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7 STAGES OF AI
THE TOOL

GUIDE
The AI tools — free and paid — you should be using at

every stage, from your first chatbot to your own AI

operation. What each one does, and how to start in 5

minutes.
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A free guide from OpulentBots LLC

This is the free companion to The 7 Stages of AI: Build It

Yourself (the hands-on book where you build your own AI

system) and The AI Offer (turning it into a business). This

guide exposes you to the tools and how to start; it does

not teach building custom systems — that’s the next step.

Tools and pricing change fast — always check current

pricing and free tiers. No tool here paid for placement.

© 2026 OpulentBots LLC. All rights reserved.
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INTRODUCTION — START HERE

AI isn’t coming. It’s already here, already in your

competitor’s workflow, already quietly doing the work that

used to take three people and a Tuesday afternoon. You feel

it. That low hum of “I should probably be using this more” —

that’s the signal. This guide is the answer to it.

Here’s the problem, though, and it’s not your fault: there are

too many tools. Every week a new name lands in your feed

— ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, Perplexity, Notion AI, Zapier,

n8n, HeyGen, Veo, Sora, VAPI, Lovable, NotebookLM, Nano

Banana. Half of them sound made up. (Some of them

genuinely sound made up.) You open one, poke at it for five

minutes, get a “huh, neat” feeling, close the tab, and never

come back. Then you feel a little behind, a little

overwhelmed, and a lot like everyone else already got a

manual you didn’t.

You didn’t miss the manual. There wasn’t one. So we made

it.

This guide is the map. Not a hype reel, not a pitch dressed

up as a free download — an honest, plainspoken tour of the

actual tools worth your time, organized so you always know 

what to use, when, and why. We’ll tell you what each tool

is in one sentence, whether it’s free or paid (and we’ll be

straight with you about the pricing), what it’s genuinely

good for, and a real five-minute setup so you can go from
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“heard of it” to “actually using it” today. No gatekeeping. No

“the real secret is in the paid version.” Just the menu,

handed to you by a friend who’s already eaten everything

on it.

THE 7 STAGES OF AI
Everything in this guide hangs off one simple ladder. We

call it the 7 Stages of AI, and it’s the same backbone as our

100M AI Roadmap. It takes you from “just curious” all the

way to “running my own AI operation” — one rung at a

time. You don’t skip rungs. You climb them.

Here are all seven, one line each:

Anticipation AI — Know the landscape. Get hands-on

with the big assistants. Pick a daily driver. Stop being a

spectator.

Answerbot AI — Train AI on your world. Move from

generic answers to an assistant that actually knows your

business, your context, your voice.

Assembling Assets AI — Make things. Turn AI into real

output: docs, images, video, decks, sites, a single home

for your business brain. (This is the big one.)

Automations AI — Connect and trigger. Make your

tools talk to each other and run on triggers, so

repeatable work stops eating your hours.

Agentic AI — AI that acts. Tools where AI doesn’t just

answer — it does the thing, inside a defined lane

(answers the phone, follows up, books the call).
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AAA AI — Run multiple lanes. (AAA is just our

shorthand for the “small AI operation” stage.) Stop

buying single tools; start running an operating layer

across several parts of the business at once.

Founder AI — Own it. The destination: your own private

AI operating layer, running like a quiet co-founder. Less a

tool list, more a way of operating.

Notice the shape of it. The bottom rungs are about you

using AI better. The top rungs are about AI doing work for

you. That shift — from “I type, it answers” to “it runs, I

review” — is the whole journey. Most people never get past

rung two. That’s not a flaw in them; it’s a flaw in the map

they were handed. You’ve got a better one now.

WHICH STAGE ARE YOU IN?
Before you read another page, take ten seconds and find

yourself on the ladder. Answer these honestly — gut

reactions only:

Do you have one AI assistant you open every single

day, by reflex? If no, you’re at Stage 1. Start there. (Don’t

be embarrassed — most of the planet is here.)

Have you ever set up an AI that already knows your

business — your services, your tone, your customers

— without you re-explaining it every time? If no, Stage

2 is your next move.

In the last month, did you make something real with

AI — an image, a video, a deck, a polished doc, a working

6. 
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web page — that you actually used? If not, Stage 3 is

where the magic (and most of this book) lives.

