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Oliver Finch lived in a world that was slowly disappearing.

His flat in a narrow Georgian terrace near Bloomsbury was a sanctuary of analogue existence. No smart television adorned his walls, no voice activated assistant lurked in the corner, and the only glowing screen in the entire space belonged to his ancient cathode ray television, which he used exclusively for watching old black and white films on DVD. His bookshelves groaned under the weight of first editions and research tomes, while his desk, a magnificent oak monstrosity that had belonged to his grandfather, held pride of place for his most treasured possession: a 1952 Olivetti typewriter.

At thirty eight, Oliver had built a remarkably successful career as a freelance writer of detective fiction. His novels, meticulously plotted and rich with atmosphere, had earned him a loyal readership and enough income to maintain his preferred lifestyle. His secret, he often told his few friends, was simplicity. The clack of keys, the smell of fresh ink, the physical act of sliding a fresh sheet of paper into the roller, these rituals connected him to the greats who had come before. Chandler, Hammett, Highsmith. They had not needed smartphones, and neither did he.

"Technology is the enemy of thought," he would declare over whiskey with his only kindred spirit, Edwin Thorne. Edwin was a retired antiquarian bookseller who shared Oliver's Luddite convictions with almost religious fervour. "Every ping, every notification, every glowing rectangle demanding attention, it fragments the mind. It destroys the ability to hold a single, complex thought for more than thirty seconds."

Edwin would nod sagely, swirling his glass. "Remember when we used to have real conversations? When you could sit in a pub for three hours without someone checking their bloody Facebook?"

They had met at a symposium on the preservation of endangered crafts, bonding over their shared disdain for the digital age. Edwin had been the one to recommend Clara Vance.

"Best typist in London," Edwin had said, sliding a handwritten card across the table. "No email, no website, no nonsense. You take your manuscript to her office, she types it up, you collect it. Cash only. She's a treasure, Oliver. A bloody treasure."

The card read simply: Clara Vance, Typing Services. Third Floor, 17 Fitzroy Mews. Hours by appointment.

The building at 17 Fitzroy Mews was a relic of a bygone era, a four story commercial structure wedged between a shuttered tailor's shop and a dusty antiques dealer. Its facade was gray with decades of London grime, its windows opaque with neglect. The ground floor housed a printing business that appeared to have last taken a customer order in the 1980s, while the upper floors were a mystery.

Oliver pushed through the heavy front door and found himself in a dim lobby that smelled of old paper, floor wax, and something else, something faintly medicinal. The only feature of note was the elevator, a magnificent wrought iron cage of the sort that had once been common in department stores. Its doors stood open, revealing a small wood panelled car with a brass indicator that showed three floors.

And there, seated on a stool within the elevator, was the operator.

He was elderly, his spine curved into a permanent hunch that made him seem smaller than he was. His face was pale and deeply lined, with watery blue eyes that seemed to absorb rather than reflect light. He wore a threadbare uniform that might once have been navy blue, complete with brass buttons that had dulled to the colour of old pennies.

"Third floor," the old man said before Oliver could speak. His voice was a dry rasp, like leaves skittering across pavement.

Oliver blinked. "I'm sorry?"

"Miss Vance's office. Third floor. That's where you're going." The old man gestured with a gnarled hand toward the elevator car. "Step in, then."

Oliver hesitated, unsettled by the man's presumption. But he had a manuscript to deliver, and the stairs looked uninviting. He stepped into the cage, and the old man pulled the gate closed with a clatter that echoed in the confined space.

"You're the writer," the operator said as he worked the ancient brass lever. The elevator lurched upward with a groan of cables. "Mr Finch. Miss Vance mentioned you'd be coming."

"She did?"

"Oh yes. Miss Vance and I, we look after this building together." The old man's lips curved into what might have been a smile. "I've been the elevator man here for forty two years. I know everyone who comes and goes. Know their business too, if I'm honest. Can't help it, really. People talk so freely in elevators. They forget I'm even here."

The cage shuddered to a stop, and the old man slid the gate open with a flourish. "Third floor. Miss Vance is in number 3B. Down the hall, first door on the right."

Oliver stepped out onto a narrow corridor carpeted in worn maroon. The old man's eyes followed him, and Oliver felt them on his back all the way to Clara's door. There was something about the way he watched, something that made Oliver think of a spider observing a fly. He made a mental note to ask Edwin if he knew anything about the peculiar elevator man. In his mind, he had already started calling him Igor. It seemed fitting for someone so hunched and unnerving.

The door opened before he could knock.

"Mr Finch!" Clara Vance beamed at him, and Oliver felt his breath catch slightly. She was, quite simply, stunning. Mid twenties, with honey blonde hair swept into a high ponytail and eyes the colour of warm caramel. Her outfit was a deliberate nod to another era: a brown leather mini skirt that hugged her hips, a cream coloured polo neck that was tight enough to be interesting without being inappropriate, and knee high boots that made her seem taller than she was. She wore her makeup with the precision of someone who had studied the 1960s thoroughly: winged eyeliner, pale lips, a hint of shimmer on her cheekbones.

"I've been looking forward to meeting you," she said, her voice warm and melodic. "Edwin told me all about you. Said you were one of the last true writers left in London."

Oliver felt himself flush slightly. "Edwin is too kind."

"Edwin is a terrible old gossip, but he has excellent taste." She stepped aside, inviting him in. "Come in, come in. Let's see what you've brought me."

Her office was small but charming, dominated by a massive desk that held an electric typewriter, a sleek IBM from the 1970s that she clearly maintained with care. The walls were adorned with vintage fashion posters and framed pages from old novels. A vase of fresh daisies sat on the windowsill, their cheerful yellow faces a bright contrast to the gloomy street below.

