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Mountain Paths 
By Andrew Shields 

 

Dwarves build paths to connect settlements. These paths go over and around the mountains, and also 

through them. At their height, the paths were expanded into a vast network, patrolled and trafficked. Now, 

they crumble on the heights. Traffic is less, threats are greater.  

 

Each clanhome has an area surrounding it that its people patrol and clear. This relatively safe area is “the 

pale” and is usually marked by whitewashing the stone where it ends. The dwarf road is outside any 

clan’s “pale” or protection. More trafficked paths are better patrolled and maintained than abandoned 

routes. 

 

This is a tool kit for building your own mountain paths. Once you have built a mountain road connecting 

two destinations, note the order of scenery so if they take that route again you are consistent. 

 

Scenery 

 

Three elements figure into the scenery. First is the type of terrain for the dwarf-road. Second is a variety 

of set pieces that can be described to add to the flavor of the game. Third is weather. Mix these together, 

and the trip should be interesting to the players. 

 

Roll 1d12 to get the type of terrain for the section of road. To generate one or more “set pieces” roll 1d12 

to see what features are in the background. 

 

As a default, set pieces are 1d12 or 2d12 hours of walking apart from each other. Each hour of walking is 

about 2 miles, up in the mountains. Dwarves generally move 12 hours a day. 

 

1-6: Outdoor Path 

 

Mostly steps of varying 

pitch. Only the toughest 

mules can make it. Often 

narrow and dangerous. 

1-2 Ancient watch post husk above the road, gutted and fire-scarred. 

3-4 Crumbled roadway gap, must inch around it on a scrap of road. 

5-6 Trapped, rigged to drop supports, starting to sag (needs repair.) 

7-8 Stairway winds up around a peak, endless stairs next to a drop. 

9-10 Dips low, shadowed by mountains, into a dreary fog bank. Slick. 

11-12 Road peaks with a stone look-out station, breathtaking view. 

 

7-12: Underground Path 

 

Through or under the 

stone in the way. Caves, 

tunnels, settlements that 

connect outdoor paths. 

1-2 Long-untended luminescent fungus once lit the area, now wild. 

3-4 Huge gem-studded engineering wall mosaic, grand chamber. 

5-6 Corridors half-flooded, chest deep in stagnant water. 

7-8 Public crypt of the architect who built the pass, under huge statue. 

9-10 Walkway around a bottomless shaft, wind feels like breathing. 

11-12 Massive portal gates, crumpled and broken, by vast doorway. 

 

Every now and then, just for fun, add in a bridge. Length: 1d12+2, x10 feet. 

 

Bridge 

 

Above and below the 

ground, dwarven bridges 

connect roads. 

1-2 Statues of the Gods of Ur, scored and chipped, line the rails. 

3-4 Ancient lifts connect the road and the bridge far below. 

5-6 Center has fallen, replaced by much cruder see-through lattice. 

7-8 Vengeful dwarven faces carved into bridge, howl with wind. 

9-10 Massive waterfall to the side, bridge always loud and slick. 

11-12 Crypt bridge; mountain warrior corpses rest in the bridge itself. 
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You can do this ahead of time if you want to, laying out the path and setting terrain features and 

encounters. The game system is simple enough that you can also improvise as you go using these tables to 

roll or to offer inspiration for your decisions. 

 

Example: Lynn rolls a 6, so the section is an underground path. She rolls for a couple set pieces, getting a 

9 and a 4 for a walkway around a bottomless shaft, and a huge gem-studded engineering wall mosaic. 

Lynn could roll 2d12 to see how many hours of travel separate each side of the section from the 

landmarks, but she instead decides the bottomless shaft is at the entrance. The wall mosaic is 2d12 hours 

in (15 hours) and the exit is another 2d12 hours on (10 hours). It takes 25 hours to move through this 

section, and that will take two days at a hard pace. 

 

If you want, you can have any outdoor path or underground path be a fork in the road (especially with a 

memorable set piece in the background). In that case, generate what type of scenery goes each way, and 

let the players choose… 

 

Weather. Roll once per section of scenery, or per day, or per half-day; pace it how you want. This only 

matters if the characters are outside, not if they are under the earth. The description here is for winter, 

other seasons make for easier travel. The main hazard in non-winter seasons is high winds (usually with 

rain). If you want to control the weather directly, go ahead and choose instead of rolling. 

 

Training to deal with weather effects comes from the Topsider adventurer skill. 

