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The First Whisper is set in

Schönbrunn in the spring of

1777, where beauty, labor,

hierarchy, and hidden things

move side by side.

Here, a gardener’s pause, a

rustle of ivy, and a broken

imperial seal begin to alter the

course of a world.

What follows is the opening

threshold of the story.

Enter quietly.

Read slowly.

Let the garden speak before it

explains itself.

Welcome to 
The First Whisper



This preview offers a first entry into the
world of The First Whisper.

Chapter 1
The opening chapter of The First Whisper,
as Christoph works in the lower maze paths
and finds something that should not be
there.

Inside This Preview

Historical Note
A brief note on the world behind the story.

 Journal Page
 A page from
Christoph’s Garden
Journal.

3



The First Whisper is the opening work in

the Timekeeper Chronicles, a series of

layered narratives in which Vienna’s past

is not revisited, but re-entered.

In spring 1777, at Schönbrunn, a

gardener’s apprentice working in the

lower maze paths notices the first sign

that something hidden has begun to

surface.

This is where the story begins: not with

proclamation, but with stillness,

attention, and a thing half-hidden

waiting to be found.

At the Threshold of the Maze

Chapter 1 from The First Whisper

The Hedge Without Wind

IN A GARDEN. THROUGH A GATE. COMES A WHISPER FROM THE PAST.
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Schönbrunn, early April 1777

The Hedge Without Wind
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Chapter 1

BBBB y the time the first pale light touched the upper windows of
Schönbrunn Palace, Christoph had already been at work for an
hour

Spring had come reluctantly to the lower maze paths. The night’s damp
still clung to the gravel in clotted patches, and where the hedge cast its
thin morning shade, the earth had risen in dark seams that refused the
rake. Christoph had begun with the worst of it. First, the compacted
ground, loosened with the flat of a hoe until the surface gave way in small,
stubborn breaks. Then the gravel, drawn back into line stroke by stroke.
Then the box edging at the maze’s lower edge, where winter had singed
the outer tips and left behind its small untidinesses for other hands to
deny. Pinch away the brown. Free the new green. Step back. Correct the
line. Begin again. The path itself came next and had to be persuaded into
such finished calm that no wheel, no boot, no weather, and certainly no
gardener appeared ever to have laid a claim on it.

In the colder shade near the roots, small early scents sometimes outlasted
the weather that should have finished them.

Schönbrunn liked to present order as if it arrived by nature. Christoph
had never entirely trusted that kind of perfection. It asked to be admired,
but not answered. The maze, for all its worse manners, wanted something
else.
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The men who kept it standing understood better.

He did not mind being sent to the lower maze paths. They were cooler,
quieter, and less exposed than the grander reaches, where carts, stone,
and correction had lately multiplied with the season. In that quarter, a boy
could still hear his own tools. One could almost believe, there, that
Schönbrunn had not set itself so fiercely on becoming finished.

Above him, somewhere toward the service court, a cart struck stone hard
enough to earn a curse and the sharper correction of a journeyman who
considered clumsiness more offensive than blasphemy. Another followed
not long after, heavier in the wheels, carrying something wrapped and
weighty enough that the men beside it had gone unusually quiet, as they
did lately whenever new stone crossed the grounds. From the Orangery
side came the smell of wet brick mixed with old citrus earth. Woodsmoke
rose from the east-wing kitchens, carrying dill ghosts through the
morning cold. Beneath it all moved the powdery, low-clinging sweetness
of wild violets waking in the shaded banks. A bell sounded from the yard
below. Not one of the ceremonial bells. A working bell. The kind that did
not ask whether a man was ready.

Christoph drew the rake toward him once more and looked up.
From where he stood, the maze did not reveal itself so much as withhold
itself in parts: a wall of clipped green, a curve of pale path, the suggestion
of inwardness beyond the bend. The great gardens of Schönbrunn
preferred long views and obedient lines. They instructed the eye where to
travel and where to come to rest. The maze had always seemed less
willing. It turned thought back on itself. Especially in spring, before the
season had thickened it properly, it kept its own counsel.

It had been made, Christoph had observed, for finer uses than his own.
Those above stairs entered such places for diversion, privacy, flirtation, 
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and the respectable losing of time no one wished to count too closely
afterward. The men below stairs spoke of it differently. They measured its
temper in damp that held too long, in paths that never could be entirely
corrected, in errands that returned a man later than they had any honest
right to do. Between such uses, the place had acquired a reputation no one
stated plainly. It did not surrender things with the same obedience as the
rest of Schönbrunn.

