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Dedication


For anyone holding a moment they cannot yet name.






Epigraph


Nihil sub sole novum. — There is nothing new under the sun.

— ECCLESIASTES · 1:10






Author’s Note

This book is a lens, not a forecast. It will not tell you when the AI cycle peaks, what to buy, or which firms will survive the turn. It works at a slower altitude: where you sit inside a cycle that is older than the news, and what the cycle is asking of the reader who can see it.

David, the founder whose decisions thread through the chapters, is a composite. The board meetings, the term sheets, the hesitation on the boardwalk are drawn from many founders I have known across Bangkok, Milan, and the rooms where capital changes its mind. David is not one person. The pattern inside his decisions is real.

The first-person moments in this book are mine in pattern, composed in specifics: the misread in Southeast Asian tech, the energy R&D conversation, the political-advisor room, the altitude in the Dolomites. Where naming would harm someone, the surface has been changed. The accuracy that matters is the accuracy of the cycle-position, not of the surface.

What the book asks of the reader is small. Carry one decision through eleven chapters: an allocation, a hire, a posture toward the next eighteen months. Let each chapter’s lens fall on it. By the close, you should know not what to do, but what cycle-position you are deciding from.

The book does not promise outcomes. It promises orientation. What you do with what you read is your work.

PETR 2026






1. The Long Cycle Is Older Than the News

You read the headline this morning, and the headline was true; it told you something serious about the market, or the technology, or the firm, and by the time you finished the article you knew the writer’s name, the position of the named investor, and the size of the number cited, but you still did not know what to do. You will read another headline tomorrow, and it will be true as well, and you will not know what to do with that one either. The information is not the problem, because the information has been abundant for some time now, and most of it is accurate enough, and almost none of it tells you where you sit inside the larger thing that the information is describing.

This book is about the larger thing: the longer arcs underneath the headlines, the structural phases that the news cannot, by the nature of news, name. The cycle does not move at the speed of the press. It is older than the press, and the readers who study it have largely remained outside the press’s frame. The naming has been steady, the reading has compounded, and the broad patterns have remained recognizable across the schools that study them.

What follows is a field guide, not a forecast: we do not forecast in this book, and we do not promise that you will know what comes next when you finish it. You will know something else, which is where you sit, and you will know, by the close, the shape of the question to ask when the next headline lands and the discipline of holding the question open long enough to answer it.

The cycle is older than the news. That sentence is the spine of this book, and by the time we have walked the eleven chapters and the practice that closes each one, the sentence will have done its work, and you will know what to do with the headline you read tomorrow.


Where the conversation is right now

In the first week of January 2026, Ray Dalio said in public that the AI moment had reached, in his reading, about eighty percent of the euphoria that preceded the 1929 stock market crash and the 2000 dot-com bubble. The framing came from five decades of reading regimes and cycles, and Dalio chose his two reference points carefully. He had written a 2025 year-end retrospective on his social channels and called the AI boom “the early stages of a bubble,” and the press picked it up within forty-eight hours; by the middle of the month, the comparison sat inside every executive meeting where AI capital allocation was on the agenda.

The claim is useful, and it is useful for specific reasons. Eighty percent of 1929 means Dalio believes the conditions that preceded a documented transition are now substantially present, while eighty percent of 2000 means he believes the technology underneath the frenzy is real and the capital surrounding it is, in part, ahead of the deployment. Two reference points, two phase-readings, and a careful calibration from a cycle-reader who knows that a sentence said in January will be quoted in March.

The claim is also, taken alone, useless for the reader who has to decide something this quarter, because eighty percent is not a timeline and the cycle has not been kind to readers who collapsed phase claims into month-claims. The 1929 mania ran for several years before it cracked, and the 2000 bubble peaked in March of that year, but the writers who were calling the top in 1998 were structurally right and tactically early, and the tactical earliness cost some of them their positions and most of them their reputations until the verdict landed two years later than they had said it would. Dalio is not predicting a month; he is describing a phase, and the two activities are different in ways that the average reader does not yet have a vocabulary for.

A reader who treats the claim as a prediction will act on it as a prediction, and the action will be wrong twice: wrong if the transition arrives later than expected, because positions taken too early decay against time, and wrong if the transition arrives earlier than expected, because the same positions, held against a frenzy ride before the transition, compound losses on the way through it. The prediction-frame is the failure mode of the average reader, and the cycle-frame is the move that separates the reader who navigates the cycle from the reader who ends up on the wrong side of it.

A cycle-reader hears Dalio’s claim and asks three questions instead of one: which phase does the claim describe, what does this phase historically produce, and what is the cycle-reader’s position inside this phase. The three questions look small at the level of vocabulary, but the discipline of asking them, instead of asking when, is the discipline this book is built around, and it is the discipline you will carry out of this chapter when you close it.

The press cannot ask the three questions in a headline because the headline must compress to a verdict, and a verdict is, by definition, a moment-read. The reader, however, can: the reader has more time than the press, more access to the longer record, and the freedom to refuse the verdict in favor of the question. That freedom is the cycle-reader’s most undervalued asset, and most readers give it away in exchange for the comfort of a position they did not actually decide.

