Former village of Banstone, Runnestahl Valley.

Third province of Keltoryn, eastern kingdom of the Realm of Llancaer

Month of the Priest, 1049 AD (After Departure)

~

It was widely said throughout the history of the Realm, and indeed Llancaria as a whole, that one of the greatest foes was 'The Enemy Within'. The idea that one of your own people was the enemy, sabotaging your very life right under your nose.

And in some cases, it was very much the case. Since the End of the Great War, Llancaria has been plagued by many beasts and entities that survived the destruction of their Dark Overlord masters. Ravenous trolls, malefic chimeras and abominable jabbawocks are but a few that terrorise the wild regions of the Realm. It was the one of the vital missions of the Church to make sure that it was not so. More specifically, the Sect of Hunter. Descended from the Precursor Custodian of the Orcs, The Hunter, the sect was devoted to the hunting of dangerous beasts to ensure the safety of the Realm. All manner of creatures spawned and residing from Dark, the hunters of the sect hunt them in the shadows unseen by the populace. Such was their duty as one of the combat sects of the Church. The Sectores Militari, including the Sects of the Warrior and the Judge.

Aside from the hunting of beasts that was their trade, they also had the role of sanctioned assassins within the Church. It was to them that was entrusted the deaths of the most despised and infamous of heretics and individuals that would threaten the realm. Quite often or not, it was a hunter's blade that prevented a civil war from erupting or a Dark ritual from being performed.

But then, as many hunts had shown, not all prey are easily seen. Some were better at hiding then others. There were those who took the meaning of 'Wolf in sheep's clothing' to heart. And there was one creature above all else that took the meaning all too literally.

In the province of Runnestahl in the eastern kingdom of Keltoryn, homeland of the ancient Runni tribe of humans, one of the more isolated villages of the Runnestahl Valley was being bled heavily by such a predator. And a hunter of the Church had arrived hot on the trail of said predator. It had been a long and bloody hunt throughout the province since the first report came in to the local hunter lodge. Many bodies and pieces of bodies marking the trail of murder and death that had now spread to three villages. A trail that led to this final village. A village that, like the others, had been torn apart from within with only a half dozen survivors by the time the Hunter had arrived. Six frightened and paranoid villagers ready to kill anyone to survive.  The rest of the populace, what was left of them, was nothing more then blackened misshapen mounds of incinerated flesh amongst the smouldering ruins. Many of whom were no longer human in shape.

Hunters were typically sent on hunts either alone or part of a small group. Larger companies tended to draw attention and hunters strove to remain hidden until the time to strike. Opposite to their Templar brethren, who often strove to make an open statement of their presence. 

The Hunter stood in front of the tied and bound suspects in what was left of the village's chapel, the only building of the village that was not a charred husk. One was a militiaman in dilapidated ring-mail armour. Another was a miner covered in soot from both the mines and burning of buildings and bodies. The village elder who had just passed his sixtieth year and a young girl aged no more then ten years was next to him. There were two women, one a serving wench from the village's inn and the other was a sister of the Church. Her white robes lined with red and the ornate silver chalice chained to her belt indicated that she was part of the Mother Sect. All were well tied up to the pews,  where they would normally being attending service on any normal day.

In the circumstances that led to the demise of the village, the Hunter determined that they were all viable targets should they prove to be the threat he was hunting.

The Hunter was dressed in the customary armour of the Sect. A dark brown, almost the colour of tar, leather greatcoat over hardened leather armour supplemented in parts with chainmail or metal plating. Hunters were always lightly armoured compared to the Templars. Their doctrine on combat relied on agility for protection rather then heavy armour. Striking a killing blow upon a vulnerable area using their greater speed and precision. Their weapons spoke of this style of combat where precision was key. Typically a bow or crossbow for ranged attacks, though gunpowder weapons were used  for heavier firepower if needed, and a spear or other polearm that provided superior reach over a sword or axe. They used no shields, instead using armour on the forearms to deflect incoming blows to keep with their doctrine of evasion. His face was obscured by the leather half mask that covered his face below the eyes, which seemed to glow a menacing shade of amber in the light from under the shadow of his wide brimmed hat.

