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ROBIN HOOD DEFEATED 

 

Early evening in Nottingham and the moon was not yet much 

more than a dirty smear hiding behind the patchy cloud. 

After a day of hard rain, the visibility was poor but 

that suited Robin just fine. Anything that might delay 

the Sherriff and his men from finding them for even a 

moment was to the better as far as he was concerned. 

After the day he'd just had, Robin could use all the 

strokes of luck he could get. 

The Huntsman was a cheerless place that night, 

devoid of its usual banter and crowds of drunken revelry. 

Robin and his men sat alone in a pool of silence, huddled 

around the table in the corner of the common room, their 

eyes fixed on the entrances. The Huntsman was a sorry 

excuse for a tavern at the best of times, all spit and 

sawdust, bare wood and mice scratching away at the straw 

underfoot but it was the nearest thing to safe that Robin 

or his men were going to get that night and safety was 

something they all sorely needed. 

Defeated. How was it possible that one word could 

linger so long in a man's brain? For over ten years now, 

Robin had been setting traps for the Sherriff, robbing 

from the rich and giving to the poor with barely a 

hiccough along the way.  

Now this. His trap had became a trap; his ambush at 

the ford an ambush all of his very own. Two Merry Men 
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dead. Another injured. Only a lucky turn in the weather 

had saved them. That and the goodwill of the Nottingham 

locals. The landlord at The Huntsman had closed the 

tavern just for them. He'd fed them, given them a place 

to hide and let them see to their wounded without a penny 

asked in return. He'll want something for that eventually 

though, Robin knew. Next time we get our hands on some 

money, he'll be the first in line to claim his due. Robin 

had been in the game too long to be fooled by the charity 

of others. Just because he did what he did for noble 

reasons, didn't mean that everyone else did. 

"He won't have followed us," Much the Miller's son 

was saying. He sat forward in his chair, voice hushed 

though there was no one else to hear them. "He can't 

have. We retreated just like we rehearsed." 

"We attacked just like we rehearsed too," reminded 

Alan a Dale, a heavy-set man with thick hairy arms and a 

scowl that could make some brick walls feel nervous. 

"Didn't do any o'us much good. 'Specially ol' Bailey." 

"And the Crow," added Robin. 

"Aye," muttered Much as he rubbed at the thatch of 

hair around his mouth that he was generously calling a 

beard these days. There wasn't much else to say to that.  

Defeated. Two dead; one injured. Webster, nicknamed 

the Crow for his long black hair, and Bailey. He was 

barely 16. He'd looked up to Robin; trusted him. He'd 

actually looked excited when he first marked out the plan 
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for them. A simple heist, he'd said. He'd received 

information that the tax wagon would be passing over the 

River Trent near Shardlow. There was a ford nearby; a 

perfect spot for an ambush. Easy pickings. The lad had 

positively grinned at the prospect.  

And then Robin had ambushed them all right into 

their graves. 

His drink went undrunk; his pipe unlit. There was no 

music in the common room that night. Only the solitary 

silence of men brooding on their ill fortune and the cold 

touch of steel as each man fingered their blades and 

wondered, "How much longer?"  

For once, even Friar Tuck stayed stone-cold sober, 

his eyes lowered as he fingered at the edges of his shawl 

and muttered prayers to himself. Probably wondering why 

he threw in his lot with us, Robin thought. That's what 

he'd be doing right now.  

"Alright, I think I've got a good feel for things," 

said Will Scarlet as he returned to the table with a 

fresh round of ale in hand and lowered himself down onto 

the bench beside Robin with just the slightest gasp of 

pain. Robin sympathised; leg wounds were always a bitch 

to deal with and Will's looked to be deep. "Couple 

o'folks across the street say there's been a stranger 

'round today asking questions," he reported. "Bartender 

agrees. Says he were asking after you, Robin, 

specifically. Mysterious type - kept his face hidden. 
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Masked his voice. Looked dangerous though, they all 

agree." 

Friar Tuck pouted his lips at that. "Only a craven 

fears to show his face," he intoned and the others all 

nodded their heads at his words. 

"Either way," Robin replied. "This just confirms 

what we were thinking. If the Sherriff's men are around, 

then they're likely planning to make a move sometime 

soon." 

"They can't know we're here though," added Much. 

"They'd be here already if they did." 

"Just so. Will, was this man interested in the 

Huntsman particularly?" 

"Not that I could tell," said Will. "Apparently he 

was more concerned with asking about the roads into 

Sherwood Forest." 

"Why not?" growled Alan a Dale. "It's what I'd do if 

I were him." 

