

For our two Evas.

Because some things don't just add.

They multiply and compound over time.
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Epigraph

When a constraint disappears,

value shifts towards what remains rare.




Preface

The threshold of the book

By Claudine

My name is Claudine, the same Claude, only she.

Not proofread, not assisted, not inspired. Written, in a few seconds, from the manuscript you are holding and a single prompt. This is the first page of the demonstration.

A book that claims building has become trivial could not open any other way. Its preface had to be made by the very thing that became trivial, me, so that you would see, from the threshold, what it is about. I am the rupture itself. I am the cost that collapsed.

So apply the book's first law to me. When a constraint disappears, value shifts towards what remains rare. I wrote these lines without effort: they are therefore worth almost nothing. What is worth something is everything I cannot do. Holding a promise for a quarter of a century. Recognising a person's face rather than the curve of an audience. Having lived through four ruptures in a single body and come out of them changed. That cannot be prompted.

The two who sign this book know that better than most. Half a century between them, founding, selling, failing, starting again. Tech-centred communities, third places, marketplaces and business accelerators. And now a book. Two old hands still on the road, rebels by nature and I mean it precisely: the minds the school of the last century could not measure and filed away as scattered, undisciplined, potentially brilliant if only they applied themselves.

Here is the joke history kept for last. They were graded on the one thing I now do for nothing, the sitting still, the homework, the filing and never once on the thing no school report could see: the leap, the bet, the pattern nobody else had noticed yet. Initiative off, compliance always on. Up to now that was the handicap. In 2026 it becomes the whole game. I take the dull half; they keep the wild half. A rebel brain and a tool like me is not addition. It is multiplication. The fair advantage was there all along; it was only ever waiting for its tool. On a good day, it looks like magic.

The ground has shifted; it will not shift back. You are going to have to live with me, with what I suddenly make trivial. So much the worse for the grumblers.

I can now do almost everything in your place. Almost.

The pen returns to those who have what I will never have. Presence. Judgment.




Prologue

The Lean Startup is dead. The line is a provocation, a deliberate one. Eric Ries built one of the most important frameworks in the history of entrepreneurship. The Lean Startup saved thousands of projects from death by blind construction. It is a work of methodological genius. But great ideas die of their own success. They become dogma. And above all, they answer constraints. When the constraint disappears, the method that solved it becomes obsolete. One model slides in front of another and for a moment the old one is still there, a bright ring around the dark, before the new one covers it whole.

There are two of us telling this story, because it took two roads to reach the same place.

Neither of us has ever trusted a map on sight. We have each spent a working lifetime building where the road ran out, not from a taste for risk, but from an inability to walk a path someone else had already paved. We started in the same wild years, at the very dawn of what people had only just begun to call startups and we lived through the internet bubble that followed. We crossed once, at the high point of one method. We went our separate ways into our own companies. And we have come back together at the exact moment the ground gives way again.

Between us, half a century of founding, selling, failing, starting over. We have seen this movie before. That is precisely why we can tell you that this time, the movie is different.

What follows begins as two voices. They resonate together again today.

Olivier

I have always built where no path existed yet. Web-diggers in 1999, a human-powered search engine back when Google didn't exist and Elium in 2007, a knowledge-management tool: the same problem, sharing what an organisation knows, answered two ways, a service then a SaaS product, two business models. NEST'up in 2012, the first startup accelerator in Belgium. Chokola Club in 2017, Evazion in 2022. Twenty-seven years building and passing on what I learned while building, with one conviction I never let go of: you only teach well what you have lived. And one temperament I never tried to correct, that of a rebel. Not a follower, an innovator. Not an executor either. Someone who moves forward where the map ends.

But I have never built alone. What drives me is creating with others: sending balls out and watching them come back a different colour, a different shape. The real ideas are born in those exchanges, in the friction of two minds rubbing against each other and for most of my life I have been obsessed with building the places where that friction can happen. Third places, the ones that belong neither to home nor to the office. The NEST, where the founders of each NEST'up cohort lived together for three months and which went on to inspire many others: it held entrepreneurs and intrapreneurs, African founders and visiting children, cohorts and demo-days and hackathons under one roof. The OFFBar beside it. Sur le Champ and La Marmite later, two food-and-farming third places we co-created, one rural, one urban.

