
R8-blue: Machine – A short story by Helgard de Barros 
 
“R8-blue, swivel left, I am picking up thermal heat from the wrecked APC. Might be 
another one of the critters. Take care of it and join us in the final assault on the base.” 
 
He heard R6-blue break the audio connection and watched him turn away, the large 
armoured feet of the mechanised body thundering across the ground as it picked up 
speed. He could hear the sounds of the main force of Green and Red, and the rest of 
Blue squad, starting their assault on the dissident base. He had taken part in eight of 
these bloodbaths since he had been assembled. 
 
That was five years, sixteen days and four hours ago. He remembered that his first 
memory had been a searing agony, a screaming pain through every fibre of his mind, 
and that had disappeared immediately to be replaced be a serene calm and quiet 
patience. After that it had been an intensive period of training, of learning to use the 
weapons and attachments that formed his body. He had practiced with a group of 
other machines like himself, their names incremental numeric codes from R1-blue to 
R15-blue. 
 
In the first week of training R13-blue had not turned up on day five, and R3-blue had 
not turned up on day seven. He had never heard of them again. He had noticed that 
they were the slowest of the group, prone to malfunctions and misfires, and their 
voice-comms had sometimes degenerated into incoherent ramblings. He noticed the 
same thing had happened to R15-blue during their first mission, an attack on a small 
group of subversives that had taken refuge near the main city. R15-blue had started 
the assault in perfect synchronisation with the rest of the squad, his fire had been 
accurate and well placed, but as soon as they had come close enough to the group that 
they could actually see them, R15’s fire had gone off, and he had started babbling on 
the voice-comm. After the mission they all went for a scheduled clean up and all of 
them returned to the hangar except R15-blue. 
 
They were down to an 11-unit squad now; a suicide car bomber on their third mission 
had destroyed R10-blue. He himself had sustained minor damage on a few occasions, 
but it had all been mechanical and easily fixed by a quick exchange of parts. His 
brain, the thing that kept the whole machine moving like clockwork, was so heavily 
armoured and deeply buried that he doubted it could ever be damaged. 
 
He wondered about the human in the wrecked APC. Was it in pain? Was it scared? 
Pain he knew, but the R-blue series didn’t feel fear. It wasn’t necessary, not part of his 
programming. He was a sentient being, that much he knew. His brain was organic, 
and connected to the rest of himself by fine nano-filament wires. He was a machine, 
but not quite a machine – an organo-mech – far superior, he’d been told, to the 
mechanical servo-mech soldiers that he had replaced in the One World Army, or the 
computer brained machines that cleaned him and serviced him and the rest of his 
squad. He knew he could feel emotions, after a fashion, and he needed sleep. Rest 
and relaxation, they called it. After battle the squad would gather together and watch 
holo-vid screenings of great battles and epic stories of mech-heroes from days gone 
by. 
 
He knew that most of those holo-vids were not real, but recreations and fantasy 
scenarios. Similar but not the same as the holo-vids made for humans. Why though? 
What purpose did fantasy serve? In his brain he had a direct link to an onboard 



database. Unlike the servo-mechs he couldn’t store the database directly in his brain, 
but he could access any information he needed in microseconds. He sent a query for 
some information just as his body completed its left swivel and he found himself 
facing the ruined APC someone in his squad had taken out earlier. 
 
The system responded. There was indeed a thermal source inside the APC that 
corresponded to a human size and shape.  At the same time a reply to his query 
arrived. His query had been a combined seventeen-query question to the database 
asking why the humans had a need to watch fantasy, and why they thought he had a 
need to watch fantasies. He knew he was never supposed to send more than two 
simultaneous queries, but in the heat of the battle he didn’t think he had those one or 
two extra microseconds it would take to send his queries individually. The seventeen 
individual replies made no sense to him. Two said “No information”, one said 
“Information blocked”, three said, “Restricted, bypass failed”. The rest gave him the 
usual vague descriptions of humans and their emotions he always got whenever he 
tried to find out more about the creatures that had built him. But it was the last reply 
that started the trouble. It made no sense. How could it? It said he was human. 
 
As he sent the instructions for his servomotors to load armour-piercing rounds with 
heat seeker heads into his four main armament barrels, he sent a query to clarify. The 
query was answered with a vague rejection of the statement that he could have 
received the last reply. He was irritated. He didn’t have time to play games with his 
database; he had one of the rebel savages to destroy. He sent the original seventeen 
queries again, and added an additional query to clarify the last reply. The replies 
came back as he felt all the servomotors in his body stop responding at once. He 
calculated in a few microseconds he might start inevitably toppling over if the 
servomotors didn’t start stabilizing him immediately. 
 