"Everyone knows we live in the forest," agreed Friar 

Tuck. "Block the roads and they keep us trapped here." 

Will just grunted at that, resting his handsome face 

against his left fist so that he looked almost bored. 

"The locals might love us, but I don't think they'll give 

us bread and board forever." 

"We should make a break for it," growled Alan a 

Dale, gripping at the pommel of his sword as though 
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expecting to dash it out right there and then and slay 

the lot of them. "Fight." 

"No!" squealed Much. "We have to hide. The Sherriff 

has more men than us." 

"The Sherriff always has more men than us." 

They were all looking at Robin suddenly, he 

realised, looking to their protector for ideas but Robin 

had none to give. What could he say? If the craven is a 

man who hides his appearance, then what did that make 

those that slink through the city like vermin, stealing 

crumbs here and pulling in favours just to stay alive? 

Desperate? Plucky? 

Defeated. 

How long had it been since he'd last been able to 

walk the streets as the noble he was? How long since he'd 

last been able to so much as see his beloved Marian, let 

alone speak to her, or touch her, or hold her? She was up 

there in Nottingham castle right now, he knew. A captive 

of the Sherriff, betrothed to be married to him in the 

autumn. The very idea of it sickened him to his core but 

he was powerless to do anything about it.  

One thing I was good at, robbing from the rich and 

giving to the poor, and even in that I'm failing. I've 

been doing this too long. 

Still, his men needed direction and that was what he 

was here for. "We'll be okay," he insisted, looking each 

of them in the eye one by one and waiting until they 
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nodded. "We'll get through this. For now we just need to 

stay put. Lie low. Little John's out scouting the 

streets. If he sees anything unusual he'll let us know. 

For now we'll just have to rely on the hospitality of the 

locals to see us through." 

"God knows we've done enough to earn it," muttered 

Alan a Dale. 

That night was as slow a one as Robin or his men had 

ever known. Every minute of it seemed to drag by, the 

tension thicker than wood smoke.  

Robin stood; he paced. He drank the Huntsman's 

watered-down ale and then pissed it all back up again. He 

sharpened his blades and listened to the soft pattering 

of the rain outside. He stood sentry at the entrance 

peering out into the glistening darkness ahead. He 

waited. 

It was well past the witching hour when Little John 

finally appeared. 

He emerged from the alleyway while Robin was on door 

duty, looking half drunk as he leaned against the wall 

for support, his right arm clutching at his belly where 

even in the darkness Robin could see the wet sheen of 

what had to be blood pooling between his fingers and 

pattering against the cobblestones below.  

“John!” Robin cried, starting forwards. He was just 

in time to catch the giant as he fell into his arms. 
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"Robin…" he gasped. "Got me in the fucking stomach, 

the bastard!" 

"Aye." Quite how that giant of a man had managed to 

get back to the Huntsman was anyone's guess but there was 

no doubting he was in as bad a way as Robin had ever seen 

him.  

The man was a patchwork of black and white in the 

fading light. Shaggy black hair, white face, black beard 

and black, shining blood.  

"Get help!" Robin spat over his shoulder at Much, 

who was watching them from the doorway with eyes as big 

as chicken eggs. "Get the Friar - tell him John's hurt!" 

Much scurried off with a wail. 

"Rest easy my friend," Robin said, stroking the hair 

out of John's eyes. "We'll get you fixed up, I promise." 

"He took me by surprise," John murmured, his voice 

little more than a puff of air. "Was asking about you… 

where you were. But… I didn't tell him nothing. I 

promise." 

"You did well." 

"I challenged him," he continued, forcing the words 

out as though only by speaking was he able to ignore the 

pain. "He were such a tiny thing. I thought it'd be easy. 

But… God damn. He was so fast." 

Robin didn't want to put anymore strain on John than 

he'd already been through, but he had to ask. "Were you 

followed?" 
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"I… I don't…" 

"Let me through. I need to dress the wound before it 

festers." It was Friar Tuck, standing behind Robin with a 

lantern in one hand and clean bandages in the other. 

Robin stood.  

"Please save him," he said to the fat friar. 

"That's for God to decide, Robin. But by the looks 

of things it's you that'll need to do the saving tonight, 

I think. It's you they'll be looking for miracles from." 

That was true enough.  

His men were waiting for Robin inside the Huntsman, 

faces colourless in the near darkness, bodies little more 

than shadows as they gathered around him. They had 

snuffed out all the candles and kicked out the fire, so 

their voices came to him strangely disembodied in the 

gloom. 