This hunter was a veteran of the Sect. As distinguished by his more customised and weathered attire. There were faded scratches on his greatcoat and armour plating from where claws, talons or other sharp blades managed to land on him. His weapons also spoke of high rank as a repeating pistol was holstered on his thigh and a large ornate knife on the other. There was also the customary large hook swinging from a metal link on his belt. The typical means for claiming a trophy as orcish custom dictated, but also a handy weapon should the situation demand it.

But there were also more specialised tools that he had brought to this hunt. On the table was a spear that had been folded into a compact package and connected by a system of cogs and springs. A weapon of gnomish artifice as  Dwarves dislike making things too complicated, preferring tried and tested designs for creating weapons. For them, more moving parts meant more things that can malfunction. Fist sized glass bottles filled with some chemical substance were arranged in a line.  But the most eye catching was a contraption comprised of valves and tubes mounted on a pressed metal stock and connected to a metal tank.

A flamethrower unit of Talosi make. A smaller and more portable version of their infamous and horrifying Talosian Fire flamethrowers. While it did not have the range nor fuel capacity of the larger backpack mounted apparatus, it was easier to handle and no less deadly once anything was caught in the fiery blast. The sight of such a weapon was almost guaranteed to provoke a reaction from any to see it. The thought of having the flesh melted from the bones was horrific to say the least as Talosian Fire was notorious for being impossible to extinguish. Water and not even sand could douse the flames.

The survivors could only wonder what the Hunter was planning for them, now that he had them all imprisoned in this sacred place. But the Hunter had a good reason to have them all in the same location where he could keep an eye on them. His target was at least one or even all of the humans in front of him. If they could even be human to start with.

The creature that the Hunter was tracking, and one of the most elusive and dangerous to track, is what was known as a Changeling. An imitator. Beings that were used by the Overlords during the Great War as infiltrators and assassins without equal. Many legends of that dark time told of changelings being able to perfectly mimic their prey. Appearance, memories, mannerisms, everything right down to the last strand of hair on their heads. This allowed them to move around and close in on their targets with impunity. Often as part of the many refugee convoys that retreated further south as the Dark hordes poured from the North. But despite this, they were fearsome in open battle once they infiltrated the enemy lines or in the event that they had been discovered. Changelings are able to utilise the forms of anyone or anything they have imitated, often resulting in grotesque hulks of flesh and bone that could easily tear a man in half with their bare hands or whatever appendage they deemed suitable for the task. And typically to imitate another being, they had to, in a way, consume them. They could not afford to have two instances of the same individual walking around to raise suspicions.

How such an abomination came into existence is a subject of debate amongst scholars of the Realm. They could only hypothesise that the Overlords had some hand in their creation. Likely from experimentation on Skinchangers who were in thrall to them at the time, though the nomadic shapeshifters vehemently deny such a comparison. And considering how unnatural the imitators are, one could not blame them. Changelings were regarded by Skinchangers as a disease. A plague seeking only to spread and infect all with their influence. With a touch of scholastic thinking, they do act like a virus in how they spread. Infecting people and animals with their blood, their flesh, and slowly assimilating them from the inside out.

After the end of the Great War, those changelings that had survived the demise of their masters hid themselves throughout Llancaria as animal instinct took control over from Dark conditioning. Since that day, they had only two goals; self-preservation and replication. And the Sect of the Hunter strive to eliminate these abominations wherever they are found. Left unchecked, imitations would soon replace everything on the continent. Though such encounters were few over the centuries since the end of the Great War, each had claimed a high toll in lives. Changelings are able to hibernate for years, centuries even until unsuspecting prey rouses them from their slumber.

In the village of Banstone, a typical mining town in the Runnesthal Valley, it happened very much the usual way that happens. The changeling would arrive in a form and manner that would cause the inhabitants to bring it into the fold. Like an injured traveller claiming to have been attacked by wolves or a dog separated from it's master. Once it had integrated itself amongst the populace, it would being the process of consuming and replacing the inhabitants with it's imitations. However, the villagers were quick enough to see that something strange was going on soon after they had acquired a new draft horse wandering the valley.

By the time the Hunter had arrived, the village was already lost. All the inhabitants were dead, save for the six before him. But that meant one or more, if not all of them, could be imitations. The Hunter was beginning the process of deducing who was the imitator in question. Fortunately, after hunting these creatures in the centuries following the Overlords' demise, even during the tumultuous Age of Swords, the Sect of the Hunter have perfected methods for sniffing them out.