 

d12 Description Effects 

1 Howling blizzard. 
As “heavy snowfall” and “high winds” together, test once an hour. 

2 Needling ice storm. 

3 
Heavy snowfall. 

Lose 1 Vitality per hour of exposure. Lose 2 if not in winter gear. If a 

character takes 6 Vitality, the character takes 1 Wound of frostbite. 4 

5 High winds. Pass a risk test or lose 1d12 Vitality from a nasty fall. 

6 
Murky. 

If in winter gear, no additional problems. If not, take 1 Vitality per hour of 

exposure. 

7 

8 

Clear. 
9 

10 

11 

12 Brilliant sun. Pass a risk test or go snowblind. 

 

Encounters 

 

In general, roll for an encounter every six hours. Safer areas are a primary skill risk test, default is a 

secondary risk test, and dangerous areas are an untrained risk test. A topsider or delver can use that skill 

to test, reducing the risk of encounters, at GM discretion. 

 

Callout Box: Posting Guard 
 

Smart travelers will post guard when they rest. If the players are not familiar with this, their characters 

certainly are. The night is divided into three watches, and every dwarven adventurer can feel the passage 

of time bone deep. 

 



Axes and Anvils 3 AMS 

The first watch is from 9-12, the second watch from 12-3, and third watch is from 4-6. As long as a 

character rests for 2 watches uninterrupted (even if they are not consecutive), that’s enough sleep. 

Otherwise, knock off 2 from Vitality for each watch missed—that’s up to 4 Vitality a day. 

 

Monsters Attack. Roll 1d12 to see what menace crosses their path as they travel.  

 

d12 Monster Motive Tactics 

1 Ogre and Crawler pack. Hunt for dwarf meat. Crawlers sniff out dwarves, chase them, 

soften them up so the ogre kills them. 2 

3 Sky dwarves (ruffians). Collect a “toll” on the road. Barricade the road, set up a couple 

snipers, kill or tax (depending on target). 4 

5 Giant spider tribe. Migrate to a deeper lair. Babies ride momma’s abdomen, junior 

spiders skitter all around and pounce. 6 

7 Gargoyles. Sadistic hunt and torture. Hide among statues, or on ledges, then 

pounce and kill. Retreat if overmatched. 8 

9 Goblin warband. Block the road. Set an ambush, use avalanche or rockslide 

if possible, then range. Retreat if losing. 10 

11 Giant brothers. Recreational murder. Loaf around the road, bully travelers, then 

smash and eat them. 12 

 

Alternative Encounter Method 

 

Every 6 hours or so, roll 1d12. Attack the fellowship with a random encounter on 1-4. What do they face? 

 

Remember to give them options for parlay or retreat as much as possible. The appearance of potential 

foes should not always automatically trigger bloodshed. Be open and flexible, and encourage players to 

be creative. 

 

1-4. Monsters from page 63. 

 1-4: Minotaur. 1 per 3 characters. (or p. 68) 

 5-8: Ogre. 1 per 2 characters. (or p. 69) 

 9-12: Troll. 1 per 4 characters. 

5-8. Warbands. 

 1-4: Orcs, p. 64. 3 orcs per character, 1 tough per character, 1 boss. 

 5-8: Goblins, p. 61. 5 goblins per character, 1 champion. 

 9-12: Sky Dwarf ruffians, p. 59. 1 scout per character, 2 warriors per character, 1 champion. 

9-12. Monsters from Bestiary 2. 

 1-4: Drake, p. 67. Just 1. 

 5-8: Gargoyles, p. 67. 1 per character. 

 9-12: Skeletons, p. 69. 5 per character, 2 skeletal warriors per character, 1 skeletal champion. 

 

If you want an impressive battle at a set piece, you don’t have to roll an encounter, you can choose to 

have one with a random force, or even choose to hit them with a particular monster. Adjust numbers and 

composition of war bands if you want to. These give you a place to start, and some inspiration. 
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The Road Home 
Introductory Adventure for Axes and Anvils 

By Andrew Shields 

 

The dwarves are halfway home, returning from a wintertime diplomatic mission to a neighboring dwarf 

clan. The adventure ends when they reach a white-washed and guarded portal at the end of the patrol lines 

for their clanhome. 

 

How to Use This Adventure 

 

The introductory mission has self-contained and modular parts. This design helps the GM tailor the length 

of the journey to fit the session time left after generating clan and characters. Feel free to make 

adjustments as you go.  

 

Introducing the Characters 

 

Why were the dwarves sent on a diplomatic mission? Their clan had a situation with their neighbors that 

had to be resolved by an exchange, and the characters are messengers. However, the mountains are not 

safe any time, much less in winter, so a group of trusted and sturdy warriors represents the clan. 

 

Roll 1d12 for Reason. Then roll high or low (or decide) to determine whether they are taking something, 

or bringing something back. 