The servomotors didn’t restart. He was falling. He calculated that the fall would take 
2.3456 seconds. Enough time to run diagnostics on all his systems and find out what 
was damaged, find a bypass and get himself upright and functioning again. He 
started his automatic diagnostic check and turned his attention to the 18 replies he 
had received. All were totally unrestricted. None of them were vague in any way. Each 
of them told him something he had not known or realised before. 
 
His automatic diagnostic check clicked in. It told him that Error Code SA Priority 1 
had stopped his servomotors. He queried the database again. SA Priority 1 stood for 
Sentient Awareness Priority 1, came the reply, and all mechanical servomotors were 
instructed to cease operation permanently until humans could fix the problem. He hit 
the ground with a quiet thud, surprisingly soft considering his two ton mass. He lay 
immobile for two hours. He saw the human in the APC run away. He heard the 
assault on the rebel base run its course. He knew that four teams of human engineers 
were on their way to his location. 
 
He knew why they were coming. To switch him off. They feared him now, now that he 
knew what he was. A human, just like them, a petty criminal, sentenced to death. His 
original body was dead, but his brain was very much alive as the central processing 
unit for this machine that was his new body. The answers had been so clear. Eighteen 
questions were all it had taken to unlock his mind. He was human, his brain was 
running a machine, and the machine was keeping his brain alive with nutrients and 
keeping it drugged. Drugged to ensure that only the most basic and animal instincts 
were able to function. 



 
They only needed his basic instincts, the instincts to kill and to rest. Hunger and 
temperature no longer mattered, but being human even those basic instincts needed 
entertainment. 
 
Now that the floodgates had been opened and he knew how to bypass the restrictions 
on his database he sent streams of questions to the database, accessing hundreds of 
years of history, tracing the rise of machine killers as humans lost the will to kill. 
From primitive radio controlled drones to automatic watch towers the advances had 
come fast and furious. The public could easily absorb the news that one hundred 
machines had been destroyed in a battle, but the public outcry was deafening if just 
one human soldier died. 
 
So more and more money had been spent on the machines. Robot sentries, 
automated guards, intelligent weapons and smart bombs. Computer controlled 
aircraft and armoured cars, pre-programmed hunter killers, remote mechanised 
soldiers and finally fully independent cybernetic soldiers. But there was a limit to 
what a machine could do. A machine still could not make a choice when confronted 
with an unforeseen situation, could not apply the abstract knowledge and lateral 
thinking that the human mind was capable of.   
 
Doctor Alexander Hellman was the first to transfer his own brain into a machine. 
Faced between death from a very aggressive tumour, or life in a mechanical body, the 
choice had been simple for him. His research had been condemned and banned in a 
huge public outcry, but that did not stop the military seeing the possibilities. Within 
twenty years they had the organo-mech soldiers, and all they needed was a steady 
supply of human minds. The first few had been made with accident victims and the 
brains of condemned criminals, but demand outstripped supply, and by the simple 
expedient of being hard on crime the amount of available minds doubled as more and 
more of the criminals disappeared from the overcrowded jails. Always the ones with 
no family and no visitors. 
 
There was always a shortage as the world was gradually brought under control of the 
One World Government. And that is how he had ended up here, a perfect killing 
machine, able to make decisions like a human, with instant access to any information 
and an arsenal of weapons, which 40 years ago would have needed a whole company 
to deploy. Now he was helpless – his mind was awake for the first time but his body 
was useless. It took two hours for the human team to arrive. With access to 
information and the lack of inhibiting factors he could run through millions of facts, 
and he knew everything about his world by the time they arrived, except who he had 
been. Before. When he was a human. 
 
The human teams arrived in armoured hover-mechs, and he could hear everything 
they said through his enhanced audio receptors, but from his toppled position he 
could only catch glimpses of their movements. The pressure and heat sensitive plates 
on his hull told him that two of them were climbing onto him. The electronic sensors 
built into every moveable part of his body told him which plates were being removed. 
He knew what they were after. 
 
He listened as the one engineer complained that the damn database filters were 
unreliable, while the other said they should just put less information into the 
database in the first place. Just before they disconnected the power supply linking his 



brain to every sensor that enabled him to experience the world he heard another on 
the ground shout up at them. 
 
“But you boys know what the real problem is with this one? Same as with the other 
three! I keep telling you – trashy ‘It’s glorious to be a fighting mech’ holo-vids only 
work on grunt male brains. Women! They are far too intuitive. Eventually, they figure 
it out.” 
 
 