Oliver handed over his latest manuscript, a thick sheaf of handwritten pages. "It's a detective story," he explained. "My protagonist, a Scotland Yard inspector, is investigating a series of disappearances in a boarding house. I'm afraid my handwriting is atrocious."

Clara took the pages with reverence, flipping through them with practised fingers. "I love a good mystery," she said. "I suppose it's not much of a surprise, given what I do." She looked up at him through her lashes, and Oliver felt a peculiar fluttering in his chest that he had not experienced since his twenties. "I do hope I'll be seeing more of you, Mr Finch. I'd love to read the whole thing once it's done."

"Perhaps when it's published," Oliver managed. "And please, call me Oliver."

"Oliver," she repeated, as if tasting the name. "I like that. Very distinguished."

She walked him to the door, and as he turned to leave, she touched his arm lightly. "I'll have this back to you in a week. Do call first, though. I don't always keep regular hours."

"I don't have a mobile phone," Oliver admitted. "Or a computer. I'm afraid I'm something of a dinosaur."

Clara laughed, a sound like wind chimes. "Oh, I know. Edwin warned me. You're a proper dinosaur, aren't you?" She grinned, not unkindly. "If you ever need to reach me, the landline in the lobby is your best bet. The mobile reception in this building is atrocious, thick Victorian walls, you see. Half the time my phone doesn't even ring. But that old thing in the lobby, it's connected to the exchange downstairs. It never fails." She paused, her smile fading slightly. "Just ask Igor to put you through. He's always hovering."

Oliver blinked. "Igor?"

Clara laughed again. "That's what I call him. He looks like something out of a Frankenstein film, doesn't he? I don't actually know his real name. He's just always been here."

Oliver glanced down the corridor toward the elevator cage. The old man was watching them from within its iron embrace, his pale eyes fixed on Clara with an intensity that made Oliver's skin prickle.

"Your elevator man," he said carefully. "He seems very attentive."

"Igor?" Clara's smile flickered for just a moment. "He's harmless. A bit odd, certainly, but he's been here forever. He's like part of the furniture. You get used to him."

She squeezed his arm and stepped back. "A week, Oliver. I'll see you then.

So a week later he returned and the first few visits followed the same routine. Oliver would arrive with fresh pages, Igor would greet him by name and operate the elevator with his creaking brass lever, and Clara would open her door with a smile that seemed to brighten the entire corridor.

But something was different on the fourth visit.

Oliver stepped out of the elevator to find the old man blocking the corridor to Clara's office. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his posture somehow even more hunched than usual.

"Mr Finch," Igor said, his voice a dry whisper. "I'm afraid Miss Vance isn't available today."

Oliver's heart sank. "Is she unwell?"

"Feeling ill, yes." The old man's eyes darted away, then back. "She asked me to take the manuscript. She'll get it done, don't you worry. She's very conscientious."

Oliver hesitated, clutching his thick envelope of pages. "I'd rather deliver them to her directly. Perhaps I could just "

"No." The word was sharp, almost a snap. Igor seemed to catch himself, his expression smoothing into something that was almost apologetic. "I mean to say, she's resting. She asked not to be disturbed. But she wants the work. You can trust me, Mr Finch. I've been handling things here for forty two years."

There was something in his tone that brooked no argument. Oliver, discomfited, handed over the manuscript. "Tell her I hope she feels better."

"She'll be right as rain soon," Igor said, already backing toward the elevator. "And I'll get those pages to her. She'll have them done before you know it."

Oliver took the stairs on his way out, his footsteps echoing in the empty stairwell. He told himself he was being foolish. Old men got attached to their routines. Igor was probably just protective of the building and its tenants. There was nothing sinister about it.

But as he reached the street, he looked up at Clara's window. The curtains were drawn, and there was no movement within.

Three days later, the old man delivered the typed pages to Oliver's flat. He had somehow obtained his address, from Clara presumably, and appeared at his door at a most inconvenient hour, just as Oliver was struggling with a plot hole in chapter six.

"Miss Vance asked me to bring these to you," Igor explained, his pale eyes scanning the cluttered study with undisguised curiosity. "She's still feeling under the weather, I'm afraid. But she wanted you to have them without delay."

Oliver took the pages and leafed through them. The typing was perfect, clean, consistent, with no errors or smudges. The margins were precisely aligned. It was the work of a professional.

"Please tell her I'm very grateful," Oliver said. "And I hope she recovers soon."

"I'll pass that along." The old man lingered in the doorway, his hunched form casting a long shadow across the floor. "She works very hard, Miss Vance. Too hard, if you ask me. I worry about her sometimes. We all should, really. The world is full of people who take advantage of others."

He shuffled back toward the stairs, then paused, turning to fix Oliver with his watery gaze. "If you ever need anything delivered, Mr Finch, anything at all, you can always ask me. I'm here every day. I look after the building. I look after everyone in it."

He left before Oliver could respond, his footsteps echoing on the stairs.

Oliver stood in his study, clutching the typed pages, a strange unease settling in his chest. He couldn't put his finger on it, but something about the old man's words felt off. I look after everyone in it. It was a kindly sentiment, perhaps, but there was something possessive in the way he said it, something that made Oliver's skin prickle.

He decided to call Edwin.

Oliver crossed to his desk and picked up the rotary telephone. He spun the numbers for Edwin's flat, his finger tracing the circle with deliberate precision. Edwin answered on the third ring.

"Oliver! To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"I need to talk to you about that typist you recommended," Oliver said. "Clara Vance."

"Lovely girl, isn't she? And her
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