 

Interpret as best suits your clan background and story. Elaborate as much as you like. If any of these 

options really mesh with some element of clan creation, feel free to choose instead of rolling. Then you 

can make the mission feel customized, bringing in a neighboring rival or allied clan or people to be on the 

other end of the road (if that’s helpful). 

 

d12 Reason 

1 Escort the daughter of a master crafter to a clanhome for an arranged marriage. 

2 Take treasure to pay for a sage’s work of interest to the clan, return with a book. 

3 Escort a champion or diplomat (PC) to be honored by the other clan, then return. 

4 Return a runic belt to the clan, rescued from a monster’s plundered horde. 

5 Answer the call to fight by an ally’s side, returning home after the battle. 

6 Discussion of what is needed to stock and outfit an outpost for a garrison. 

7 Responding to a plea for slayers to take on an unusually tough monster. 

8 Transporting a load of goods as gifts of gratitude to an effective champion. 

9 Carry the signified papers of a trade agreement between clans. 

10 Carry a finished masterwork diadem for the thane of the clan. 

11 A concluded contract means escorting a pack mule loaded with mithril. 

12 A rune shield has been repaired, now return it to its owner. 

 

The dwarves are equipped with lanterns that glow with odd bioluminescence, harvested from deep in the 

caverns, with enough light for several days. They also have bedrolls, camping equipment, and whatever 

else seems appropriate in addition to their heavy winter clothes. 

 

Callout Box: “Didn’t We Come This Way?” 
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The characters are returning home, so they probably came over this ground once to go to the other clan 

(or other destination). You can deal with this a number of ways.  

 If it is near a port, perhaps they sailed to get to the other clan and they are returning by dwarf road 

(and never came this way before). 

 If you generated the map ahead of time, you could give them an idea of what to expect. 

 You could explain that it doesn’t matter, this is the only way back, so they may as well relax and let it 

unfold. 

 You could assure them that if they encounter something that they would have known about and been 

ready to deal with, that they’ll have the supplies. If they think of something they might have brought, 

shrug and let them have it. 

 

 
 
The Road Home (32 hours travel time, 3 days, 64 miles) 

 

Underground 

 Bone Bulwark. (Crypt Bridge.) Starting point, halfway to the clan home. 

 Samach Gates (broken portal gates). 

 9 hours 

 

Outdoors 

 Crumbled roadway, narrow gap of road. 

 2 hours 

 Pit Entry (walk around bottomless shaft to underground entrance). 

 

Underground 

 1 hour 

 The Garden of Lights (long untended luminescent fungus). 

 7 hours 

 

Outdoors 

 Mazurin’s Portal (ancient watch post ruin). 

 12 hours 

 

Underground 

 Hegarian’s Tomb (public crypt of architect, under a statue). 

 1 hour 

 The Dirge Rift (bridge, with vengeful howling faces, to the Pale). 
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You can choose any point on the mountain road to start the adventure, the closer to the Pale the shorter 

the adventure will be.  

 

Remember to roll for weather when entering an outside area. 

 

When they look for a place to camp for the night, the topsider is skilled in finding a good place outdoors, 

and the delver is skilled in finding a good place underground. 

 

Setting the Scene 

 

They have had a rough 3 days of travel towards the clan home, but they have finally reached the Bone 

Bulwark, a bridge. The stone of the bridge is stained black, and buried in niches in the stonework are the 

bones of the brave warriors that gave their lives defending the workers so the bridge could be built, 

leading to the vanquishing of the Sandri goblin nation centuries ago. 

 

The dwarves camped on the far side of the bridge the night before; only their innate sense of time informs 

them, they are deep underground here. They break camp and cross the bridge towards home. 

 

Ambush! 

 

(Even if you start somewhere besides the bridge, an ambush gets the blood pumping and tries out the 

rules early on in the adventure.) 

 

Use the Goblin Warband on page 61. Attack with 5 goblins per dwarf, and a leader. Half the goblins will 

try to hang back and shoot while the rest charge in, and the leader will do his best to be the last one to die. 

 

Encounters 

 

Every 6 hours or so, roll 1d12. Attack the fellowship with a random encounter on 1-4. What do they face? 

 

Remember to give them options for parlay or retreat as much as possible. The appearance of potential 

foes should not always automatically trigger bloodshed. Be open and flexible, and encourage players to 

be creative. 

 

1-4. Monsters from page 63. 

 1-4: Minotaur. 1 per 3 characters. (or p. 68) 

 5-8: Ogre. 1 per 2 characters. (or p. 69) 

 9-12: Troll. 1 per 4 characters. 

