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The Gilded Coin
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The morning sun had not yet breached the high stone walls of the Veritas Academy, but the courtyard was already alive with the quiet hum of purpose. Here, footsteps did not echo; they were absorbed by the manicured lawns and the thick ivy that clung to the sandstone buildings. Everything at Veritas was designed for contemplation, for the subtle weighing of one’s own soul.

Adam moved through the cool air, a figure of deliberate stillness amidst the gentle flow of his peers. He was, by all accounts, unremarkable. His robes were neat but not ostentatiously so, his gaze typically fixed on the worn cobblestones beneath his feet. He wasn’t a leader in the boisterous study groups that formed under the ancient oak tree, nor was he a celebrated scholar whose essays were read aloud by the Mentors. He was simply Adam, a student of ethics, present and silent.

The academy’s philosophy was simple and profound: character was a muscle, strengthened only through repetition. The curriculum was not a series of lectures, but a life lived under constant, unseen scrutiny. Every day was a test.

This morning’s test, though Adam did not know it, lay gleaming on the path ahead.

It was a single gilded coin, resting beside the stone lip of the central fountain. It wasn’t academy currency; it was old, heavy, and etched with a script Adam didn’t recognize. It shone with a warm, inviting light, a stark contrast to the muted greys and greens of the courtyard. A few students passed it, their minds already on the day’s first lesson, their eyes skipping over the anomaly on the ground.

Adam saw it. He stopped a few feet away, his worn leather satchel suddenly feeling heavy on his shoulder. His first thought was for the owner. He scanned the faces of the students nearby, but no one seemed distressed, no one was patting their pockets in a panic.

Then came the second thought, a quiet whisper in the back of his mind. It’s beautiful. It was more than money; it felt like a relic, a piece of history. To keep it would be to possess something unique, a secret treasure in a place where everything was shared and observed. The thought was followed by a prickle of shame. The curriculum was clear: What is found belongs to the community until its owner is identified. Honesty is the foundation upon which all other virtues are built.

As he stood there, conflicted, Harris approached. Harris was everything Adam was not—confident, charming, and a favorite of Mentor Yusuf. His smile was as bright as the morning, and he clapped a hand on Adam’s shoulder.

“Adam! Staring at the stones again? You’ll wear a hole in them with that intense gaze,” he joked. His eyes followed Adam’s, and he saw the coin. “Oh, look at that. Someone’s lost a pretty trinket.”

Harris bent down, picking it up with a flourish. He tossed it in the air, its gilded surface catching the light. “Probably worthless. But it’ll make a nice keepsake.” He winked at Adam. “Finders keepers, right?”

The words hung in the air between them—a clear violation of the academy’s most basic principles, yet delivered with such casual confidence that it sounded almost reasonable. This was a classic Veritas challenge: not just a choice, but a choice influenced by a peer.

Adam felt a familiar knot tighten in his stomach. To speak up was to invite Harris’s easy ridicule, to be labeled as sanctimonious. To stay silent was to be complicit, to fail a test he knew he was facing. His heart pounded—a quiet, internal battle no one else could see.

“It’s not ours to keep, Harris,” Adam said, his voice barely above a whisper, yet clear in the morning air.
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