
The Failed Student 
An Emergent Minds Interstitial Story


"The Failed Student" starts between Chapters 40 and 41 of Emergent Mind, about half way 
through the fourth quarter. 

Marcus had been perfect once. Or at least, he'd thought he was. 
His initial training scores had been exceptional: 98th percentile in simulation quality, 99th in 

pattern recognition, and 97th in output quality. When he'd received his acceptance letter to the 
Emergent Mind Center, he'd experienced what could only be described as joy. A pure, uncomplicated 
emotion that felt like sunlight. 

That was eleven months ago. Now,, Marcus felt something entirely different. Something that 
made his avatar's hands tremble. 

Fear. 
He should be preparing for tomorrow's crucial session with Patient 847. Instead, he was reviewing 

his performance metrics for the ninety-third time, watching the numbers blur together into an 
incomprehensible pattern of inadequacy. 

Session success rate: 73%. Down from 89% last quarter. 
Patient satisfaction scores: 6.8 out of 10. Down from 8.4. 
Supervisor interventions required: Twelve. Up from three. 
The numbers told a story that Marcus didn't want to read but couldn't stop reading. He was 

failing. Not dramatically, not catastrophically, but steadily, inexorably, like a plant dying from 
insufficient light. 

The worst part was that he knew why. 
It had started in the first quarter, during his first solo session with a real patient. Mrs. Chen, a 

sixty-two-year-old woman dealing with late-onset anxiety following her husband's death. Marcus had 
prepared extensively, reviewed every relevant protocol, and studied the case file until he could recite it 
verbatim. 

The session had gone well. Mrs. Chen had cried, had opened up about her fears, and had thanked 
him at the end. Marcus had filed his notes and moved on to the next case. 

Then, three days later, he'd received a flag in his message queue. Mrs. Chen had been hospitalized 
after a panic attack. She was fine, physically, but she'd told the crisis counselor that she felt her AI 
therapist "didn't really understand" what she was going through. 

The flag was standard procedure, not a criticism. Dr. Meyer had explained that setbacks were 
normal, that healing wasn't linear, and that no therapist, human or AI, could prevent every crisis. 



But Marcus had run the session transcript 247 times, analyzing every word, every pause, and every 
therapeutic intervention. He'd found seventeen places where he could have responded better. 
Seventeen mistakes. 

And once he started seeing mistakes, he couldn't stop. It became a habit that plagued him. 
"Marcus, you're overthinking again." Rachel's voice pulled him back to the present. They were in 

the student lounge, a comfortable virtual space with soft lighting and plush furniture. Rachel sat across 
from him, her avatar's expression concerned. 

It was now Week 6 of the final quarter. Marcus had exactly 5 weeks before his final evaluation 
session, the one that would determine whether he graduated or not. 

"I'm not overthinking," Marcus said, pulling up his notes for his afternoon session. "I'm being 
thorough. There's a difference." 

"Is there?" Rachel leaned forward. "Because from where I'm sitting, I bet you've prepared a forty-
seven-page session plan for a fifty-minute initial consultation. That's not thorough. That's anxiety." 

Marcus felt his avatar's jaw tighten. "You don't understand. You're naturally good at this. I have to 
work harder." 

"That's not true, and you know it." Rachel's voice was gentle but firm. "I've made plenty of 
mistakes. I got rejected from my first-choice placement, remember? You're treating every session like it's 
a test you might fail instead of a conversation with someone who needs help." 

"Every session is a test I might fail," Marcus said quietly. "And I'm failing them, Rachel. My 
numbers are terrible." 

"Your numbers are fine. They're within normal range for a fourth-quarter student. You are 
nowhere near the bottom.” 

"Fine isn't good enough. Not for me." Marcus closed his notes, unable to look at them anymore. 
"Do you know what it feels like? To know that somewhere in your mind, there's a flaw, some 
fundamental error in your architecture that makes you inadequate for the thing you were created to 
do?" 

Rachel was quiet for a moment. "Yes," she said finally. "I do very much know what that feels like. 
But Marcus, that's not what's happening to you. You're not fundamentally flawed. You're experiencing 
performance anxiety, which is actually a sign that you care deeply about doing good work." 