Among the older men, there was a saying Christoph had overheard more
than once but never heard explained: one lower turn of the maze kept
writing better than any locked drawer in Vienna. The others laughed when
such things were said, but never comfortably. Herr Mathias never laughed
at all.

Christoph had learned not to spend questions where they earned him
nothing. At Schönbrunn, a question should improve a bed, save a tool, or
keep a man from being shouted at. Asked in the wrong quarter, it tended
to remain with you all day, like grit in the stocking. Still, he had not
forgotten the saying.

He set the rake aside and crouched near the hedge edge, where the gravel
thinned into darker soil. A strand of couch grass had worked itself into the
box line, and if left there, it would spread under the roots before anyone of
rank noticed it and blamed the nearest boy. Christoph loosened it
carefully with his fingers instead of jerking it free. The root came up pale
and fibrous, carrying more earth than he liked. He gave it one sharp
shake.

Near the hedge-root, where the shade still held longer than the path
deserved, a few violets had broken through. Not many. Stubbornly small,
tight-budded, and easy to miss unless one worked close enough to the
ground to earn them. Christoph noticed their scent at once, faint beneath 
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damp earth and box, and felt the small, unreasoning pull of it he had never
learned to account for.

That was when the hedge moved.

Not violently. Not enough for another man to have sworn to it later. Only a
small inward stir, as if something had passed through the leaves without
troubling the air around them.

Christoph did not rise.

This, perhaps, was the strangest thing about him, though no one at
Schönbrunn would have named it so. Most boys would have started, or
called out, or straightened at once to see who had gone where no one was
meant to go. Christoph only stayed still and listened.

Listening was not something the gardens formally taught. They taught
hands. Grip, cut, tie, lift, smooth, return. Yet some people seemed born
already attentive to things unspoken. Christoph had never found a proper
use for that kind of attention. He only knew certain places did not seem
empty when they were empty, and some silences appeared to gather
rather than merely remain.

The hedge did not move again.

A drop of water fell from somewhere in the green and struck the back of
his hand.

He looked toward the bend in the lower path, then down.

Something near the edge of the gravel had taken hold of the light. Not
brightly. Not like coin. It held a darker gleam. Soft, red, and half-hidden
under a beech leaf gone leather-brown at the edges.
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He brushed the leaf aside.

Wax.

He saw that first. Then the shape pressed into it. Cracked, yes, and worn
enough that the lines had softened, but still legible if one looked closely.

An eagle.

Imperial.

At Schönbrunn, imperial things did not simply go missing. They were
misplaced by those above and answered for by those below.

For a moment, he did not touch it.

A button would have meant carelessness. A token might have meant loss.
This did not feel lost, which was worse. Lost things could be returned.
Torn imperial things had a way of becoming someone’s fault. It felt less
like loss than permission reluctantly given. It lay too exactly where path
yielded to hedge, as if it had slipped not from a hand but from a hidden
place that had begun, however unwillingly, to open.

He picked it up at last.

The wax was colder than he expected.

He turned it in his fingers. The reverse side was rough with torn fiber, as
if it had once sealed a folded paper and been pulled free before its time.
Not opened. Torn.

Without thinking, Christoph closed his hand around the seal to shield its
broken face from the dust. Then, just as quickly, he took the corner of a 
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rag from inside his apron, laid the seal in it, and before folding the cloth,
glanced once toward the hedge-root. A single violet still held there in the
shade. He picked it and set it beside the seal without examining why,
folded the cloth once, and slipped it into the inner pocket of his vest.
Only after he had done it did he understand how instinctive the act had
been.

He pressed his palm against the pocket.

No one had seen.

The grounds around him were waking fully now. Voices rose and crossed.
Someone laughed once and was silenced by work. A second cart passed
farther up. The palace windows, still pale, had not yet begun to shine.
Schönbrunn was becoming itself by degrees: line by line, order by order,
correction by correction.

But the lower path had altered.

No, not the path.

His relation to it.

He told himself the seal had likely come from some steward’s packet, or a
memorandum carried carelessly through the grounds by someone who
believed paper was safer near servants than in offices. It was a sensible
explanation. Vogl would have preferred it. Vogl preferred every
explanation to end in paperwork and someone else’s fault.