One the most simple and most effective was a blood test. And this was done by drawing blood from the subject for subjecting to stimuli. Typically, the stimulus was heat from a flame or a caustic substance like acid. Each had been reluctant to being sliced open for a sample. The Elder most so while the child had to be persuaded heavily. Each had been cut open with one of the many throwing knives the hunter had sheathed in his greatcoat. Shallow enough to draw a notable amount of blood, nothing more. The wounds were then bound with clean bandages before the knives were dumped into a bucket.

The Elder was the last to 'donate' blood for the cause. And he was the most sceptical of the whole premise of the test.

“Hunter, why are you doing this?!” The Elder demanded, jabbing his head in the direction of the Miner. “He's obviously the monster!”

“That's what the monster would say to save their hides!” the miner countered after the Hunter bandaged the Elder's arm.

The Hunter ignored their bickering as he held the earthenware dish of harvested blood in hand before scrawling the word 'Elder' on the rim with a quill before placing it on the table. This was the last of all the dishes that he had harvested from the villagers. Six dishes now sat on the table, each with their donor's names scrawled on them. Elder, Militiaman, Miner, Child, Wench and Sister.

“Imitators will always be the most difficult prey to hunt.” he said. “But there are ways to... root them out.”

The Hunter turned to them as he surveyed each in turn. With his face covered by his mask and shadowed by his hat, only his eyes stood out. He was menacing to look at to say the least.

“Despite what stories you may have heard, know this.” the Hunter told, reaching for the oil lamp on the table. “Changelings, despite their appearance and I use the term loosely, are in actuality a gestalt parasitic entity. One mind spread over many forms, slowly taking over multiple hosts at a time. Every tiny piece cleft from the whole is an individual with a strong sense of self-preservation. Reason as to why they're hard to hunt and kill. Sometimes, even the smallest fragment can evade detection. But it is also a weakness.”

The Hunter gestured to the bowls of blood on the table as he finished extending the lamp's wick. To get the biggest flame possible from it's oil soaked fibres. Visually, their blood were all intents and purposes identical. But the Hunter knew from experience that appearances can be all too deceiving.

“When any of the Nine Races bleed, it's just blood.” the Hunter continued his lecture, placing the lamp upon the table and reaching for a box of matches. “But the blood of a Changeling will not obey when it's in danger. It will try to survive at all costs.” He took a match out and struck it on the abrasive side of the box and it ignited in plume of smoke. “All animals fear the flame.” he said as he held the lit match up, partially lighting his masked face. 

With that proclamation, the Hunter lit the lantern's wick. More light filled the chapel, illuminating just how far the Hunter had gone to keep them contained. The heavy doors and stained glass windows were locked and barred. Heavy barbed chains were bound on the exits to deter any escape. There was no way out but through the Hunter, who was now adjusting the lamp's flame so that it burned with a hotter flame.

With his preparations complete, the Hunter drew his knife from it's sheath before holding the tip of the blade into the flame. The orange flames licked around the blade as the hunter held it in place, tilting the blade slowly so that the metal could be heated all the way through.

The tension was high as the bound villagers watched the Hunter draw the knife from the flame after a long agonising minute. The tip was slightly blackened from the soot produced by the oily flame. The Hunter looked at the blood for a moment before choosing the first subject to test The Militiaman held his breath as the heated knife point made contact with his dish of blood. A loud hiss was heard as the blade was quenched in his blood. But apart from a puff of steam, nothing else happened. This was a perfectly normal reaction when hot metal made contact with a cold liquid.

The Militiaman let out a tense sigh of relief. The Hunter nodded from this confirmation of humanity as he reached for the flamethrower and adjusted a valve. This was one of six variables eliminated and now he had only five to worry about. He primed the weapon by pressing a tab near the nozzle. There was a flash and a burning flame emanated just in front of the nozzle. The weapon was now armed and already.

“You're clean.” the Hunter concluded, walking over with his steaming knife drawn before cutting the ropes. “Hold this and watch them.” he ordered, handing the Militiaman the flamethower before ushering up and away from the others.

The Militiaman looked at the apparatus that the Hunter had issued him as he was stood next to the table. Such a weapon was completely outside his knowledge. But, it's layout was simple enough to show how it was supposed to be held. He held it by the grip, the trigger bar big enough for two fingers to curl around, and by the handle grip on top. By twisting the grip he saw the nozzle widen and contract, no doubt to control the spread of the flames as they left the barrel. 