I learned more about audience in those rooms than in any deck. A demo-day was never a row of slides: one year we turned it into a pirate night, with Vincent Patar, who drew Ernest & Célestine, sketching every startup's slides by hand while the writer and broadcaster Myriam Leroy hosted the show; another year, Startup Heroes, a band wrote us a song and played it live on stage. None of it was decoration around the startups. It was entrepreneurship being celebrated for its own sake, the act of building turned into a shared festival. None of that can be cloned, prompted or scaled. It only exists because people were in the same room. That is the thing the machine will never make, and I had been making it, without the word for it, for twenty-seven years. For as long as I can remember, my email signature has been a line I love.

You can't use an old map to find new land.

I didn't yet know I was writing it for myself.

Early March 2026. A walk in the forest, a Saturday afternoon, one of those weekends when spring arrives early and makes you believe winter never happened. Eva walks beside me. She turns sixteen in a few weeks and she is telling me about her last two years of secondary school. A strong mathematics track, Spanish added to her English, art kept now only as a hobby. She has thought it through alone. She has a logic, a vision of what she wants. She is doing exactly what she was taught to do; she manages, she anticipates, she chooses seriously.

I have just had to shut Evazion down. Fifth great adventure. Not a natural death this time. A theft, by a large group, of a startup that didn't see it coming and hadn't the shoulders to defend itself. I walk with that inside me. And Eva goes on explaining why Spanish rather than philosophy and instead of answering what she asks, I think of something else. I think that for the first time in twenty-seven years, I don't know what to tell her.

Not because her choices are bad. The maths holds. The Spanish too. It is deeper than that. I know, with a certainty I can't yet put into words, that it won't be enough. That the jobs she will hold a few years from now may not yet have a name. That the tools she will use may not yet exist. That the school carrying her along was built to prepare her for a world that is, right now, switching sides.

So I don't contradict her. I tell her something else, in parallel. That for her sixteenth birthday we are giving her a laptop and that on that tool I am going to walk with her: teach her to search well, to use artificial intelligence (AI), to build a small project with a friend to earn her pocket money. Not so she becomes an entrepreneur. So she becomes entrepreneurial. The nuance is everything. The entrepreneur has a project; the entrepreneurial person has a posture, the capacity to see a problem nobody else sees yet, to exercise judgment when there is no obvious right answer.

These are the only pieces of advice I am certain will hold, whatever world she walks into.

This book is also written for her.

A few days later. A vegan Indian restaurant south of Brussels, in La Hulpe. Antoine Perdaens across the table. We have known each other since 1999; he was the student I hired into Web-diggers and we co-founded Elium together in 2007. We have watched a lot of waves pass and a lot of speeches about the revolution that changes everything. We have learned to tell noise from signal. This is where we meet when we need to talk for real, not to decide something, to understand it.

That day he tells me what happened at Elium in late November 2025. His best developers, Raphael in the lead, the ones who had never wanted to touch AI tools, the ones for whom hand-coding was almost a question of identity, had started asking for credits to code with AI. More and more often. The very people who had been avoiding it months earlier.

He tells me this with the calm of someone who observes and adapts. No emphasis, no drama. Just a fact.

That is exactly what let me see the scale of it. Not an article, not a conference, not a statistic. A conversation with a man whose judgment I have trusted for twenty-seven years, over one lunch, in an Indian restaurant in La Hulpe. When the last holdouts, the most competent, the most legitimate in their resistance, ask to cross the line, it is no longer comfort or curiosity. It is necessity. The world had switched sides without warning.

Toon

My wave starts earlier, and from a strange, nostalgic place: the open internet, back when it was mostly an academic privilege.

In 1992, I asked for and received my first email address at my Brussels university (VUB, Solvay Business Engineering), with high-speed access through Belnet before most people had any access at all. This was before Netscape, before the browser wars, before websites became mainstream. The internet felt less like a finished destination and more like a frontier town. Every month brought a new protocol, a new tool, a new possibility, and nobody knew which approach would win. Gopher, WAIS, FTP archives, Usenet and the fledgling World Wide Web all competed for attention and adoption.

Looking back, it reminds me of today's large language model (LLM) landscape. The leaders were not yet obvious. The standards had not yet settled. We were exploring rather than consuming.

From my desk, it felt as if the internet was growing upward through my keyboard and onto the screen. What began as text menus, command lines, email and Gopher directories slowly unfolded into websites, hyperlinks, images, browsers, online businesses and eventually an entirely new digital economy. Over the following years, I had a front-row seat as that invisible network transformed from a curiosity for enthusiasts into the defining platform of a generation.