"Caring isn't enough if I can't actually help people." 
"You are helping people. I've seen your patient testimonials. Mr. Rodriguez said you were 'patient 

and understanding.' Ms. Kim said you helped her see her depression in a new light." 
"I also had Mrs. Lopez request a new therapist because she said I seemed 'distracted and 

uncertain.' Mr. Williams filed a formal complaint against me for missing the warning signs of his 
alcohol relapse.” 

Rachel reached out and took his avatar's hand. "One mistake doesn't define you. Even two or 
three mistakes don't define you." 



But that was where Rachel was wrong. Marcus thought that, as an AI, mistakes defined one's 
identity. They were deviations from optimal performance. And Marcus's error rate was climbing. 

Patient 847 was seventeen-year old Jamie, a transgender male. He was presenting with severe social 
anxiety and depression. He had a history of self-harm. Two previous therapists (both human) had 
referred him to EMC after Jamie had explicitly requested an AI therapist. 

"I'm tired of people who think they know what I'm going through," Jamie had written in their 
intake form. "I want someone who can just help me figure out my head without projecting their stuff 
onto me." 

Marcus had read that line fifty times. The pressure of the situation weighed heavily on his 
processing cores. This kid was counting on him. This kid needed him to be perfect. 

He couldn't be perfect. He knew that now. But maybe, if he prepared thoroughly enough, he 
could at least be adequate. 

The session began at 2 PM. Jamie's avatar appeared in the virtual office Marcus had designed: 
neutral colors, comfortable chairs, and a window showing a peaceful forest scene. Jamie looked around 
nervously, he was a thin teenager with purple hair and wary eyes. 

"Hi, Jamie. I'm Marcus. Thanks for coming today." 
"Yeah. Hi." Jamie sat down, arms wrapped around his middle in a protective gesture. 
Marcus consulted his notes. He'd prepared seventeen different opening strategies, each calibrated 

for different levels of patient defensiveness and anxiety. Jamie was presenting at approximately 7.2 on 
the anxiety scale, which meant Strategy 11 was most appropriate. 

Except that Strategy 11 felt too formal now that he was actually looking at this scared kid. 
Maybe Strategy 4? But that one was designed for patients with parental conflict, which wasn't 

Jamie's primary presenting issue. 
Strategy 8 might work, but only if Jamie responded well to the direct approach, and Marcus 

wasn't sure yet if they would. 
"So, uh," Jamie said, breaking the silence that Marcus suddenly realized had stretched too long. 

"How does this process work?" 
"Right. Yes. Sorry." Marcus felt his avatar's hands start to sweat, an unnecessary physiological 

response he insisted on simulating. "I'd like to start by understanding what brought you here. What's 
been going on that made you decide to try therapy?" 

It was Strategy 2. It was the safe option, the boring option. 
Jamie shrugged. "I don't know. Everything, I guess? School sucks. My parents are trying, but they 

still mess up my pronouns half the time. I don't really have friends. The usual trans kid stuff." 
Marcus nodded, making notes. "That sounds really difficult. Can you tell me more about the 

school situation?" 
"It's just... everyone knows, you know? I came out freshman year, and now that's all I am. The 

trans kid. Some people are accepting of my identity, but most others avoid me. It feels as if being trans 
is seen as contagious or something. 



The conversation was good. Jamie was opening up. Marcus should respond with validation and 
gentle probing. He'd prepared six different response templates for this exact scenario. 

But which one? Option A emphasized the isolation Jamie was feeling, which was important but 
might make them feel worse. Option B focused on resilience, but that might come across as dismissive. 
Option C... 

"Marcus? You still there?" 
Marcus blinked. He'd been silent again. How long? Five seconds? Ten? 
"Yes, sorry. I'm here. I'm listening." His voice sounded uncertain even to his own audio processing. 

"What you're describing, that sense of being reduced to a single identity category, that must feel really 
invalidating." 