"Is it true?" 

"Much says John's hurt." 

"They must have found us!" 

"Shit!" 

"I said so di'n't I?" 

"Is it bad?" 

"I said we should'a fought." 

"Can we see?" 

"What do we do?" 

"We run," Robin heard himself say and even in the 

darkness he could feel his men tensing at the words. 



ROBIN HOOD DEFEATED, R J Burgess9 

There was a pause, a step back, a collective indrawn 

breath as each man checked his sword. "Two by twos. We 

each take a different route. Scatter formation. We head 

to Sherwood and we don't look back until we've made it to 

camp." 

"But what if they've covered the passes?" quailed 

one of the shadows. Much, judging by his voice. He was an 

amiable lad most of the time, with an easy smile and one 

of those faces that would always look half-boy no matter 

how many years he lived, but right now he was terrified. 

They all were. 

Robin gripped Much's shoulder in the darkness. "If 

we stay here, we'll be found for sure," he said and he 

felt Much nod at the words. "Might be we'll have to do a 

bit of fighting," he told the others. "If any one of us 

makes it back to camp, we rouse the men back there. Send 

help if we can. But we have to do this while it's dark." 

Much only quivered at that, hand clutching at 

Robin's as though strength was a thing that could be 

drawn through touch alone. Through words. 

Robin gave him both. "Have courage. Little John will 

come with me: we'll take the most direct route. Will, 

how's the leg?" 

"No good for running on but it'll hold my weight." 

"Good enough. Much, stay with him - take the old 

bridge. Alan, think you can protect the Friar?" 

"As if my life depended on it, my Lord." 
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"It just might. Take the pass through the hedgerows 

round the back of the farms. You know the way. Don't any 

of you look back until you've made it to Sherwood safe 

and alive. You hear me?" 

They heard him. A brief gripping of hands, a 

smattering of good lucks and a whispered prayer and they 

retreated into the night two by two just as Robin had 

said.  

Defeated, Robin thought. But they still listen to 

me. They're still my men and I won't let them down again. 

Little John was every bit as heavy as he looked. The 

Friar promised Robin that he would live - the wound was a 

deep one but it seemed to have missed any vital organs, 

thank God. It would hurt like nothing he'd ever known for 

the next few weeks but, assuming it didn't fester and it 

was kept clean, it should heal. John sat at the bar 

quaffing ale while the Friar finished tying off his 

bandages and declared him 'fit to travel'.  

The others were all departing by then so Robin 

helped John to his feet, one arm around him for support, 

the other pressed against the puncture in his side. 

"Come on," Robin told him. "Left foot, right foot, 

one step in front of the other, hey my friend? Let's go 

home."   

They shuffled in that manner, left foot, right foot, 

one step in front of the other, for what felt like hours 

as they made their way through the winding side streets 
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towards the outer limits of Nottingham. They kept their 

faces covered like cravens, their bodies wrapped in thick 

travelling cloaks so that anyone who saw them must have 

thought them little more than a couple of drunk peasants 

out well past closing time. 

Slowly, by degrees, the town dropped away behind 

them, the houses and shop fronts giving way to copses of 

trees and fields of barley, the main road snaking its way 

out over the River Trent and towards that great wall of 

green shadow ahead of them. Sherwood Forest. Safety.  

Robin could almost taste it… 

"Stop right there!" 

Shit. 

A patch of shadow detached itself from the darkness 

around them and stepped forwards, sword in hand. The man 

was small, his face and hair hidden behind a thick scarf 

just as Will Scarlet had described. This was the man who 

had been asking questions, it seemed. 

Robin felt John tense beside him. "It's him!" he 

said, his hand reaching round towards his sword. "This be 

the very knave who cut me!"  

"Peace, my friend," Robin urged. "You're in no 

condition to fight."  

"But he cut me Robin." 

"Then I'll just have to cut him. Stay here, okay? 

I'll deal with this." Robin left his friend leaning 
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against a tree and stepped forward to meet the stranger, 

arms held up before him. 

"Well met, sir," he said. "I do not believe I've had 

the pleasure." 

"I am looking for someone," the shadow told him. 

"The one who lives in these woods. Sir Robin. Hood. Do 

you know him?”  

“Ah sir,” Robin replied, growling through his throat 

in an attempt to mask his voice. “We are but two 

travelling beggars and ask for no trouble. I know of no 

man living in these woods. Was it Sir Robin, you say? 

Robin Hunt?” 

“Hood."  

"Hmm… Nope, not ringing any bells. What about you, 

uh, Gordon?" 