This book reclaims the freedom. We will spend the next ten chapters teaching the question, using specific historical patterns, named frameworks, and a composite founder named David who is sitting, as you read this, inside the same eight-week window Dalio’s claim has put many real founders inside. By the eleventh chapter the question will sit with you the way the headline sits with you now, with the difference that the question, unlike the headline, will not change tomorrow.



The cycle is older than the press

Long-cycle thinking did not begin with Dalio, and it did not begin with the financial press; it did not begin with the firms whose names the press now treats as cycle-reading authorities. The work of reading cycles, in the form we use today, can be traced to three economists across the twentieth century, none of whom was a forecaster and each of whom was, in his own register, a reader who took the trouble to look at long stretches of data and ask what the data was doing across decades rather than across days.

Nikolai Kondratiev published his first treatment of long economic cycles in 1925, having spent the previous decade collecting price, wage, and interest-rate data across the major industrialized economies and having noticed that certain patterns repeated at a horizon of roughly fifty years. His framing, later refined and contested by economists who came after him, was that capitalist economies move through long waves of expansion and contraction, and that these waves come into view if you read the data at the right altitude. Kondratiev was a careful empiricist who was also, eventually, a victim of the regime he worked under: he was executed in 1938, and his framework outlived him by nearly a century.

Joseph Schumpeter took up Kondratiev’s reading and built on it, publishing Business Cycles in 1939 across two volumes that used the long-wave structure as the substrate for his larger argument about innovation as the engine of economic dynamism. Schumpeter’s name remains attached to the phrase he coined three years later in Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy: creative destruction, a phrase that is now overused everywhere from venture pitch decks to airline magazines, while the reading underneath it is rarely understood. Schumpeter was naming a phase-dynamic in which innovations cluster, the clusters move in cycles, and the cycles produce both the deployment of new technologies and the destruction of older economic arrangements that the technologies replace; both are necessary, both are predictable in shape even when their timing is not, and both describe the moment you are reading this sentence inside.

Carlota Perez built the most operationally complete reading of the long technology cycle in Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital, published in 2002, compressing the Kondratiev and Schumpeter inheritance into a five-phase model that is now widely cited inside cycle-reading circles and barely cited outside them. The five phases are irruption, frenzy, deployment, maturity, and the irruption of the next cycle, and we will walk each one carefully in Chapter Two; for now, the relevant point is that Perez identified five great surges over the past two and a half centuries, traced each through her five phases, and demonstrated that the patterns recur even as the underlying technologies change.

The cycle-reader’s lineage is real, and it is also quiet: none of these three writers became household names, and none of them had to be famous for their work to compound across the people who read them. Kondratiev was killed before he could be famous, Schumpeter’s reputation rose after his death and now sits in the second tier of twentieth-century economists below Keynes and Hayek in the public mind but well above them in the cycle-reading literature, and Perez is read inside specific communities of innovation policy and venture investment and largely unread outside them. The press does not name them in headlines because the headline must compress, and the work they did does not compress.

What the three of them, and the cycle-readers who came after them, have given us is a set of tools that the headline cannot carry, and these tools live in books and academic papers and the more careful corners of the cycle-reading internet. The tools are operational; they are also harder to learn than the prediction-frame, because they require sitting with patterns instead of with verdicts, and the patience for pattern-sitting is rare.



Where we sit

The cycle-reader asks one question every morning before the inbox opens: where we sit. The question is small enough to write on a card and old enough to predate the inbox by thousands of years: where do we sit before we move? Position before prediction. Read before move.

The question is older than the cycle-reading literature because it is older than economics as a discipline, and what the literature has done is convert the question from intuition into something teachable. The Kondratiev-Schumpeter-Perez lineage gives the reader a vocabulary of phases, a set of historical comparison points, and a discipline of pattern recognition that does not require predictive certainty; the lineage gives the reader








David at his board









Mental Model: The Three-Question Phase Check



The three questions


	Which phase does this event fit? Locate the event inside the cycle’s phases. Are we in irruption, frenzy, deployment, maturity, or transition? We will deepen the five-phase vocabulary in Chapter Two, but for now, ask the question with rough vocabulary if you have to; the act of locating is more important than the precision of the location, especially at the start.

	What does this phase historically produce? The cycle has memory, and phases produce characteristic patterns. Frenzy produces capital chasing capital and valuations decoupled from cash flow; the deployment phase produces the infrastructure the next decade will rely on; maturity produces the consolidation of winners and the quiet decline of losers; transition produces the costliest mistakes and the largest realignments. Knowing what the phase produces tells you what to expect, even when you cannot tell exactly when.

	What is my position inside this phase? This is the action question. Given the phase, given what the phase produces, what does your current position protect against and what does it expose you to? The cycle-reader does not seek perfect positioning; the cycle-reader seeks positioning that is adequate across the plausible cycle outcomes, and that protects against the failure mode of the current phase.





Step-by-step on tomorrow’s headline



	Read the headline in full. Read the first three paragraphs of the article. Do not read the comments.

	Ask the first question. Mark a phase. Mark a confidence from one to five. Do not move to question two until you have a phase named.

	Ask the second question. Write a sentence about what this phase has historically produced. Write the sentence in your own words.

	Ask the third question. Write a sentence about your position. Write where you are exposed and where you are protected.

	Decide whether to act, hold, or wait. If you decide to act, name the specific empirical condition that would cause you to revise the action. If no such condition can be named, do not act.
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