While the villager was getting a grip with his new weapon, the Hunter was silently deciding who to test next as he held his knife in the lamp's flame again. Wondering who of the five still bound could be his target. He did not have long to decide before a choice was made for him.

“Brother Hunter.” the Sister said. “Do the child next. Get her away from the rest of us.”

The Hunter looked at the Sister for a moment before looking at the child next to her, whose tear streaked face looked up at him. Pragmatically, children was excellent cover for an imitator. So naturally, that was a variable that the Hunter had to eliminate should she prove to be so.

The Hunter withdrew the knife from the lamp's flame and lowered it to the blood sample from the Child. The knife hissed on contact with the blood, proving the girl's humanity. He was quick to release the girl from her bonds and ushered her to the Militiaman. The Child was shepherded behind him as he kept the flamethrower pointing at the four people still bound on the pews as the hunter placed his knife back into the flame.

The Sister was chosen to be the next recipient of the test. And as with the previous subjects, she was proven to be human as the hot knife hissed in her blood. She was quickly released before the Hunter resumed testing the others. With three yet to be confirmed as human or otherwise, he was getting closer to his goal. And the tension was starting to get to everyone, especially to those who were still tied up on the pews. And The Hunter was taking his time in choosing the next human to test.

And this was doing nothing for the nerves of the two men. The Wench looked consigned to this treatment with a calm that made the men look like unruly children.
“You gonna take any longer?” The Miner asked. “The suspense is killing me!”

“Trying to set blood on fire is pointless.” The Elder protested. “Doesn't prove anything.”

“Blood igniting is not what we're testing for.” The Hunter elaborated as he pulled the knife from the lamp's flame. “An abnormal reaction is what we need.” he added as he lowered the hot blade to the dish marked 'Wench'.

But this time however, there was a reaction. As soon as hot metal made contact, the blood suddenly sprang from the dish in a crimson geyser. It had taken an amorphous shape and let out an eerily human shriek as it leapt through the air. The Hunter, not even flinching from this reaction, silently watched as the roving mass of blood splattered on the floor before the droplets scattered in all directions.

While the villagers reacted to this sight with fright, the Militiaman accidentally dropping the flamethrower on the floor as he startled, the Wench began to quiver as the sound of crunching flesh could be heard from under her skin that was starting to undulate. It's cover had been foiled and the imitator was now exposed. Now the desire to survive was taking precedence over maintaining a front. The sound of crunching flesh was getting louder and louder from under the Wench's skin. This was enough to try and make the Miner and Elder try to shake out of their bonds. But the Hunter made them too tight to break out. He looked to the Militiaman who had now just picked up the flamethrower.

The Changeling had to die before it could take on another form to escape. The two men next to it were now considered expendable.
“Burn it!” the Hunter ordered, grabbing his spear from the table.

“You can't burn us!” the Miner shouted, still trying to break his bonds. “Murderer!”

The Hunter however had every intention to if he had no choice. He could not risk trying to free them since the Miner and Elder had yet to qualify as human. The Militiaman aimed the weapon at the Wench as her skin started to bulge and stretch, narrowing the nozzle as he did to try and not hit his fellow townsfolk. But as he squeezed the trigger, he heard only a gaseous gurgling coming from the weapon and a brief spurt of an oily substance.

The Militiaman realised that he had let the pilot light go out during the blood test when he dropped the weapon in shock. He frantically started to try and relight the weapon. The Hunter cursed aloud as the Wench progressively became less human. The skin was stretching to tearing point as blood began to stream from her orifices. Crimson streams trickling from her eyes, ears, nose and mouth before her eyes bulged into red orbs. Her skin was now losing her normal complexion, becoming ever more bloodshot as a shrill chattering noise came from her. Like a hive of insects being poked by an curious intruder with a stick.

Her face, stretched beyond recognition, finally tore open with a fleshy rip, revealing a distorted and elongated skull. The mouth looked big enough to fit a human head in. Her skin and clothing tore open as well, revealing a constantly shifting mass of muscles and blood vessels. All of this served to scare the people around it more so. Terror and shock was a typical tactic.