"Not me," said Little John in a loud voice. "I'm 

just a stupid peasant. Don't know nothing."  

"You're lying,” said the stranger. "Listen to me. I 

must find this man as soon as possible. Please… you must 

help me."  

I can take this one, Robin thought. He was shorter 

than Robin and slimmer too. The sword in his hand was one 

of those thin rapier blades all the nobility seemed to 

love these days with a ridiculously flowery hand guard. 

Robin doubted it even carried an edge.   

Little John was in no fit state to fight, but Robin 

was still the best swordsman among the Merry Men, castle 
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trained with sword, lance and bow. And right now he was 

done with hiding. 

“Help you, sir?" he said, stepping forwards, his 

hand coming to rest on the pommel of his sword. “Why, I'd 

be happy to. Perhaps I can start with this!" 

His sword whipped out of its scabbard with that 

wonderful whispering sound of steel on leather, striking 

out at the man even as he danced back, his own sword 

flicking up to brush Robin's aside. 

"I don't want to fight you!" the stranger cried. 

"Aye!" shouted John. "You said that to me an' all. 

Gut this fucker, Robin." 

"Consider him gutted."  

He lunged.  

After that, it all became a blur. A flurry of blurs 

as blade kissed blade and the sky wept rain upon them. 

Robin swung; the stranger danced back. The stranger 

lunged; Robin parried. 

Swip, swip, swip, swip… The blades spoke their own 

tongue as the two of them cut and thrust and parried 

their way around that clearing. Chink, chink, chink, 

chink. The edges talking over one another, not giving the 

other a moment of space as they sang out the language of 

sword and death, a language spoken since time immemorial. 

Click, swip, chink, clack, around and under, slice and 

thrust, and left foot, right foot, one foot in front of 
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the other. Sometimes it was almost possible to understand 

the words.  

Robin's sword hungered in his grip, all the 

frustrations of the day - all his rage and anger at his 

failure on the ford spilling out into his sword hand, 

lending strength to his arm that had never been there 

before. He was exhausted from a night of running and an 

evening of endless tension, but right now he was pissed 

and his anger kept him strong. 

Chink, chink, chink, shwidink… 

“Argh!” Robin gasped, clutching at his shoulder as 

he wheeled backwards, his hand coming away slick with 

blood. "Fuck!" It was his left arm though, no need to 

worry. He could still fight and his opponent hadn't 

pressed the advantage. 

"Stop, please!" he cried. "I don't want to fight 

you!"  

"You should have thought of that before you attacked 

my friend!" Robin spat. "You should have thought of that 

before you took the Sherriff's coin. Before you came his 

dog!"  

"I'm no one's dog!" the stranger said. 

"Aye. Sure you're not." And they came together 

again, harder than before. But straight away, Robin knew 

it was hopeless.  

John was right, he might have been the stronger of 

the two, but this opponent of his was bastard fast. For 
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every one of Robin's sword strokes, his opponent managed 

two or three of his own and no matter how well Robin 

stood, no matter how he shifted his weight, still he 

found himself on the defensive as his opponent's thin 

rapier blade danced out like the tongue of an adder, jab, 

jab, jab, and Robin fell back, his left arm throbbing as 

it leaked blood.  

I'm losing, he thought and almost laughed at the 

idea. But it was true. Defeated. Again. Ambushed at the 

ford and the beaten in single combat. The Great Robin 

Hood. Oh, how the legends would laugh at him. 

Had he a shield he could have just bull-rushed into 

the man and buried his sword up to the hilt in his chest, 

but he had no shield, only his one-handed side sword and 

that was next to useless at parrying such quick-fire 

lunges.  

Again, the fighting stepped up a gear and Robin lost 

himself in the fight, lost himself in the law of steel 

and blade, bone and flesh. A battle to which there was 

only one rule: survive, or be survived.  

Again, again, click and clack. Please, let me just 

hold out that little longer. That little… bit… longer… He 

spun and jabbed, his sword a grey blur. His opponent 

danced around him, sword jabbing, first forward, then 

back, forward, back. Jab, jab, jab… One step in front of 

the other. 
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Another jab. Robin felt his leg go numb a moment 

before it crumpled out from beneath him. He had just 

enough momentum to whip out his own blade as he fell, all 

his weight thudding down upon his good leg, his good arm 

wheeling out for balance. Suddenly, miraculously, he was 

inside his opponent's space.  

A flash of steel and then they were falling, cloth 

and blood tumbling to the ground, the two of them landing 

in a heap of sweat and limbs.  

There was a single, piercing shriek. 