5-8. Warbands. 

 1-4: Orcs, p. 64. 3 orcs per character, 1 tough per character, 1 boss. 

 5-8: Goblins, p. 61. 5 goblins per character, 1 champion. 

 9-12: Sky Dwarf ruffians, p. 59. 1 scout per character, 2 warriors per character, 1 champion. 

9-12. Monsters from Bestiary 2. 

 1-4: Drake, p. 67. Just 1. 

 5-8: Gargoyles, p. 67. 1 per character. 

 9-12: Skeletons, p. 69. 5 per character, 2 skeletal warriors per character, 1 skeletal champion. 

 

If you want an impressive battle at a set piece, you don’t have to roll an encounter, you can choose to 

have one with a random force, or even choose to hit them with a particular monster. Adjust numbers and 

composition of war bands if you want to. These give you a place to start, and some inspiration. 



Axes and Anvils 7 AMS 

 
Impressions 

 

If you want some ideas for “fleshing out” a bit of detail at the set pieces, here are some brief descriptions. 

 

 Bone Bulwark. The stone was stained black by its builders, centuries ago. Some flagstones on the bridge are 

marked with runes—you know that under those stones are niches with the bones of long-dead dwarven 

warriors. The broken stone of the rift lip stretches into blackness to either side. Below the bridge is only 

darkness. This side of the bridge is paved. The bridge is cold to the touch, and all around is a weird dry smell. 

There are no guano or droppings anywhere around. The bridge is over 100 feet long, its other side hidden in 

darkness. 

 

 Samach Gates. Vast iron doors are crumpled and laying to the sides of the broken archway. The entry is over 

60 feet tall and 30 feet across. Long ago, the doors were smashed open by dark magic. Only smears of soot and 

chipped stone remember the battle now. The apron of paved stone around the doorway is cracked and uneven 

now, moss growing here and there. The paving begins a road that leads into the darkness of the massive corridor 

beyond the gate. 

 

 Crumbled Roadway. The dark passage opens to the sky. At the entrance, the sturdy dwarven construction has 

been massively degraded, like something smote it with unreal force. The path here was once fifteen feet across, 

but a twenty foot long stretch was torn from the mountain. Only a few feet stick out from the sheer cliff side, 

hardly a ledge. It looks slippery, too. 

 

 Pit Entry. Under the shelf of rock, the path widens out to a paved plaza. In the center is a shaft, maybe thirty 

feet across, with no rail around it. The smooth sides of the pit bear no decoration or handhold. The sky is still 

visible from the edge of the plaza, but moving under the stone means moving closer to the pit, with only a 

fifteen foot ledge around each side. Murals on the wall seem to suggest this was once a display for a great 

treasure; whatever it may have been, it is gone now. Unbarred doors on the far side of the pit lead down into 

darkness. 

 

 The Garden of Lights. The plants breathe out a glow, so delicate that it feels like imagination made visible. 

Grooves carved in the wall once carried water and nutrients to a careful garden. That was centuries ago; now the 

luminescent lichen and mosses have spread and mingled, their strange hues seeming to drink the darkness more 

than filling it with light. This was a place with galleries, benches, lookouts, and pools. Now it is overgrown and 

strange. Color swells and shifts through the acres of caves, stretching under the mountain. The road continues 

on the far side of this ancient garden. 

 

 Mazurin’s Portal. This area is cracked and shifted, the stairs uneven and the walls unsteady. Collapsed 

doorways yawn to the sides, only some rooms still useable. The face of the cliff was once a fortress, but it looks 

like the place suffered a furious dragon’s attack; it is smashed and fissured now. The raked doorway opens up to 

crooked stairs, following the mountain road under the sky. 

 

 Hegarian’s Tomb. The road splits into two flights of stairs, around the base of a massive planter with the 

stump of a once-great tree in it. Beyond is a 30 foot wide corridor, with two double doors. Above the doors, a 

massive carving of a dwarf looms. The head was chipped off; it must have been ten feet across and ten feet tall, 

easily many tons. It is gone without a trace. The doors stand open to the plaza beyond. 

 

 The Dirge Rift. The bridge is a massive staircase, rising fifty feet across a hundred and twenty foot arch. Iron 

and stone are mingled, and the bridge’s modular construction sways slightly in the constant wind of the rift. 

Dwarven faces carved into the rails on either side of the ten foot wide bridge channel the wind, making a hollow 

groan that rises and falls with the currents of air. Far above, a slit of light reveals the sky between two walls of 

rock. The far side of the bridge has white paint on the stone walls—the Pale, at last. 

 