A sharp fibrous tearing filled the air as the ropes disintegrated after being sliced to shreds by bone blades that sprang from the Changeling's body. One of these bone scythes sliced through the miner's ropes by chance but in doing so also sliced his arm. The Miner yelled in pain as he felt the blade slice into his bicep and instinct made him dive away the moment the ropes around him slackened. It was a deep cut, almost to the bone and was bleeding profusely as he dragged himself into cover behind one of the pillars. The Elder on the other hand cowered as the Changeling stood from the pew, now a sinewy beast that looked part human, part insect and part animal.
While the Miner was occupied with tending his wound, the Hunter sprang into action. He grabbed his spear from the table and flicked a hidden switch with his thumb. The weapon snapped open with a rapid running of gears and singing metal, now measuring eight feet in length. The spearhead, measuring over two feet in length and partly serrated, glinted menacingly in the light with an oily sheen. With his weapon in hand, the Hunter swiftly approached the imitator.
The Changling seeing the threat that the Hunter posed jumped from the floor, with enough force to make the stone floor buckle, up onto the ceiling rafters. The pew it was formerly tied to pulled up with it with the Elder still tied on. The old man was yelling at the Hunter to kill it. The Hunter was quick to draw his repeater pistol and rapidly fired up at the abomination that was decreasingly human with every passing second. The bullets impacted the creature with forceful impacts, blasting holes that dripped with blood and ichor but doing nothing in dislodging it from it's perch. As it was struck, chitinous legs like a spider's grew from it's back to cling onto the rafters and the holes knitted themselves shut.

Bullets and blades were of limited use against changelings aside from the kinetic impact momentarily slowing them down. Fire or acid, which can cause far more tissue damage then projectiles and blades, was the most effective means to kill a changeling. Which is why the blood test is so effective at rooting them out. Possibly a means that the Overlords had implemented as a form of control.

The Hunter continued to fire up at the changeling as he reached the table and grabbed one of the glass bottles. His pistol clicked loudly after the sixth shot to indicate he had run out of ammunition. And that was when the Changeling struck. Tossing the pew with bound Elder aside, the old man screaming loudly as he crashed into another pew, it pushed off from the rafters, plummeting down to the Hunter as more bone blades sprang from it's arms. The Hunter was faster though. In almost a blur, he threw the glass bottle at the Changeling as he rolled out of the way. A loud crash filled the air as the Changeling smashed into the table, pulverising the furniture, the glass bottles and the blood samples under it's bulk.

The Changeling thrashed on the ground amidst the broken wood splinters and spilt blood as a sickly hissing emanated and steamed from it's flesh. Horrific burns slowly eating at it's shifting mass where the bottle had smashed against it. The typical effect of troll bile as it dissolved flesh with ease as any veteran hunter would confirm. Often with the burns to reinforce their claims. But already the Changeling was adjusting to this threat as new bone material began to grow over exposed flesh.

The Hunter drove his spear into it's back. The blade easily finding a gap in it's chitinous armour and biting deep into it's constantly shifting flesh. The Changeling howled loudly as it felt more burning coming from within it. It was another tool of the Hunter's trade. Trollbane oil. Refined from a sap extracted from a species of plant that inhibited a troll's natural regenerative abilities. And it worked just as well against these imitators of the flesh. Not only did it prevent healing, it also could disrupt their shape-shifting abilities. Indeed, the flesh was starting to lose consistency on it's out layers around the wound. Liquefying into a sludge. With a deep enough penetration from the spear, it was wreaking havoc with it's insides as more ichor was seeping from it's wounds. However, it was far was being seriously damaged.
The Hunter felt his spear being wrenched from his grip as a tendril sprouted from the Changeling's back and lashed out at his weapon. The Hunter had no choice but to let go and move hastily back as the Changeling reared at him. The spear tumbled through the air towards the Militiaman who was hiding with the Sister and Child. The Militiaman grabbed the weapon at it clattered near him, now more confidant with a weapon he was actually familiar with.