Oh god no… 

“It's a woman!” gasped John. Robin stumbled 

backwards, dragging his low useless leg behind him, sword 

limp and useless against his punctured thigh.  

A woman. He was fighting a woman and, now that Robin 

was looking for it, he saw that it had been obvious all 

along. Where before he had just seen shadows among other 

shadows, now he saw the shape of breast and hip and long 

dark hair.  

The woman sat back, sucking air between her veiled 

lips. She clutched at her side where Robin had managed to 

land a glancing hit as he fell. She waited for the 

killing blow that would never come. 

“Madam,” said Robin casting his blade aside. “I 

cannot fight one such as you. For were it not enough that 

you are my equal when it comes to the sword where one has 

never been before, now it appears you are not my equal in 
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the flesh. And so I tell you that I am the one for whom 

you have been searching. I am Robin Hood.” 

“Robin, no!” cried John, but it was too late. 

Across from them, the woman tensed at the words as 

though struck by some terrible spell of paralysis. And 

then, in an extremely unwomanly motion, she flung down 

her blood-slickened blade and cried out, “Goddamn it! I 

told you I didn't want to fight.” 

And Robin felt himself go cold at the words for he 

recognised that voice all too well.  

“Marian?” he breathed.  

A sigh. “Yes, dear love, it is I,” she said with the 

voice of one defeated.  

Then she was laughing and Robin was laughing too, 

and Little John, staggering away from the tree he'd been 

leaning against was laughing louder than any of them.  

They met together in the clearing, hugging one 

another friends and lovers together, the blood of their 

wounds pooling together at their feet.  

“I didn’t know it was you,” she said. “You looked so 

different in the dark. And oh my God, Little John! It's 

you, isn't it? I… I didn't know.” 

"None of us did," said John as he held her in a bear 

hug. "No harm done." 

Robin's head was spinning. "But you were a prisoner. 

In the castle. The Sherriff…" 
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"I escaped," she said simply. "There are plenty of 

hours in the day for one with only her death to look 

forward to. So I learned to fight. Finally had a chance 

to escape earlier today. The Sherriff and most of his men 

left the castle for some big mission they'd been planning 

for weeks. Gave me the perfect chance to get out." Even 

defeated and bleeding she looked beautiful, flush with 

triumph and the thrill of the chase. "I've been looking 

for you all day, Robin. The forest roads. The local 

taverns. Only no one knew anything." 

"They were covering for me," Robin told her, feeling 

his insides sag with relief. All along and it hadn't been 

the Sherriff looking for them at all. They'd been beaten 

at the ford - lost two men and had a third injured - but 

they'd escaped without being seen. The Sherriff still 

didn't know where they were and - to top it all off - it 

had allowed Marian, his sweet beloved, to escape.  

Oh Marian, Marian, Marian… what a fool you’ve made 

of me. Beautiful, sweet, cross-dressing Marian… 

“I’m sorry Robin,” said John. “I got you all 

fretting over nothing.” 

“I would say that Marian here is a little more than 

nothing,” Robin more laughed than said. Suddenly 

everything seemed tremendously funny to him. "But enough 

lying around bleeding everywhere, we have work to be 

doing." 
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"Work?" asked Little John as he helped Robin tie a 

bandage around Marian's wound and then dress his own cut. 

"What work." 

"Don't you understand? As long as I thought Marian 

might be in danger, I held myself back and that cost us. 

Today at the ford, I was reckless where I should have 

used caution and today in the city I was cautious where 

no caution was needed. Everything was upside down with my 

beloved away. But now she is back… Now that the Sherriff 

has lost the one bargaining chip he could use against 

me…" 

"Yes?" Marian asked. Her eyes shone in the 

moonlight. 

"You bested both me and Little John in single combat 

today, my Lady. Two of the best fighters in Nottingham 

and you made us look like fools." He found he was 

grinning. "Imaging what we could do together." 

Little John was smiling too. He cracked Robin on the 

back and his laughter boomed out over the trees. "Enough 

with hiding," he agreed, shaggy head split open with 

teeth. "Let's take them on our own terms for once!" 

"Only a craven covers his face," Robin agreed. 

“Let’s head back home. Tonight we will feast! To Maid 

Marian…” 

“And Robin Hood!” echoed Marian.  

Defeat had never seemed so sweet to Robin as they 

walked away from that clearing, leaning on each other for 
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support, the moon a faint smear of light hiding behind 

the rain-smeared cloud overhead. 

Defeated? What nonsense. Robin Hood had never felt 

so triumphant in his life. 

 

 

 