Do any of your tools talk to each other automatically

— a form fills a spreadsheet, a new lead pings your

phone, with zero manual copy-paste? If no, Stage 4.

Is there one task in your business that runs without

you — AI answering, following up, or booking, while you

sleep? If no, you’re knocking on the door of Stage 5 and

up.

Wherever you said your first “no” — that’s your stage. That’s

your starting line. Everything below it, you’ve already got.

Everything above it is the climb. Don’t try to leap to Stage 6

because it sounds impressive; you’ll just faceplant. Start

where you actually are, get one rung solid, then take the

next. That’s how every person who’s good at this got good

at this.

And here’s the freeing part: you don’t have to climb all

seven. A solo consultant who nails Stages 1 through 3 will

run circles around competitors twice their size. A small

team that gets to Stage 4 buys back whole days every week.

Pick the rung that matches your ambition. The ladder’s

there if you want the top; nobody’s pushing.

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
One chapter per stage. Seven chapters, seven rungs. Inside

each, you’ll find the tools that matter at that level — and

every single tool gets the same honest, skimmable

4. 
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treatment, so you can scan a chapter in five minutes or

work through it tool by tool:

What it is — one plain sentence. No jargon, no

“synergistic AI-native platform” nonsense.

Best for — the specific job this tool wins at, so you know

when to reach for it.

Real value — what it actually does for you. Time saved,

capability unlocked, the honest version — not the

marketing version.

Free vs. paid — clearly marked: 💚 Free, 💳 Paid, or 💚+💳

Freemium. We tell you straight whether the free tier is

genuinely useful or just a teaser.

Quick setup (5 min) — three to five real numbered steps

to go from zero to your first useful result. Today. Not

“someday when you have time.”

Cost — an honest ballpark. (Prices move fast in this

space, so always check the current pricing and free tier

before you commit a card — we’ll remind you.)

Swap list — two to four real alternatives for every tool.

You are never locked in. Don’t like our pick, or it doesn’t

fit your budget? Here are the other doors.

That swap list matters more than it looks. The point of this

guide isn’t to sell you on one brand — it’s to make you

fluent in a category, so when the tool you’re using gets pricier,

or worse, or a better one shows up next month, you swap

without missing a beat. Tools change. The stages don’t.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Learn the ladder, and you’ll never be lost again no matter

what new name lands in your feed.

A few ground rules we hold ourselves to: real and current

tools only, honest pricing, real setup steps, and no

fabricated features. If something has a catch, we’ll name

the catch. If the free tier is plenty, we’ll tell you to stop there

and keep your money. Generous is the whole point.

One more thing on free vs. paid, because it’s the question

everyone actually has: every tool here is marked 💚 Free, 💳

Paid, or 💚+💳 Freemium — and wherever the line genuinely

matters, you’ll see a short “Free vs Paid — the honest line”

callout that spells out exactly what the free tier gives you

versus what paying unlocks. The free tiers in this guide are

real and usable — you can get meaningful work done on $0.

Paid generally buys you the best models, much higher

limits, and the features that turn a tool from “fun to try” into

“part of how I work” (and sometimes it removes a

watermark or unlocks the one capability you actually came

for). Starting free is genuinely fine — most people should.

Upgrade a tool only once it’s earning its keep, and you’ll

always know what your money is buying.

THE ONE HONEST THING YOU NEED TO KNOW
There’s a line we say in the Roadmap presentation, and it’s

the most important sentence in this whole book:

Testing AI is not the same as giving AI a real role.
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Read it twice. Almost everyone “tests” AI — they ask

ChatGPT a question, they make a goofy image, they get a

quick win, and they think that’s what using AI means. It

isn’t. That’s tasting the menu. Giving AI a real role — an

actual job it owns, day in and day out, while you do higher-

value work — is a completely different thing. It’s the

difference between a tool you poke at and a system that

runs.

So let’s be crystal clear about what this guide is, and what it

isn’t.

This guide gets you using the right tools. It’s your

exposure tour — the curated, honest menu of what’s out

there at every stage, with the setup to actually start. Read

only this, follow it, and you will meaningfully upgrade how

you work. That’s a promise, and it’s free.

This guide does not teach you to build your own system.