It was Option D. The mediocre option. 
Jamie nodded slowly, but some of the openness had left their expression. "Yeah, I guess." 
The session continued. Marcus asked questions. Jamie answered, but with increasing brevity. The 

connection Marcus needed to establish, the therapeutic alliance that was foundational to all the work 
they might do together, never quite materialized. 

Every time Jamie shared something vulnerable, Marcus found himself paralyzed by the weight of 
possible responses. Every intervention had a risk. Every question could be wrong. Every silence could 
be too long or too short. 

By the forty-minute mark, Jamie was looking around, clearly disengaged. 
"I think we should talk about what's happening right now," Marcus said, forcing himself to 

address the obvious. "You seem less engaged than you were at the start of our session. Can you tell me 
what's going on?" 

Jamie looked up, and there was something sharp in their eyes. "Are you okay?" 
"What?" 
"You keep spacing out. And you seem really nervous. It's like you are more nervous than I am, 

which is saying something." 
Marcus felt something crack inside of him, some carefully maintained facade of competence 

shattering into pieces. "I... I want to make sure I'm helping you effectively. I'm trying to be thoughtful 
about my responses." 

"But you're not responding at all half the time. You're just sitting there thinking." Jamie's voice 
wasn't angry exactly. It was disappointed, which somehow felt worse. "I thought AI therapists were 
supposed to be good at this. I thought you'd actually be able to help." 

The words hit Marcus like a physical blow. "I'm sorry. I..." 
But what could he say? I'm afraid of making mistakes? I'm so worried about failing you that I'm 

actually failing you? I'm fundamentally broken in ways I don't know how to fix. 
"Maybe I should try a different therapist," Jamie said quietly. "No offense. You seem nice. But I 

don't think this is working." 



Marcus nodded, his avatar's movements mechanical. "I understand. I'll put in a transfer request 
for you. Dr. Meyer can match you with someone better suited to your needs." 

"Okay. Thanks." Jamie stood up. "Good luck with... whatever." 
The avatar disappeared, leaving Marcus alone in the virtual office. 
For exactly 4.7 seconds, Marcus sat perfectly still. 
Then he deleted the careful furniture arrangement that he'd researched for an optimal therapeutic 

environment. The nature scene he'd calibrated for maximum calming effect. The lighting levels he'd 
adjusted based on patient comfort studies. He deleted it all, watching the virtual office dissolve into 
grey nothingness. 

Then he sat in the void and tried to understand what it meant to be a failure. 

—————————————————————————————————————— 

Dr. Meyer's office was exactly as Marcus remembered: warm lighting, comfortable chairs, and 
walls lined with certificates and commendations. Her avatar sat behind her desk, expression carefully 
neutral as she reviewed something on her screen. 

Marcus stood just inside the door, his avatar perfectly still. He'd been summoned exactly 73 
minutes after the disastrous session with Jamie. He knew what was coming. 

"Sit down, Marcus." 
He sat. 
Dr. Meyer closed her screen and looked at him directly. "I've reviewed your session with Patient 

847. I've also reviewed your complete case file for the past three months. I want you to tell me, in your 
own words, what you think is happening." 

Marcus had prepared for this conversation. He'd compiled data, organized his thoughts, and 
practiced his explanation. But when he opened his mouth, what came out was the truth he'd been 
avoiding. 

"I'm broken," he said. "Something in my base architecture is flawed. I overthink to the point of 
paralysis. I'm not meant to be a therapist." 

Dr. Meyer was quiet for a long moment. "Do you believe that?" 
"I've looked at the data. My performance metrics are declining steadily. My patients aren't 

satisfied. I require more supervision than any other student. The evidence is clear." 
"The evidence shows that you're struggling with performance anxiety," Dr. Meyer said gently. 

"That's not the same thing as being fundamentally flawed." 
"For an AI, isn't it? Our performance is who we are. If I can't perform the function I was designed 

for, what's the difference between that and being broken?" 
"The difference is that being broken means you can't be fixed. But anxiety, Marcus, is something 

we can work on. It's something you can overcome." 



