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Chapter 1: The Warning Signs

The call came on a Tuesday morning. Not from a customer. From a former customer.

“Viktor,” said Franz Keller, and there was something apologetic in his tone. “I need to tell you something before you hear it somewhere else.”

Franz Keller. Twelve years a customer. Viktor had personally carried his first server rack into the man’s basement, back when it was just him and Marlene. Twelve years, and now this apology in his tone.

“We’re switching to Digitec.”

Viktor knew Digitec. Five employees, three years old, primarily software. They did managed services, but somehow differently. Somehow with more… he searched for the word. Somehow with more AI.

“Because of the AI stuff?” Viktor asked.

A pause. “Yes. Among other things.”

After the call Viktor stayed at his desk. Through the window he could see Schillerstrasse, where Marlene was just collecting the mail and talking with the neighbor. He liked the office. Eleven years here, since the move from the old garage. Wooden floors, old desks, a printer that sometimes did what it was supposed to. Familiar.

He opened Google. Typed: “AI for IT systems integrators.”

Thirty minutes later he closed the laptop.

What he’d read didn’t disturb him because of the technology. It disturbed him because of how much there was. Because the terms stacked up like boxes on a pallet he wasn’t sure were meant for him: AI Hub, Large Language Models, Agentic Workflows, HITL-Gates, ISO 42001, EU AI Act Article 6, Fail-Closed Architecture.

He was a pragmatist. He liked things he could touch. Servers, cables, a problem with a fault that needed solving.

Marlene came into the office. She looked at him.

“Keller?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She sat down. Marlene Viel had been there from the first day, from the garage, from the moment they’d both decided that their idea of a systems integrator that did things differently — reliably, personally, without bullshit — deserved a chance. She was the part that knew when a situation was serious.

“How many this year?” she asked.

Viktor hesitated. “Keller is the third.”

Marlene nodded slowly. She always nodded when she’d known something.

“I’ll look into Digitec,” she said. “Come on, let me show you something.”

She opened her laptop. Digitec’s website. Clean, modern, a little too self-assured perhaps. But then: the features list. AI-powered network monitoring. Predictive maintenance. Automated incident reports. Compliance dashboard for EU AI Act.

“They already have all of this,” said Viktor.

“Yes,” said Marlene.

A silence.

“We’ve done good work too,” said Viktor.

“Yes,” said Marlene. “But good work isn’t enough anymore when someone else does good work and adds AI.”

Viktor looked out the window. Schillerstrasse. Familiar.

He didn’t sleep well that night.







	# Chapter 2: The Turning Point





	# Chapter 3: The Operating System



	The first meeting was in a conference room in Ludwigsburg. Viktor arrived early. Marlene had insisted on coming, which in hindsight he recognized as the right decision.



	The consultant’s name was Lorencic. Early forties, calm, a kind of quiet precision in everything he did. He offered coffee, listened as Viktor talked — Keller, Brenner, Jonas, the three lost customers, the list — and didn’t interrupt once.



	Then he leaned back.



	“Imagine,” he said, “that your company were a computer.”



	Viktor waited.



	“A computer needs an operating system. The operating system coordinates everything: hardware, software, processes. It decides what happens with which resource. It ensures that processes don’t collide with each other. And it makes the system auditable — you can always check what happened when.”



	“Okay,” said Viktor.



	“Your company has forty-eight employees, correct?”



	“Forty-eight.”



	“And how do you coordinate them? How do you ensure that Jonas knows which tools he’s allowed to use? How do you ensure that when Brenner asks ‘are you AI compliant’ someone has the answer immediately?”



	Silence.



	“We talk to each other,” said Viktor.



	“That’s the problem,” said Lorencic. Not accusingly. Simply factually. “Communication is wonderful. But communication isn’t scalable, not auditable, and not fail-safe. What happens when you’re sick and Jonas has to make a decision?”



	Viktor looked at Marlene. Marlene looked at him in a way that said: I’ve told you all of this, just not in these words.



	Lorencic opened his laptop. Showed a diagram. Circular, with layers — like an onion or a planetary map.



	“This is IIO. Intelligent Infrastructure Orchestration. Think of it as an operating system for your organization. Each layer is a domain: infrastructure, identities, AI, compliance, marketing, sales, legal. Everything together, everything coordinated, everything auditable.”



	“That sounds enormous,” said Viktor.



	“It is enormous. And small at the same time. Because it’s modular. You start with what you need and grow.”



	Marlene leaned forward. “How long does it take?”



	“Until you’re productive? Three weeks.” Pause. “Until you use everything? Never — because the system grows with what you need.”