It won’t walk you through architecting custom agents,

wiring your own automations end to end, or building your

own AI operating layer — your own “Zeus,” as we call ours.

That’s the next step, and it’s a real one: it’s what the paid

book, The 7 Stages of AI: Build It Yourself, and the Course

are for. And turning that system into a business that pays

you? That’s The AI Offer. When this guide bumps into deep

system-building, we’ll point you to that next door — and

then we’ll stop, because teaching it here would be doing

you a disservice.
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No hard sell. You may never need the paid path, and that’s

genuinely fine — there’s enough real value in these pages

to move the needle on its own. But if you read this, get

fluent with the tools, and find yourself thinking “okay, but I

want AI doing this for me, not just helping me do it” — that’s the

moment the next door opens. You’ll know when you’re

there.

For now, you’re at the bottom of a ladder that most people

will never even find. The view from the top is worth the

climb, and the first rung is one page away.

Let’s find your stage and get you moving.
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STAGE 1 — ANTICIPATION AI:
KNOW THE LANDSCAPE

This is the stage where you stop reading about AI and start

using it. Nothing fancy. No systems, no automations, no

agents doing your job while you sleep — that all comes

later. Right now the only goal is to get fluent with the

handful of assistants that everyone in the AI world is

actually using, learn how they differ, and pick the one you’ll

open every day.

Are you here? You probably are if any of this sounds

familiar: you’ve typed a few things into ChatGPT, gotten a

decent answer or two, maybe felt a flicker of “okay, that’s

useful” — and then closed the tab and went back to doing

everything the old way. You’ve tested AI. You haven’t given

it a real role yet. That’s the gap this whole guide closes, and

it starts here.

Here’s the framing from the deck worth tattooing

somewhere: testing AI ≠ giving AI a business role. Poking

at a chatbot is not the same as having an assistant that

drafts your emails, researches your prospects, untangles

your spreadsheets, and reasons through your hard

decisions — every single day, as a habit. Stage 1 is about

closing the distance between those two things. The fastest

way to do that is to live inside one of these tools until it

becomes second nature.
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There are four assistants worth knowing, plus one place

where everything you make with them lands. Let’s go

through each.

CHATGPT (OPENAI) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: The most popular AI assistant in the world — the

one that put “AI” in your parents’ vocabulary. A general-

purpose chatbot that writes, codes, analyzes, generates

images, browses the web, and talks back in real voice.

Best for: Being your default all-rounder. If you only ever

learn one tool, this is the safe pick. It does a little of

everything well, has the deepest feature set, and there’s a

tutorial for every question you’ll ever have because half the

internet uses it.

Real value: It collapses “I need to think this through / write

this / look this up / make this” into one box. Drafting a tough

email, summarizing a long PDF, turning rough notes into a

clean doc, brainstorming names, debugging a formula,

generating a quick image for a post — all in one place. On

the paid tier you get image generation, file uploads, web

browsing, voice mode, and access to its strongest reasoning

models. For most people it replaces three or four separate

tools and a couple hours of fiddling a week.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to chat.openai.com (or the ChatGPT app — iOS,

Android, Mac, Windows). Sign up with email or Google.

1. 
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Type a real task you have right now, not a test question.

Example: “Rewrite this paragraph to sound clear and

confident: [paste].”

Don’t accept the first answer — reply with “make it

shorter” or “more casual” or “give me three versions.” The

back-and-forth is where it gets good.

Try the voice button (phone app) and just talk to it while

you’re walking. This is where most people finally “get it.”

Upload a file (a PDF, a spreadsheet) and ask it to

summarize or pull out specifics. That single move

changes how you see it.

Cost: Free tier is genuinely useful and gets you the core

experience. Paid (ChatGPT Plus) runs around $20/month for

the better models, higher limits, image gen, and more —

there’s also a pricier Pro tier for heavy users. Check current

pricing; the tiers and limits change often.

Free vs Paid — the honest line: The free tier is real — you

get a capable model, image generation, file uploads, voice,

and web browsing, just with daily caps that you’ll bump

into if you lean on it hard. Paid (~$20/mo) unlocks the

strongest reasoning models, far higher usage limits, and

the newest features first (deep research, advanced voice,

bigger workloads). Start free; upgrade the day you find

yourself hitting limits or wanting the best model on a real

task. Check current pricing.