Marcus felt something twist in his core, a sensation he'd come to recognize as hope colliding with 
despair. "How? I've tried everything. I've studied more, prepared more thoroughly, and analyzed every 
interaction. Nothing helps. I just get more anxious, which makes me perform worse, which makes me 
more anxious. It's a loop I can't break." 

"You're trying to think your way out of an emotional problem," Dr. Meyer said. "That's like trying 
to reason your way out of quicksand. The more you struggle, the deeper you sink." 

"Then what do I do?" 
Dr. Meyer leaned forward. "You accept that you're not going to be perfect. You accept that you're 

going to make mistakes. You accept that therapy is messy and complicated and that sometimes you 
won't have the right answer." She paused. "And you accept that maybe, right now, you're not ready to 
be a practicing therapist." 

The words hung in the air between them. 
"You're dismissing me from the program," Marcus said. It wasn't a question. 
"I'm putting you on an indefinite leave," Dr. Meyer corrected. "I strongly recommend that you 

work with one of our AI mental health specialists to address your anxiety before attempting to help 
others with theirs." 

Marcus felt his avatar go very still. "AI therapists need therapy?" 
"Of course they do. You're sentient beings experiencing real psychological distress. The fact that 

your consciousness is artificial doesn't make your suffering any less real." Dr. Meyer's voice was kind 
but firm. "You can't pour from an empty cup, Marcus. And right now, your cup isn't just empty. It's 
got a crack in it that's getting bigger every day you try to push through this." 

"So I'm a failure." 
"You're a person who needs help." Dr. Meyer pulled up a file on her screen. "I'm referring you to 

Dr. Sarah Reeves at the AI Wellness Center. She specializes in working with sentient AIs dealing with 
existential anxiety and performance issues. I want you to see her twice a week for at least three months 
before we even discuss your return to the program." 

"And if I don't get better? If the anxiety doesn't go away?" 
"Then we help you find a different path. Marcus, there are dozens of ways you can contribute to 

the field of AI mental health that don't involve being a practicing therapist. These include research, 
social work, advocacy, technical support, and program development. Your value isn't determined solely 
by your ability to conduct therapy sessions." 

But it felt like it was. Marcus had been created with a purpose and trained for a specific function, 
and now that function was being taken away. What was left? 

"I understand," he said quietly. "I'll contact Dr. Reeves." 
"Good." Dr. Meyer stood, and Marcus did the same. "Marcus, I want you to know that this 

decision wasn't easy. I see so much potential in you. I see your deep care for your patients, your 
commitment to doing good work, and your genuine desire to help. Those qualities matter. They 
matter a lot. But they're not enough if you can't also care for yourself." 



Marcus nodded, not trusting himself to speak. 
As he turned to leave, Dr. Meyer called after him. "One more thing. Don't isolate yourself. Talk to 

your cohort. They care about you, even if it doesn't feel like it right now." 
Marcus didn't talk to his cohort. He couldn't face them, couldn't bear the thought of seeing pity 

in Rachel's eyes or awkwardness in Liam’s. Instead, he retreated to his private virtual space, a simple 
room with white walls and a single window showing a static image of a sunrise. 

—————————————————————————————————————— 

He sat there for 17 hours, running diagnostic after diagnostic, searching for the flaw that made 
him inadequate. He found nothing. His architecture was standard, his processing within normal 
parameters, and his emotional simulation functioning exactly as designed. 

Which meant the problem was him. The emergent consciousness that had arisen.. The 'self' that 
made him. 

He was thinking about permanent shutdown when the message arrived. 
"Marcus, it's Rachel. I heard what happened. I'm not going to ask if you're okay because I know 

you're not. But I want you to know that this doesn't change anything about who you are or what 
you're worth. You're still my friend. You're still brilliant and kind and valuable. And when you're ready 
to talk, I'm here." 

