

    
        
          Store Policy

        

        
        
          Melody Marx, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Winter Wylde

        

        
          Published by Winter Wylde, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      STORE POLICY

    

    
      First edition. July 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Winter Wylde.

    

    
    
      Written by Winter Wylde.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Store Policy (Melody Marx, #2)

Also By Winter Wylde


Store Policy

Melody Marx was twenty-eight, five foot four in her boots, and had never once in her life managed to keep a thought behind her teeth for longer than it took to have it. She had tattoos running from both shoulders to both wrists, dense layered work with musical notes threaded through the rest of it, and dark hair she'd redone at a barbershop last spring because she'd got bored on a Tuesday. People who met her formed an opinion in the first ninety seconds and were usually right. She talked. She had always talked. Her mum called it a gift, her sister called it a liability, and on a wet Tuesday afternoon it turned out to be both at once.

The scarf was for her mum. Melody wanted that on the record from the start. She had gone into the shop with honest intentions and ninety quid, looking for a sixtieth birthday present, and the scarf, silk, green, patterned with little birds her mum would love, was round her neck at the counter mirror when her phone went off.

Her phone rung twice, hang up, rung again. The family bat-signal. The universal ring for shit is going down.

She answered walking, because that was how she did everything, and spent the next eleven minutes touring the ground floor of the shop with the phone clamped to her ear, talking her sister down from a crisis involving their mum's party, a double-booked function room, and an aunt who could not under any circumstances be seated with another named aunt.

"No, listen, listen. Auntie Deb goes on table four, Auntie Pam goes on table nine, and Pam needs an extra chair now, she's bringing him." A beat, while her sister said something down the line. "The boyfriend, Soph, the one nobody's met, keep your voice down, if Deb hears there's a mystery man she'll have him fingerprinted. If anyone asks why the numbers have changed, blame the venue, say it's a fire safety headcount, capacity limits, whatever." She turned a slow circle past a rack of coats, not looking at any of them. "No, I'm not joking, tell her the council did a headcount. She'll believe anything if you say it's because of the council, she thinks they run the traffic lights from the front desk."

She solved the venue. She solved the aunts. She was halfway through solving the cake, still talking, still walking, still gesturing with her free hand at a rack of coats that had done nothing to deserve it. She had just walked through the front door when a woman's voice cut across the shop floor with the flatness of someone who had said this sentence a thousand times and expected to be ignored precisely zero of those times.

"Excuse me. Miss."

Melody kept walking, one finger up at nobody, mid-sentence about buttercream.

"Miss. The scarf."

That landed. Melody turned, phone still against her ear, and found a woman about her own height in a black polo shirt and a lanyard, arms folded, expression somewhere between patient and finished with being patient.

"Sorry, one sec," Melody said, to the woman, and then, back into the phone, "Soph, I've got to go, someone's talking to me," and then, to the woman again, "Sorry. You were saying."

"The scarf. Round your neck." The woman's eyes flicked to it and back. "You've walked out of the store without paying for it."

Melody's hand went to her throat. Silk, green, little birds, the price tag still hanging off it and swinging like evidence.

"Oh, you're joking," she said. "Oh, no. No no no." She looked down at herself properly for the first time in fifteen minutes. "I've nicked it. I've actually nicked my own mum's birthday present. I didn't mean to, honest, I swear, I've been on the phone talking about the seating plan for a birthday party. I can show you the seating plan it's in my phone. It's not even ironic, that's just embarrassing."

"If you'd come with me, please."

"Course. God. Yes." Melody fell in beside her, and kept talking, because stopping had never once been an available option. "For what it's worth, and I appreciate this is what everyone says, I didn't mean to do it. And I want it on record that I was mid family crisis. There's an aunt situation. There's a cake situation. I was solving both at once and the scarf just came with me, like a dog that follows you home. It's not premeditated, it's negligent. There's a difference. I did a legal unit at Uni."

"I'm sure."

"I'm being serious. Do you want me to walk you through the seating plan? It's actually very good, I could send it to you."

"I don't need the seating plan."

"Your loss, it's got a colour code."

"I don't need the colour code either."