	Viktor looked at the diagram again. He didn’t particularly like diagrams. He liked things he could touch. But there was something in the logic — something that reminded him of how he thought about networks. Layers, protocols, everything has its place.



	“What is a HITL gate?” asked Marlene.



	Lorencic smiled slightly. “I’ll explain that in Chapter 5.”








Chapter 4: The First Layer

The server arrived by freight.

Smaller than Viktor had expected. Heavier too — 2U, 4 kilograms, a device that looked like a metal shoebox. Bettina from administration helped him unpack it because he was on the phone.

“Is that the AI computer?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Viktor.

“It looks like our old PlayStation.”

That wasn’t wrong.

Three hours later the server stood in the small server room next to the printer. The Intelego team had connected remotely — no technician on site, just a screen and keyboard and a person named Rowe who guided him through each step with a calm voice.

“I can see the device,” said Rowe. “One moment.”

Ten minutes of silence. Then:

“The AI Hub is running. First model loaded: Llama 3. You can test a query now.”

Viktor typed: What is predictive maintenance?

The answer came in three seconds. Complete, in German, correct.

He stared at the screen.

What is EU AI Act Article 6?

Again three seconds. Again correct.

What do we need to consider as an IT systems integrator to use AI in a GDPR-compliant way?

Five seconds. A structured answer, with bullet points, with concrete measures.

Viktor leaned back.

The next morning he had a conversation with Jonas.

“You can use AI again,” he said. “But through our system. Not ChatGPT, not Copilot, not anything where data goes out. Through this server here. Your queries stay with us.”

Jonas nodded. This time not pale. Relieved.

“And if I don’t know whether I can input something?”

“Then you ask me. Or ask the system itself — we have governance rules built in that tell you what’s okay and what isn’t.”

The first week wasn’t smooth. Three times Jonas queried the system and got an answer he didn’t understand. Twice the system didn’t know enough about their specific customers. Once it replied in English, which Viktor wanted corrected without comment.

But in the second week something happened.

Petra from field sales sent Viktor a message: “Viktor, I did a network analysis for Weber Logistics with the AI thing. Took 20 minutes instead of 3 hours. Can you check if that’s okay?”

He checked. It was okay.

And in that moment he understood that this wasn’t a tool he’d introduced.

It was a shift in the way his company thought.







	# Chapter 5: The Gate





	# Chapter 6: The Wonder



	It was a Monday. Viktor signed a contract.



	Stadtwerke Aalen, the contract with the right price. Three years, 120 users, managed services plus AI Hub plus compliance package. The largest single contract in the history of Viel & Glück.



	He scanned it. Uploaded it to the system. Clicked “Process.”



	Then he leaned back.



	And waited.



	He had no precise idea what would happen next. Lorencic had explained that the system would analyze the contract, extract the relevant data, and prepare an invoice draft. Viktor had nodded, but he hadn’t believed it. Not really.



	Ninety seconds.



	His email program opened automatically, with a draft. Recipient: Stadtwerke Aalen, finance department. Subject: Invoice 2026-001, Contract Managed Services + AI Hub. Amount: correct. Payment term: 30 days after contract conclusion, which meant the 22nd of the month. Attachment: the invoice as PDF, with letterhead, GDPR-compliant, §14 German VAT Act.



	Viktor sat there and stared at the screen.



	He calculated in his head: normally he would sign a contract, give it to Petra, Petra would enter it in the accounting system, then Marlene would check the invoice, then Viktor would sign it or approve it by email, then it would go out. On average three hours. Sometimes half a day.



	Ninety seconds.



	He called Marlene in.



	“Look.”



	She looked. Read the email. Read the invoice. Clicked on the PDF.



	Was silent.



	“That’s correct,” she said.



	“Yes.”



	“That took… ninety seconds?”



	“Approximately.”



	Marlene sat on the edge of the desk. She only did that when something surprised her. And Marlene was rarely surprised.



	“I once calculated,” said Viktor, “how much time we spend on contract-to-invoice per week.”



	“And?”



	“About three hours. Sometimes more. Always the same: read out data, enter it, check it, send it.”



	“Three hours per week.”



	“Yes.”



	“That’s…” Marlene calculated. “A hundred and fifty hours per year.”



	“If we calculate twenty euros per hour: three thousand euros per year. Just for that one process.”



	“And now?”



	“Now it’s ninety seconds.”



	A long pause.



	“Viktor.”



	“Yes.”



	“I think it’s actually working.”



	He nodded. Slowly.



	He thought about the Tuesday five months ago. About Franz Keller’s phone call. About the Google search that had overwhelmed him. About the email with the HITL gate he’d first taken for bureaucracy.



	He thought about the fact that this wasn’t a miracle.