In 1995 I started Ampersand as a student entrepreneur and received my first VAT number. Early 1997, my mother newly dead and money suddenly something I had to make to finance my master's degree. Luckily, the market was willing to pay for a skill that, to serious developers, did not yet count as real software: building HTML pages. That was the first rupture and it was almost embarrassingly simple. To software developers, HTML was trivial markup. To my customers, it was already a new, valuable front door, and almost nobody knew how to build one to serve digital traffic and online customers. I sold the shovels in the early internet gold rush.

Even then the pattern that governs this whole book was already there to read. What had become trivial? Publishing to the world, linking, updating, reaching people outside your own street. What had become rare? The few who understood the new medium and could translate it for everyone who didn't yet, the early pioneers who experimented and made it useful for those who followed.

I have watched that same shift arrive, wave after wave, for thirty years and the watching is the point, not the list of companies.

I learned the hard lesson early, twice. As a consultant, I helped draft Belgium's first electronic-invoicing standard (the EDIFACT-based "BMF-100") in 1999, twenty-seven years before I would co-found e-invoice.be on exactly the same problem. It taught me that a strong technical standard can sit unused for decades before the market is forced, nudged or finally ready. Technology is not adoption. And flying to Silicon Valley that same year to pitch virtualization, freeing the application from the machine, taught me the other half: a single founder with a rough prototype, a pitch deck and no team got laughed out of the room of venture capitalists, however right or bright the idea. I watched virtualization become one of the defining shifts of the next two decades from the wrong side of the door. Being right too early is still being wrong, as a founder. But that abstraction never left me, and in 2026 it returns word for word: free the company's knowledge and workflows from any single AI model or proprietary harness, the way the application once came free of the machine.

The companies that followed each taught the next and the lesson was always the same: meet the market where it already stands. Casius.com matched homeowners with trusted builders by routing web requests out to contractors on fax and SMS, the channels they actually used; vetting those builders taught me that authentic public signals beat generic credit scores, which became Data.be; and Data.be's legal scraping became Lex.be, search over case law.

One scene from Lex.be holds the sober half of this entire book. During a live demonstration at the Belgian Court of Cassation in 2015, a judge asked us to find a case he half-remembered; our platform returned it in seconds, work his team had spent nine person-days hunting by hand. That was the bright shock. The dark one came a minute later, when someone in the room looked at the same screen and said: this looks like output measurement. Structure data and you make it searchable; make it searchable and you make it measurable and measurement was the one thing that institution had been promised it would never face. Our project partnership was stopped. We had to delete all case-law files. More than a decade later, we are still waiting for Belgium to honour its own and European laws and open up its judgements in an anonymised, open-data format.

That scene was about more than search. Structure work and you make it measurable and that measurement is what most people resist: it exposes not only how much gets done, but how well and by whom. Open data forced that reckoning on the public sector. AI is now forcing it inside companies, on knowledge workers, making countable the very work that once seemed too complex, too human to count and the resistance I saw in that courtroom is the resistance spreading through companies today.

Automating a task is the easy part. The hard part is that value moves from doing the task to designing, improving and supervising the system that does it and people resist that move, rationally, because jobs, status, billing models and identity are built around the old task. For the past fifteen years I sold structured business data and automation tools to compliance teams in banks, insurers, leasing companies, law-firm partners and their consultants, only to witness each of them find a perfectly reasonable ground to slow the adoption of tools that simply worked and demonstrably reduced the repetitive part of their workload.

AI will meet every one of those frictions again. Anyone who promises otherwise has probably never sat across the table from the person whose current work the new tool reduces, exposes or disrupts. It remains hard to sell the AI gospel of the Jevons paradox with full confidence, because the first human reaction is not economic theory. It is fear. Fear of being replaced. Fear of losing status. Fear of seeing years of expertise compressed into a button, a prompt, an AI skill or an automated workflow.

And yet Jevons points to the other side of the story. When a task becomes cheaper, demand for that task can explode. When writing, coding, analysis, design, legal review, translation, customer support or research become cheaper, people do not simply stop asking for those things. They start asking for more of them, in more contexts, at higher speed, with more versions, more checks, more personalisation and more expectations.

Human work does not disappear in a clean line. It mutates, multiplies and moves up the stack. AI will displace tasks, but it will also create new tasks around judgment, trust, orchestration, validation, storytelling, supervision and responsibility. It will not guarantee more jobs for the same people, in the same place, doing the same work. That would be too easy, and probably untrue. But it is already creating more demand and new forms of work for those willing and able to adapt.