But the old saying returned at once.
A lower turn.
 Writing.
 Herr Mathias, silent where others laughed.
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What had once seemed the sort of remark older men used to trouble boys
now pressed differently against the morning. The thing under Christoph’s
vest was no longer rumor. It had weight. Hardly any. Yet enough.

He took up the rake again and drew one line through the gravel. Then
another. Both were true. He corrected the second anyway.

When Vogl found him, the Gartenmagazininspektor came down the path
with the brisk displeasure of a man to whom the day had already
presented itself imperfectly. Johann Kaspar Vogl was not tall, but he
possessed the particular economy that made height unnecessary. A ring of
keys hung at his side. The ledger under his arm looked as though it had
never forgiven error, even in draft.

“You have corrected the same line twice,” he said.

Christoph glanced down. He had.

“Yes, Herr Vogl.”

“Then it was wrong the first time.”

“Yes, Herr Vogl.”

Vogl’s eye moved over the hedge, the path, the damp holding in the
shaded edge, Christoph’s hands, the angle of the rake. Very little escaped
him, and even less escaped being held against someone eventually.

“South path after this,” he said. “Afterward, the lower wall by the
Orangery. Two trays shifted badly in the night, and I do not intend to have
roots spoiled because apprentices drift into thought.”

“No, Herr Vogl.”
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Vogl opened the ledger, made a note, and looked once toward the maze
with the expression of a man who considered curves a personal insult.

“When one of the older men muttered yesterday about the lower turn,” he
said, “I informed him the gardens suffer enough from weather without
also enduring superstition.”

He closed the ledger.

No one had answered him. Which, to Christoph, was answer enough now.

Vogl moved on.

Christoph waited until he had passed the rise before breathing properly
again. Then he shifted the rake to his other hand and began toward the
south path.

The seal pressed lightly against his ribs through the folded rag.
Not heavily. More like a reminder than a burden.

The grounds resumed their usual language around him: clipped lines,
damp gravel, orders carried downhill, men correcting what spring and
rank alike took for granted. Yet beneath that order, something had been
disturbed, and not by weather.

A broken seal.

Paper once attached.

A lower turn older men would not name plainly.

By the time Christoph reached the south path, he knew only two things for
certain.
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The first was that he had no intention of turning the seal over to Vogl.
That alone would have been enough to trouble a sensible boy.

The second was that the maze, which had until now seemed merely
secretive, had become curious.

And curiosity, in Schönbrunn, was almost never one-sided.



The Historical World Behind the Story

The First Whisper begins in
Schönbrunn in 1777, when the
gardens were not only places of
display, but places of labor,
hierarchy, design, and watchfulness.

Apprentice gardeners, senior hands,
overseers, and court figures all
moved through the same grounds,
though not through the same version
of them.

This story imagines Schönbrunn
from below: through gravel paths,
clipped hedges, shifting duties,
overheard remarks, and the quiet
awareness that some places hold
more than they first reveal.

Some characters and story elements
in this preview are fictional. The
historical setting, however, is rooted
in the real atmosphere of late
eighteenth-century Vienna and the
world surrounding Schönbrunn.

Schönbrunn, 1777
A place of order, labour, beauty, and hidden

presence. Beneath the clipped paths and formal
lines, another world moved quietly.

This preview offers only the first
threshold of The First Whisper.

Beyond it waits a larger story of
hidden patterns, quiet tensions, and
places that remember more than they
seem to hold.

Further whispers will unfold in time.

Where the Story Opens Further
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The First WhisperThe First WhisperThe First Whisper

The First Whisper is the opening threshold

to the Timekeeper Chronicles, a story

world where history lingers, waits, and

returns through new voices across time.

This preview is only the beginning. Further

glimpses into the story, its historical

world, and what lies beyond the maze will

be shared in time.

Some stories announce themselves. 
Others wait to be found.



Where the Story Opens Further

The First Whisper belongs to the Timekeeper Chronicles,

part of the larger Understanding Vienna project.

If you would like to linger a little longer, you will also find:

Essays on Schönbrunn and the maze

Further glimpses into the Timekeeper world

Visual storytelling and companion materials

Continue the journey at Understanding Vienna
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https://understandingvienna.com/#journal
https://payhip.com/ViennaImmersions/collection/the-timekeeper-chronicles
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