’s that leg of yours doing? Healing up okay?”
“Oh, yessiree,” the orange pony replied in an equally conspicuous tone. “It’s comin’ along mighty fine.”
Meanwhile, the dragon once again became quiet and pensive, giving Irene a chance to finish her meal, which she accomplished by widening her jaw and downing the remaining lasagna on her plate in a single swallow.
Spike was still silent, but that now seemed to be due more to wonderment than to introspection. “Whoa... how did you do that?”
“How did I do what?” Irene asked with genuine confusion; she wasn’t sure that she had done anything worthy of the look of amazement on her date’s face. 
“You just... unhinged your jaw and swallowed all of that at once.”
“Oh, that? That’s nothing special,” Irene replied dismissively. “I’m pretty sure all snakes can do that.”
“But doesn’t it hurt?”
“Not really. The lower part of my mouth isn’t directly connected to my head the way it is with my sisters. Um, is that what you meant by ‘unhinging’?”
“I guess... Still, I guess it’s useful.”
“I guess it is, but I’m usually not in much of a hurry to eat something once we’ve caught it.”
Spike grew quiet again. “Uh, yeah, about that... you seem to really like hunting.”
Irene grimaced slightly before she answered. “Well, I like eating, and to do that, we pretty much have to hunt, or else we can’t get any meat.”
“Okay,” Spike said, “but well... what if it turned out that you didn’t need to eat meat? What if you could make do with cheese and milk and other stuff like that?”
“Well, Agatha probably wouldn’t mind, but Eleanor definitely wouldn’t—”
“I wasn’t asking about them, though,” Spike interrupted. “I was talking about you.”
“Umm...” Irene said.
Spike sighed. “Look, if you’re worried, I’m not going to make this some sort of test. If you really need meat, I’m not going to hold it against you. I’m just asking, well, if you could give up meat, would you?”
“Well... I suppose I’d be willing to try, though I’d definitely miss it—especially eggs. Those are delicious.”
Spike looked slightly confused. “I don’t think eggs count as meat, though. I’ve seen ponies eat them.”
Irene’s face brightened almost immediately. “Really?”
“Yeah... I mean, it bothered me a little at first, because I was once an egg myself. Twilight explained to me that ponies make sure there’s no chance that an egg can hatch before they eat it. I don’t remember the details, but I think it involves a candle, or something like that.”
Irene paused thoughtfully before answering. “Well, if I could still have eggs, that would definitely make it a lot easier. So, um, does that mean I have to give up meat if I want to see you again?”
“Huh? Oh, no way. I just said it wasn’t going to be a test, didn’t I? It’s just, well... it’s nice to know you’re willing to consider it, that’s all.”
The pause that followed was fairly awkward. “Well, um...” Irene said hesitantly, “I’ve had a good time talking with you. I, uh, wouldn’t mind doing it again.”
For his part, Spike was equally hesitant. “Um... yeah. It’s been, well, interesting talking with you, too. I, uh, I guess I wouldn’t mind it either.”
At this point, the occupants of the other table all exhaled simultaneously, attracting the attention of the prospective couple. “Oh, come on!” Spike groaned. “You could have at least tried not to listen in.”
“We did try!” Twilight insisted. “At first, anyway...”
“Besides,” Agatha added, “if you’re really going to be going out with our sister, Eleanor and I are going to have to know what’s going on, won’t we?”
“Hey, I never said we were going out,” Spike said defensively, though a quick glance at the crushed look on Irene’s face caused him to change his tone almost immediately. “I mean... well, I don’t think we’re in special somepony territory yet. I just want to get to know Irene a little better, that’s all.”
Irene smiled broadly, and this time, it didn’t even look creepy. “That’s good enough for me!” she said as she wound her way over to Spike’s head and gave him a quick, fleeting kiss on his cheek. She then zipped over between her sisters. “Can we do it tomorrow? Please? Please-y please?”
“I don’t think I can make the time then,” Twilight said cautiously, “and I don’t think Spike’s old enough to do something like that unsupervised.”
“How about next week?” Agatha said. “We can, ah, continue the discussion we were having before Eleanor got hung up on the whole age thing.”
“Age thing?” Irene asked. “What age thing?”
“Let’s just say that this relationship might take a lot longer to be fruitful than I hoped,” Eleanor said grumpily.
“But I thought you hated fruit,” Irene said. “At least when it wasn’t in pie form.”
The tiger head let out a frustrated groan. “Never mind, Irene. For now, we need to go back to the swamp. I’m guessing Applejack will find us to let us know when the next... ‘date’ is happening.”
“I s’pose that’s the best way ta go about it,” the orange pony replied.
“Very well,” Eleanor said. “Come on, Irene.”
“Okay,” Irene said as her sisters began heading towards the edge of the swamp. “Bye-bye, Spike!” she called out. “See you soon!”
“Bye...” Spike replied weakly a few seconds later as he stared at the spot where the chimera had disappeared from sight, his claws resting idly on his cheek where Irene had kissed him.
Twilight slowly walked over to the young drake. “Are you sure about this, Spike? You can always change your mind if you don’t want to see them again.”
Spike bit his lip as thoughts of Rarity floated through his brain... only now, they were occasionally obstructed by images of a slithering viper. “Well, honestly... I’m not sure at all. But it’s not like second date means I’m committed for life, does it?”
Twilight raised an eyebrow inquisitively. “The second date? No, I don’t think so.”
Spike exhaled slowly, and then answered: “Okay. Well, then I guess I’d like to see what happens next.”

			Author's Notes: 
I explained why I've decided to make dragons biologically compatible with chimeras at greater length in the notes to the previous story, so a brief recap will suffice here: Greek mythology is somewhat vague about what species can be components of a chimera. In addition lions, goats, and snakes, chimeras that are part dragon can be found in some tales.
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