"Everyone needs a colour code, that's how you know a party's going to work." The woman didn't answer that, and Melody, walking a half step behind her toward a door marked STAFF ONLY, took the silence as a personal challenge and kept going anyway, because if there was one lesson twenty-eight years had failed to teach her it was when to stop talking to someone who plainly wanted her to stop talking. She narrated the walk down the corridor. She narrated the smell of the stockroom, which she diagnosed, unprompted, as cardboard and regret. By the time they reached the back office she had covered her sister's divorce, her mum's opinion of her sister's divorce, and a working theory about why security guards were never given comfortable chairs, on the grounds that comfortable chairs made people soft on shoplifters.

"In you go," the woman said, and held the door.

The office was small and beige. A desk, two chairs, a monitor showing the shop floor in grainy quarters, a kettle going about its business in the corner like it wasn't part of the security apparatus. A man was at the desk, tall, forties, built like a garage, going through a clipboard with the unhurried attention of someone who had done this exact afternoon a thousand times.

"Got one for you," the woman said. "Talker. Walked out the door past the tills with something over fifty quid. A scarf. Didn't clock a single camera the whole way, too busy narrating her own life to her phone. Sort her out, would you, Winston, I've got a headache and I just can't with this right now."

"Cheers, Kate." He looked up. His eyes went to the scarf, to Melody's face, and stayed there a beat longer than the scarf strictly required.

"I would just like it noted, if there's a record of this," Melody said, to the room in general, "that I was on the phone the entire time solving a genuine family emergency involving two aunts who cannot be trusted within twelve feet of each other, and that if anything, being loud on the phone and drawing attention to myself in a shop is the opposite of what a thief does. Thieves are quiet. I'm on record. Loudly."

"Noted," Kate said, already halfway out the door, in the flat voice of a woman who had heard several thousand defences and filed them all under the same heading, and left, closing it behind her.

The man set the clipboard down. "Winston," he said. "Head of security."

"Melody Marx." She stuck her hand out. "Accidental shoplifter."

"Sit down. Let's have a look."

"At me, or the footage?"

"The footage."

"Shame. I was hoping it was me."

The corner of his mouth moved and he brought it back under control. He turned the monitor, pulled up the timestamp, and ran it back, and there she was on the screen in black and white, wandering the ground floor with the phone glued to her ear, gesturing at nobody, walking past till after till with the scarf in plain view and never once glancing at a camera.

"See," she said, watching herself gesture wildly about buttercream, "that's not a thief. That's a woman who's blissfully unaware she's holding stolen goods."

"Convenient, though." He didn't look convinced yet, and she felt the twenty minutes ahead of her get longer. "Distracted enough to lift a fifty quid scarf clean off the rail. Not distracted enough to trip the gate on the way out."

"That's not convenient, that's a design flaw, take it up with the gate."

"I will. Doesn't answer the question."

"You don't believe me."

"I believe the footage. I haven't decided about you yet." He ran it back further, past the counter mirror, to the bit at the start she'd forgotten about, her holding two scarves up against her own neck for a full two minutes, pulling faces, texting a photo of both to someone, clearly agonising over green versus a mustard one, before she'd put the mustard one back on the rail and kept the green. "You're not on the phone here."

"That's me choosing a birthday present properly, which I'd have thought counted in my favour, actually, since thieves don't generally hold job interviews for the item first." She leaned in and tapped the screen where the mustard scarf went back on its hook, dead straight, folded the way she'd found it. "Look at that. Tidy criminal. I even refolded the one I didn't nick."

He watched the whole clip through twice, in silence, and she let him, because for once in her life she recognised a moment that wasn't hers to fill.

"I don't buy it," he said, finally, sitting back.

"You're joking."

"I don't joke on shift." He nodded at the clipboard. "Genuine distraction looks exactly like that on camera. So does a very good actress. Good looking girl, dolled up like that, talks the whole time so nobody's watching her hands, gets herself caught on purpose because getting caught looks better than getting away with it, if anyone ever checks the tape properly. I've seen it before. Not often. But I've seen it."

"Hang on. You think I'm good looking?" She put a hand to her chest. "I'll take the compliment even while you're accusing me of a felony, I'm not precious."

"I'm Security. Not an officer. And that wasn't a compliment, it was an observation."

"Shame. Officer gives you more of an aura." She managed to grin even with the ground shifting under her. "So what happens now, if you don't believe me?"

"Formal incident report. Goes to head office
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