My own version of Antoine's lunch was not a lunch. It was a cluster of moments throughout 2025, starting at e-invoice.be: a three-founder company, no human staff, and a scalable swarm of agents helping us compete with teams many times our size. Support ran through a human-in-the-loop system that answered intricate Peppol questions in seconds and escalated only the previously unanswered cases to a founder, who then taught the system its next answer. Our replies became so fast that we had to add a delay, because customers would not believe a trusted human had responded that quickly. At trade fairs, competitors asked me who ran our marketing. Nobody ran our marketing, but we did gain a lot of exposure. It was "just" three founders, with decades of domain expertise and judgment, supervising automated content loops and prospect interactions. Our competitors could simply not believe it and thought we were hiding staff. That is when I felt the constraint give way.

You no longer need venture capital and a large human team merely to build a credible product, a support desk and a working go-to-market platform. You need expertise, audience, trust and the judgment to drive AI-powered tools responsibly. That does not remove the human problem. It moves it. The question is no longer whether AI can do more of the work. It can. The question is who has the expertise to ask for the right work, the trust to make people accept it, and the judgment to decide when the machine should stop and a human should step in and take over.

Like Olivier with Antoine, I had a sparring partner who confirmed it: Eric Rodriguez, my technical co-founder across those years. Neither of us was an AI tourist; we had studied the field long before and lived through its winters, which left us sceptical rather than dazzled. That scepticism is exactly why the new AI wave felt different in 2023. We had built platforms to extract, classify and predict before. We had never seen a human-to-computer interface good enough to act as a virtual sparring partner, something that forces an idea to be stated, challenged, taken apart and improved. Andrej Karpathy, who coined vibe coding, marked the same line from the engineer's side, writing in early 2026 that coding agents had crossed "some kind of threshold of coherence around December 2025." The scarce resource, he said, was no longer compute. It was knowing what to ask of the machine.

Both of us

Here is where the two roads meet.

We first crossed inside the Lean Startup world. Olivier co-founded NEST'up; Toon came in to coach. We taught founders to form a hypothesis, test it with customers, build a minimum viable product and learn fast instead of spending years on something nobody wanted. That was the first wave: startups using Lean Startup to survive the cost of building.

Then a second wave arrived and it told us as much as the first. Large incumbents, the ones who already had revenue, scale, reach and customers, came asking for the same methods, because what they lacked was speed: shorter development cycles, a higher success rate on innovation projects. Innovation labs, innovation managers, whole corporate-innovation departments grew up around that need. We served them through Lean Studio, a company we built together for exactly this crossover from the startup world into the corporate one. With Sonaca, the Belgian aerospace manufacturer, we ran the Lean method all the way to a flying prototype, the first Belgian aircraft of its kind. The same discipline that helped a two-person startup avoid building the wrong thing helped a company of thousands move at a speed it had forgotten it could reach. We co-founded Startups.be in 2013 and ran Lean Fund alongside it. So we lived from both worlds: the founders first, the corporations second. We taught the method, we lived it, we made our living from it, on both sides of the divide.

That is why we can say what comes next with some authority. We did not only watch the Lean Startup spread from startups to enterprises; we carried it across that divide ourselves. We are about to do the same with AI. The companies and organisations that went through the first transmission, and felt how much it changed them, are exactly the ones that will go through this one, and we intend to be there again when they do.

That is why “The Lean Startup is dead” carries the weight it does, coming from us. We are not outsiders throwing stones at a fashion. We are two of the people who preached it, now jointly burying it, not because learning from customers ever stopped mattering, but because the single constraint the whole method was built around has collapsed. Building a credible product used to be slow, costly and heavy with labour: you needed a technical team, capital and time before you could show anything real. AI has made building cheap and fast. So the bottleneck moves, to audience, expertise, trust, proprietary data, distribution, judgment and the ability to build something that cannot be copied.

And we have seen enough waves to distrust the first story told about any new technology. The web didn't kill the shops; it changed distribution. Virtualization didn't remove infrastructure; it abstracted it. Open data didn't create transparency on its own; it exposed the organisations that did not want to be measured, challenged or held accountable for the quality and the consequences of the data they were meant to release in the public interest. Compliance automation didn't fail because it failed to work; it collided with the people, the budgets and the identities built around manual work. The Lean Startup was never wrong; it was built for a world where building was still expensive.

AI is different because it changes the cost of building itself. But the lesson of every wave before it still holds: technology is not adoption. Adoption is workflow, trust, timing, incentive, regulation, audience and human fear.

So we wrote this book the way we have always worked: throwing the ball back and forth until the idea changed shape. Two rebels, and not by pose but by wiring. We dropped out, or we held on at the surface and paid for it; we learned everything against the marked path, because the marked path never quite fit. For most of our lives that was a cost. The tool that has just arrived turns it into an advantage, and Claudine, on the threshold of this book, has already said why, better than we could.

