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Perhaps the hour had grown too late, with too many drinks consumed. However it was, the patrons in the Yawning Portal started challenging one another with rumors they had heard. This evening, those rumors concerned the Sunless Citadel.

“Two kinds of fruit grow from the citadel’s Gulthias Tree,” Georgie Two Shoes started. “Red apples in summer, white apples in winter. One heals all illness, the other inflicts grievous harm.”

A small chorus of disapproval: “All that’s already known!”

“I wasn’t finished!”

The crowd quieted.

“Now. The story I heard concerned a grief-struck warlock, whose beloved wife and fellow explorer was stricken with mummy rot. From a mummy lord, its rot too far advanced for any expected sort of healing. No temple could help. No cleric could even risk approaching the wife without being killed or catching the rot themselves. And so the warlock went in search of the Gulthias Tree for a desperate resolution. Either he would bring back the summer fruit to heal his wife, or eat the winter fruit himself and join her.”

“And so which was it?”

“Don’t know.”

More groans sounded from the other patrons.

“Hey,” Georgie said, “that’s the point of a story, isn’t it? Leaves things open-ended for the imagination.”

“I heard a different story.” It was Shay, the young elf, who spoke up. “About a dangerous game played between bored nobles. In Calimport, they brew liquor from each of the fruits, and challenge one another to a kind of duel. In pairs,” she said, “they drink one of the liquors at random—one noble to live, the other to suffer calamitously. ‘Potion miscibility’ they called their game, since you never knew the effects.”

“And I heard a different story still,” a third patron said. The old dwarf’s name was Snuff, and he was often by Shay’s side. “That seeds from the tree’s fruit grow into dangerous saplings. Twig blights. There’s an orchard where the blights are grown purposefully and in great number, chained to the ground—forming an impassable barrier around the orchard’s manor.”

“Do you know about how the Gulthias Tree first grew?” a new voice asked. This was Nibs, the gnome bard. “There was a druid long ago, who fell under the vampire curse. She went mad from her transformation—not least of which because she could no longer walk beneath the sun, through her groves and tending her plants.

“Instead, she retired to the Sunless Citadel, and began to plot new, dark magic. She wished for plants that would grow, thrive, and blossom beneath the light of the moon, not the sun; and she wished these plants to overtake all others, so that she could walk the world as before. For a grave, this vampire slept buried within the soil at the bottom of the citadel. Former druids of her order tracked her there, and staked her heart. It’s this stake, infected with the vampire’s magic, that grew into the Gulthias Tree.”

Nibs shrugged. “Another druid lurks there now, I’m told. Belak the Outcast. Also thrown out of his order for much the same madness—exploring magic he shouldn’t. Now he’s looking to tend the Gulthias Tree and its fruit for himself.”

And now a voice came from the back of the tavern, low and full of menace. “While that may be true about a druid who tends the tree now, it wasn’t a druid who first grew it. Gulthias—that name mean nothing to you? A vampire, in service to the dragon Ashardalon. That’s who they staked, and from that stake grew his namesake tree.”

As all the tale-tellers turned, it was Mary Greymalkin they saw—a warlock who came through the Portal now and again. Old and fearsome she was, with dull-gray ioun stones adorned throughout her wild-strewn hair, and said to carry a deck of many things somewhere in her possession. “Except that Gulthias survived,” she said, “and left the Sunless Citadel for Nightfang Spire. Where maybe he listens for who’s speaking his name, to know who to keep watch over.”

The low fire and the late hour alike cast shadows across the room, but none were darker than the warlock’s words. “Be careful telling your tales. For Gulthias surely hears them as well.”
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