The Hunter was holding his ground against the constantly changing form as it grew more tendrils, lined with razor sharp barbs of bone, to lash out at him. But the Hunter, trained from a young age in the teachings of the sect, was able to dodge these attacks. And as he did, he would counter attack with those weapons that he had hidden in his great coat. Small vials containing strong acid that would inflict severe burns and further impede it's ability to change form. These smashed against i's bulk, causing severe burns where the acid landed.
Like a pack of wolves, he would wear down this beast before finishing it off. However, another variable would throw a proverbial wrench into the gears.
The Militiaman saw that he had an opportunity to kill the Changeling. The spear still had it's trollbane anointment and he figured if he could stab it in the heart, wherever that may be, it was a good as dead to allow the Hunter to finish it off. He chose to strike while the creature was fully distracted by the Hunter.
“Die, beast!” the Militiaman yelled, brandishing the Hunter's spear.

The part time soldier charged at the Changeling, the Hunter's spear gleaming in front of him as he aimed for the centre mass of the imitator's back. However, to the Hunter, the Militiaman was performing a grave and fatal error.

“Don't!” the Hunter warned, grabbing another on his acid vials.

Unfortunately, the Changeling's body morphed again to counter this threat. This time, it's back opened  up into a massive maw lined with barbed teeth that essentially split the imitating entity in half. The spear harmlessly passed right through the sudden opening as the Militiaman made the fatal mistake of overextending his thrust, nearly striking the Hunter. With no time or even a chance chance to pull back, the Changeling exploited his failure. The jaws snapped shut like a vice, biting deep into the Militiaman's forearms. The teeth punched right through his flesh, breaking the bones with a loud crack that provoked a shrill yell of pain from the human. The spear on the other hand was chopped into pieces and the head clattered loudly on the floor.

With him pinned and vulnerable, the Changeling's head split open into another teeth lined maw. A thick tentacle that could very well be it's tongue shot out from the neck and coiled around the Militiaman's neck with a whip-like crack. He was powerless to resist as he was pulled up, his arms severing loudly at the elbows, and his head vanished into the maw. His screams were muffled as the maw snapped tightly into his head. The Changeling reared up with the flailing villager in it's grasp, shaking him around like a crocodile having ambushed it's prey. It did not wait long for the man to die in it's maw with a loud crack from his neck before flinging him away. The mauled remains of the Militiaman crashed near the Sister and Child, covered in blood and torn flesh and unrecognisable from his grisly demise. She was quick to take them both to a another hiding spot. The Hunter was quick to re-engage with the beast as he grabbed the poisoned spearhead from the floor and held it like a short sword.
The Miner in the meantime forced himself up the pillar and onto his feet as he watched the battle in hiding. He had hastily bound his wound with a shred of cloth which was now dyed a dark red. He had hoped to have stymied the bleeding so that he would not bleed out before the Hunter could kill the creature. However the flamethrower was lying out of reach and the Changeling, knowing it's danger, was not letting the Hunter get anywhere near it. Pushing him further and further away.
But all the while, the Miner could feel an ugly itching was coming from his wound. Unable to ignore it any longer for fear of making the bleeding worst, he pulled the cloth away and, to his confounding surprise, saw that the bleeding in his arm had stopped by itself. From how deep he had been lacerated, the bleeding should not have stopped on it's own without medical assistance. Something not possible plugging the wound with a bundle of cloth. But then he saw it. Deep in the wound was a piece of flesh that was not his. It had plugged the wound, sealing the blood vessels with tiny tendrils as it pulsated. He held his hand to his mouth in horror as he realised what this was.

The Miner was infected. He knew it. By the Changeling's bone blade as it sprang from it's body, carrying it's infectious flesh with it. Even now, as he had after being sliced open, he could feel a sickening burning sensation worming from the wound and he felt sure that he could feel his flesh moving on it's own accord. The veins and arteries of his arm was starting to discolour like any infection.

The Miner made his decision as he grabbed a large splinter of wood from one of the broken pews. If he was going to die, it would be at his own discretion rather then some body-snatcher stealing his body and consuming his mind. And maybe, just maybe, he could provide a distraction to allow the Hunter to kill both it and him before it claimed him.
The Miner rushed out of his hiding place, running onto an up turned pew to serve as a ramp and jumped onto the Changeling's back with his improvised stake. He started to frantically stab at it's back, provoking a loud guttural screech from the creature. Despite this surprise attack, it had now acquired new flesh to work with. The Hunter could only watch as he saw the Miner beginning to be assimilated alive. Tendrils snaked out to wrap around him, pulling his arm back to cease his ineffectual stabbing.
“Burn us!” the Miner screamed as the Changeling's own flesh began to subvert his. “Burn us!”