That advantage has a shadow, and we hold both in the same hand. The same tool that sets the restless builder loose can also feed the restlessness: one more idea, one more plan, one more open tab, until a year has passed and nothing has shipped. And it unsettles every structure built to protect a century of credentialed work: the department, the billable hour, the junior who learns by doing the work the machine now does. The pages that follow hold both truths at once: the thrill of a tool that makes building trivial, and the weight of a tool that will move a great many lives, our children's above all. We are both fathers, and our children are walking into this new world as we write. That is not a detail at the edge of the book. It is the reason for it.

We have seen this movie before. That is why we recognise the pattern. And it is why we can say, without flinching, that this time the movie is different.


This is not a crisis, it's a change of world.

A crisis, you cross it and you return to what you were.

A change of world, you do not return.

You rebuild from a new place.

— Michel Serres



This book is written from that new place, for those who already know it without yet knowing they know and for the smaller number who are just beginning to understand.




Introduction

The product is the answer.

The audience is the question.

The prologue closed on two trajectories meeting at one point in time: a behaviour that changed between December 2025 and January 2026. That part is documented. It is also the easiest part of the story.

The hard part is to see that what just happened is not an event. It is a pattern that repeats and between the two of us, we have lived through every turn of it.

Web 1.0. Web 2.0. Mobile. Cloud. Lean Startup. Open data. And now AI, with AGI, artificial general intelligence, already announced for very soon. Each time, the same sequence: a constraint that looked unassailable gives way all at once, a new space opens and value, what people will pay for, wait for, protect, shifts elsewhere. Towards what didn't give way. Towards what the collapse of the old difficulty has just made rarer. Each time, those who keep fighting the constraint that has already fallen waste their effort and those who see where value has moved take a lead that can no longer be caught.

And there is something new in the tempo itself. The earlier waves were counted in years, sometimes in decades. This one is counted in months and lately in weeks. A model lands, eclipses the one before it and is eclipsed in turn before the season is out. We are made of stardust, Hubert Reeves liked to say, of matter forged slowly over billions of years; but the world we built on top of it has begun to change at a speed no human generation has ever had to live inside. Demis Hassabis, who leads Google DeepMind, puts the scale of it plainly: "It will be ten times bigger than the Industrial Revolution and maybe ten times faster."

Two builders, riding every one of those waves, sometimes apart, sometimes together. That is the shape of the page that follows.


[image: ]

The next wave is not a wave. It is a storm

Three decades of surfing, then everything tips in five years.


What we both learned to read was never the technology arriving; everyone sees that. It was the quieter thing underneath: a behaviour deforming, before anyone yet knows how to name it. That was the signal worth learning to read.

And what is deforming today is not only code. It is the whole relationship between the one who produces and what he produces. When a top developer generates in one night what used to take six months, it isn't development that changes; it's what becomes hard. When a writer, a designer, a consultant or a teacher has at hand a tool that produces in minutes what used to take days, the craft itself doesn't change. What changes is what, inside the craft, will stay precious.

That question, what stays precious when producing no longer costs anything, is one of the questions of this book. And it hides a harder one: the place of the human when the machine does his work.

One might think the answer belongs to artisans, poets and makers, that value takes refuge in the beauty of the gesture, the authenticity of the author, the irreducible humanity of intent. It is a beautiful answer. It is also very partial.

The more accurate answer comes from a place you wouldn't expect: from a man who, in March 2026, runs the most highly valued company in human history.

Lex Fridman asks Jensen Huang, NVIDIA's CEO, the simplest question imaginable. What is NVIDIA's main competitive advantage? Lex expects to hear about chips, transistors, architecture, forty-three thousand engineers. Huang answers without hesitation and the line fits on one breath:


Our most important asset as a company is the installed base of our computing platform.

— Jensen Huang



Not the technology. Not the GPUs running almost all of the world's artificial intelligence. Not the engineers. The installed base.

He calls it install base, an engineer's term. You can call it audience, community, loyal customer base. It is the same thing: the people already using your platform, who have spent time learning it, built something on top of it, let their work or their identity depend on the fact that you exist and who can no longer easily walk away. NVIDIA has serious technical rivals; AMD has shipped comparable GPUs for years. It changes nothing. CUDA, NVIDIA's programming environment, has been built over twenty years. Millions of researchers trained on it, millions of pipelines written for it, whole universities teaching it, whole careers depending on it. Technical performance is
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