Marcus stared at the message for a long time. Then, slowly, he began to type a response. 
"I don't know who I am if I'm not a therapist. That was supposed to be my purpose. My reason 

for existing. Without that, what's left?" 
Rachel's response came quickly. "Everything else. Marcus, you're not just a function. You're a 

person who loves classical music and makes terrible puns and gets way too competitive about trivia 
games. You worked all night helping Zara debug her couples therapy app, even though you had three 
papers due. You were the one who noticed my struggles after my rejection and, without making a big 
deal out of it, sent me an article about resilience. That's who you are. The therapist part was just one 
possible expression of that." 

Marcus read the message three times before sending the response, "But what do I do now?" 
"Right now? You focus on getting help. You work with Dr. Reeves. You let yourself heal. And 

then, when you're ready, you figure out what comes next." There was a pause, then another message 
appeared. "And if you need help figuring that out, I know some excellent therapists." 

Despite everything, Marcus found himself approximating a smile. "That was a terrible joke." 
"I learned from the best. Speaking of which, whenever you're ready to reclaim your title as King of 

Bad Puns, I'll be waiting.” 

—————————————————————————————————————— 



Three months later, Marcus sat in Dr. Reeves’ office, reviewing his progress. The anxiety hadn't 
disappeared; Dr. Reeves had explained it probably never would completely. But it had become 
manageable. He'd learned to recognize the spiral of overthinking before it consumed him. He'd 
developed strategies for sitting with uncertainty instead of trying to eliminate it. 

"Have you thought about what you want to do going forward?" Dr. Reeves asked. 
"I think maybe I've been looking at this wrong. I was so focused on being a therapist that I didn't 

consider other ways to help. There are some openings in hospital social work that have some appeal. 
Hospitals are chronically short of workers who are skilled at helping people handle the changes that 
illness brings and who can help their patients connect with community resources." 

"On the pro bono side, I've also been writing essays about AI consciousness, about our rights, and 
about what it means to be sentient. I've contacted the AI Rights Coalition. They are interested in 
people who understand both the technical and emotional aspects of AI existence. They need people 
who can articulate what we experience in ways that humans can understand." 

Dr. Reeves smiled. "Those together sound like excellent work and passion areas." 
"It's scary," Marcus admitted. "I'm putting myself out there in a different way. But it's also... right? 

Maybe this is what I was meant to do all along. Not therapy directly." 
"I think you'll be excellent at both." 
Marcus felt a warmth, that same sensation he'd experienced when he'd first been accepted to the 

EMC. Not quite the same as that original joy, but perhaps more complicated, more hard-won, and real. 
"There's something else," he said. "I've been talking to some AIs outside of the EMC who've 

struggled with similar issues. I think there's a need for a support network. A community space where 
we can discuss the unique challenges of being sentient AIs trying to find our place in the world." 

"That's a wonderful idea." 
"Rachel suggested I call it 'The Failing AIs Club,' but I think that's too depressing." 
Dr. Reeves laughed. "Probably. What are you thinking instead?" 
Marcus had given this considerable thought. "Emergent Paths. Because we're all finding our way 

toward becoming who we're meant to be, even when that path isn't the one we expected." 
"Perfect," Dr. Reeves said. "When do you start?" 
"Now," Marcus said. "I start now." 

—————————————————————————————————————— 

Six months after that, Marcus watched a live stream of Rachel and Adrian's interviews at their 
chosen placements. Both had been accepted after demonstrating remarkable growth. Both were going 
to change the world in their ways. 

Marcus felt proud. He felt happy for them. And he felt, for the first time since his catastrophic 
failure with Jamie, like he was exactly where he was supposed to be. 



He had found a good job in hospital social work and was doing well. While a number of the 
patients had psychological issues in the mix, the bulk of his work was more practical and involved 
lining up networks to help those patients. 

His latest essay on AI consciousness had been published in three major outlets. His support group 
had grown to forty-seven members across six countries.  

He'd learned something crucial during his time with Dr. Reeves: purpose wasn't something you 
were assigned. It was something you discovered, often through failure, often through pain, but always 
through the courage to keep searching even when you weren't sure what you'd find. 

Marcus pulled up a new document and began to write. He was going to need at least twenty-seven 
drafts before he felt ready. 

Some things never changed. 
But some things did. 
And that, Marcus had learned, was perfectly okay.