With the flamethrower still out of reach and not even lit, the Hunter resorted to a technique that he rarely uses in a hunt. But, given the desperate situation this hunt had devolved to, he had no choice. He had to kill the Changeling now before it used the Miner's flesh to morph into a more powerful form. And it was going to be painful for him as he dashed in front of the Sister and Child to protect them.
The Hunter held both hands in front of him, aligning his fingers in a particular manner as he began to focus his mind. As he did, glowing embers began to form on his gloved hands and small flames starting to dancing along and between his fingers.

Having now partially assimilated the Miner into it's body, The Changeling saw where the hunter had ran to even as the Miner continued to struggle against his fleshly prison, fighting to the bitter end before being consumed completely in it's flesh. Noting the flames that were now flickering between his palms, it charged at him.
The Hunter pushed his burning hands out and a torrent of flame burst from the embers gathered in his palms. The bolt of flame caught the Changeling dead centre in the chest with enough force to blow it backwards into the pews, embroiled in flames that quickly spread over it.

Despite magic being the domain of the Magi Conclaves, those hunters of the Church with an aptitude for such a craft are trained to utilise a basic plethora of spells in their hunts. Spells that did not need a lengthy formula or preparation to use. Such spells would invite certain death in the field, as no enemy would ever give an enemy magi time to cast a spell that could easily blow them to bits, and only those spells which utilised a mere thought and a hand gesture were taught.

Even so, minor spells can prove as deadly when used correctly.

The Changeling screeched loudly as aethyric flames consumed at it's constantly shifting form, trying to counter this threat. It crashed it's way through the bound door, smashing them out from their frames as the Hunter struck it with another gout of flame. He was doggedly pursuing it, hurling flame after flame at it and engulfing the beast with increasing fervour. Eventually, giving out under the obscene amount of damage it had been enduring, it's legs gave out by the village well. The Hunter closed in, held both his burning hands in front and let loose a continuous stream of fire into the Changeling now that it had been incapacitated..

The Changeling, completely consumed by fire, let out a final distorted roar coming from both it and the Miner subsumed into it's mass before it fell still amongst it's pyre. The Hunter continued to unleash blast after blast from his hands until he could no longer summon the will to conjure flame. The last embers spewed from his hands as he stopped his magical onslaught. Small dancing flames continued to engulf his gloves before he shook them out, visibly wincing as he moved his fingers. The leather was charred and cracked from the heat and he was certain that he had actually burned himself.

While the Changeling was now considered to be more or less dead, the Hunter was not taking any chances. He knew firsthand that playing dead was a favoured tactic for Changelings. Such a ruse would allow it time to regenerate and lure more unsuspecting victims to assimilate. To prevent that, the body had to be completely destroyed. Completely and utterly. The Hunter drew a final item from his coat, a more conventional bomb that was guaranteed to crack a golem's stony hide. Lighting the fuse by pulling off it's ignition cap, the Hunter chucked the bomb right onto the Changeling's burning remains and quickly backed off.

A few moments passed before a bright flash and a deafeningly loud bang erupted. The shockwave was enough to blow a massive cloud of dust and ash, that was once the well, that nearly knocked the Hunter from his feet but blew off his hat in compensation. The Changeling was now for all intents and purposes dead. Blown into smouldering ashen dust from complete and total bodily destruction. There was no feasible way that the creature could regenerate after that.

Back in the chapel, there was a horrifying twist as a scream from the Child told. The Militiaman's body was now starting to move on it's own accord. Sluggishly as if in a daze and emitting gargles and grunts from his shredded throat. His broken limbs dangling from his body but were slowly realigning as squelching flesh was heard. The stumps where his arms used to be were now growing new limbs, shards of bone jutting out with strands of flesh snaking around them.

It would appear that not only did the changeling fatally maul the Militiaman, it was also taking over his body. Assuming another host to carry it's malign mind to safety. But the Sister was quick to notice this sudden resurrection. She hastily pulled the Child back further away from the shifting body before them.

“Hunter!” The Sister screamed.“Get back here! It's coming back!”

The Hunter heard her plea and rushed back into the chapel, flexing his fingers. He was quick to notice the Changeling was trying to escape but had not yet rebuilt it's host's body to move in any meaningful manner. It was simply pushing itself along upturned pews quite like a grub, a pitiful manner that evoked no sympathy from the Hunter. Not relishing the idea of further damage to his hands by his magic flames, the Hunter opted for the more conventional approach for termination.