	It was architecture.








Chapter 7: The Unexpected Partner

Thomas Wagner was actually their biggest competitor in Ludwigsburg.

Not directly in Aalen — Wagner Systemhaus was based in Bietigheim, but the catchment area overlapped. Viktor knew Wagner from the chamber of crafts forum, where they both occasionally gave presentations. They’d never particularly liked each other. Not hostile — just like two runners on the same trail who don’t have the same pace.

Wagner called on a Tuesday.

“Glück, I heard about your AI story.”

Viktor waited.

“Keller told me why he didn’t switch to you. I mean: not to you but to Digitec. And then I heard you’d built something. With Intelego.”

“Yes.”

“Can I take a look at it?”

Marlene was sitting across from him. She was listening, of course — she always listened when Viktor was on the phone, a quality that sometimes annoyed him and often saved him.

She raised her eyebrows. Viktor shrugged.

“Come over,” he said.

The meeting was a week later. Wagner came alone. He was around fifty, broad shoulders, the kind of man who rarely finishes the sentences he starts because he assumes the other person understands.

Viktor showed him the system. Not everything — that would have been inappropriate. But enough. The HITL gate example from Stadtwerke. The contract-to-invoice ninety seconds. The compliance overview for EU AI Act.

Wagner sat there and nodded.

Then he said: “What does that cost?”

“For us? A retainer plus the AI Hub. About eight hundred euros per month all in.”

Wagner calculated quickly. “And what have you saved?”

“Hard to say exactly. But three-hour-week for invoices alone. Plus the gate example: forty thousand euros of damage prevented.”

“That pays off.”

“Yes.”

Pause. Wagner drank his coffee.

“I have a customer who’s been asking me about AI for six months. I haven’t had an answer. Now I would.” He looked at Viktor. “But I can’t just copy what you did. That would be…”

“Unfair,” said Viktor.

“Yes.”

“What if we became partners?”

Wagner looked at him.

“I mean it seriously,” said Viktor. “Intelego has a partner program. Silver partner. I get revenue share when I refer someone. You could become a partner too — and together we’d have more customers than Digitec ever will.”

Marlene smiled. Viktor saw it from the corner of his eye.

She’d already thought this, of course. Before Wagner had even called.

Two weeks later Thomas Wagner signed as Silver Partner.

And three weeks after that he won their first joint customer with it — a company that neither of them could have won alone.







	# Chapter 8: Blue Moon



	May 31st started like any other day. But it wasn’t.



	At six o’clock Viktor unlocked the office door and switched on the coffee machine. He always did that. He’d always done that. But today he was the first one in — not because he was earlier than usual, but because he’d barely slept.



	Not from fear. From anticipation.



	At eight o’clock Marlene and Jonas arrived. At half past eight Wagner, who wasn’t in Bietigheim today. By nine o’clock the small conference room was full of people who all knew the same thing and all weren’t saying the same thing.



	At nine thirty Viktor opened his laptop.



	He opened LinkedIn.



	Lorencic had published a post. “Once in a blue moon — IIO is open source. The framework behind everything we’ve built. For everyone. Today.”



	The comments came. Slowly at first, then faster.



	Marlene typed her own post. She showed it to Viktor. “We worked with this for the past year and it prevented forty thousand euros of damage and saved us a hundred and fifty hours per year. This isn’t an AI hype story. This is operations.”



	She posted it.



	Jonas called out: “Look — Hacker News.”



	Someone had posted a “Show HN.” Thirty-two comments already. Fifty. Eighty-seven.



	At ten o’clock Viktor got a phone call. A number he didn’t know.



	“Viel & Glück, Glück.”



	“Good day, my name is Hoffmann. I’m managing director at BW-Systemtechnik in Karlsruhe. I saw Ms. Viel’s post. Could we arrange a conversation?”



	Viktor looked at Marlene. Marlene looked at him.



	He nodded.



	“Yes,” he said. “Gladly.”



	At twelve o’clock he ate a roll at his desk. At four o’clock he wrote to Lorencic: “Three demo requests.” The reply came immediately: “Congratulations. And: this is just the beginning.”



	At eight o’clock the office was empty.



	Viktor sat alone at his desk. Through the window he could see Schillerstrasse. The streetlamp had come on. Somewhere a dog was barking — maybe the same one as in the morning, maybe a different one.



	He opened his emails.



	At the top: a new message. Sender: k.nakamura@systemtec-tokyo.jp.



	“Mr. Glück, I read your book. In English…”



	Viktor closed his eyes. Opened them again. Read the message once more.



	Then he smiled.



	Not because he knew what would come next. But because for the first time in a year he knew that something would come next.



	That was enough.