The Hunter picked up the flamethrower where it had been dumped, relighting the pilot flame with a flash of sparks from the ignition node and adjusted a few valves before aiming the apparatus at the emergent changeling. A gaseous roar came from the weapon as the Hunter unleashed a torrent of yellow flame onto the former villager. The fledgling imitation gave out a long series of muffled gargled groans as it's limbs continued to quiver. The Hunter let loose another gout of flame before the inferno suddenly and violently expanded as the Changeling's body burst from the heat.

Burning flesh and blood splattered all around it's pyre, igniting anything made of wood, nearly catching the Hunter alight with them. The Changeling let out a long droning wail, comprised of many voices, that that abruptly ended as the flames claimed it once more. And the flames went about claiming the chapel as well as the fire spread to the rafters. It sounded almost sad to hear the death cry of a changeling. But the Hunter had no such compunctions. His duty was to prevent these abominations from spreading and that is what he had done and would continue to do.

The chapel was now lost as the flames took hold, rapidly engulfing it's wooden supports and the scattered pews. There was no reason to stay anymore as the Hunter hastily ushered the Sister and Child out. But a cry for help got his attention.
“Get me out of here!” the Elder cried from the within the burning chapel. “I'm burning!”

Surprised that the Elder had survived his fall from the rafters after the Changeling tossed him aside, the Hunter hurried over to find him hanging upside down , still tied to the pew. While he could for all intents and purposes be an imitation, The Hunter could not take the chance of just leaving him. If he was an imitation, he could very well cut his bonds like the previous and flee while the flames ironically gave him cover. He had not yet been proven human.
Making his mind up, the Hunter dragged the whole pew out as the chapel burned around them, the Elder keeping his head low from the inferno around them. The Hunter, protected by his greatcoat and hat, was able to weather the heat of the flames, despite getting increasingly uncomfortable under the heavy leather that was quickly heating up. Reaching the outside, he regrouped with the other survivors on the far end of of the village. Dumping the pew aside with a loud rattle, the Hunter pulled off his smouldering greatcoat and relishing the feeling of the cool night air soothing his nearly scorched skin.
But his relief was cut short by a very pertinent question.
“Is it dead, brother hunter?” the Sister asked. “Is the abomination finally dead?”

The Hunter looked to the soot stained elder as a glint lit up in his eyes. A menacing glint from the fires that raged in the chapel.

“Only one way to find out, Sister.” the Hunter said, walking to the Elder and pulling a curved knife from his belt.

It was so much an actual knife but a trophy from a previous hunt. The tooth of an abnormally large sabretooth tiger from the Varangyr Mountains. Measuring over a foot in length, it was a worthy memento of that hunt and a fine blade, having been mounted onto a cast bronze hilt, with a finger ring at the base and preserved against decay. The Elder's eyes widened as the Hunter loomed over him.

The Elder was left tied up on the half burnt pew as the Hunter resumed his testing. With the lamp lost, along with everything else that was consumed in the chapel's cremation, the Hunter was now heating his knife with the pilot light of the flamethrower. And to act as a vessel for the blood, the Sister donated her chalice. With the previous sample of blood having been lost during the battle and burning down of the chapel, more blood had to be donated for the test. Especially since he, along with the deceased Miner, was in close proximity to the changeling before it was ousted. The sabretooth blade was not needed to draw new blood as merely reopening the previous cut allowed more blood to be collected. 

With their preparations ready, the hunter took his knife away from the flamethrower, pointing the incendiary apparatus at the Elder. He then lowered the knife into the chalice, ready to squeeze the trigger the moment the blood jumped out of the chalice. But, the knife hissed loudly upon contact with blood and a small puff of steam wafted upwards. Confirming that the Elder was still human in the end of this entire ordeal. And this signalled the end of this long hunt. The Changeling was dead and the Hunter was certain that no part of it had escaped from the pyre that was the chapel and no one else had been assimilated.

And this was not lost on the indignant elder still tied up in front of them. 

“I know this town has been through a lot these last few days.” the Elder said in a composed voice. “But when you do find the time, I'd rather not spend the rest of the night TIED TO THIS FUCKING PEW!”