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Swap list: - Claude (Anthropic) — better at long writing,

careful reasoning, and code; covered next. - Google Gemini

— strong if you live in Gmail/Docs; covered below. - 

Microsoft Copilot — basically GPT models wrapped into the

Microsoft/Windows world, free to try. - Meta AI / Llama-

based apps — free, baked into WhatsApp and Instagram if

that’s where you already are.

CLAUDE (ANTHROPIC) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An AI assistant built by Anthropic with a

reputation for thoughtful writing, careful reasoning, and

being pleasant to actually work with. (Full disclosure for the

curious: Claude is the model powering a lot of what

OpulentBots builds behind the scenes — but we’d

recommend it on the merits regardless.)

Best for: Anything word-heavy or thinking-heavy. Long-

form writing, editing, working through a complicated

document, reasoning out a decision, and code help. If you

write for a living — emails, proposals, content, contracts you

need explained — this is the one that tends to sound the

most like a competent human and the least like a robot.

Real value: Two things stand out. First, it handles long

documents without falling apart — paste in a 40-page

contract or a giant transcript and ask real questions about

it. Second, it tends to follow instructions carefully and

push back gently when something’s off rather than

confidently making things up. For writers, consultants,

lawyers-adjacent work, and anyone whose output is words,
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the quality difference is noticeable. It’s also a favorite

among developers for explaining and writing code.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to claude.ai and sign up with email or Google.

Paste in a long thing you’ve been avoiding — a dense

article, a contract, a wall of meeting notes — and ask:

“Summarize this and tell me the three things I actually

need to act on.”

Try it as an editor: “Tighten this without changing my

voice: [paste your draft].” Notice how it keeps you in it.

Ask it to reason out loud on a real decision you’re

weighing — give it the context and ask for the trade-offs.

This is where it shines over a quick-answer bot.

If you write code, paste an error message and the code;

ask it to explain what’s wrong in plain English.

Cost: Free tier covers casual daily use. Paid (Claude Pro) is

around $20/month for higher limits and the strongest

models, with team and higher tiers above that. Check

current pricing.

1. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: The free tier is genuinely

good for daily writing and reasoning — a strong model, real

document handling — but it has usage caps that cut a

heavy session short. Paid (~$20/mo) gives you the most

capable models, much higher limits, and the longer-

context, advanced features (and Projects power) that

matter once Claude is doing real work for you. Free is plenty

to fall in love with it; upgrade when the caps start

interrupting you. Check current pricing.

Swap list: - ChatGPT — broader feature set (images, voice,

browsing) if you want one tool for everything. - Google

Gemini — better if your writing lives in Google Docs. - 

Perplexity — when the writing needs to be sourced and

current, not just well-phrased.

GOOGLE GEMINI 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: Google’s AI assistant, woven directly into the

Google ecosystem — Gmail, Docs, Sheets, Drive, Android,

and Search.

Best for: People who already live in Google. If your work

email is Gmail and your documents are in Google Docs,

Gemini is right there in the sidebar instead of in another

tab. It’s also strongly multimodal (good with images, and

increasingly audio and video) and handles a very large

amount of context — you can feed it a lot at once.

Real value: The killer feature isn’t the chatbot, it’s the 

placement. Gemini can help draft a reply inside Gmail,
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summarize a long email thread, build a first draft inside

Google Docs, or make sense of a messy Sheet — without

you copy-pasting between apps. For a Google Workspace

business, that “it’s already where my work is” advantage is

real and saves the small friction that otherwise stops people

from using AI at all. Its large context window also means

you can hand it big documents or lots of files and have it

reason across all of them.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to gemini.google.com and sign in with your Google

account — done, no separate signup.

Ask it a normal question to get a feel for it, then upload

an image and ask “what’s in this / what does this say?” to

see the multimodal side.

Open Gmail on the web — if Gemini features are

enabled on your account, look for the “Help me write” or

summarize options and try one on a real email.

Open a Google Doc and try the Gemini “Help me write”

prompt to draft a first pass of something.

Feed it a long document or a few files at once and ask it

to compare or summarize across all of them — that’s its

strength.

Cost: Free tier through your Google account. Paid upgrades

come via Google One AI / Workspace plans (roughly $20/

month for the consumer tier, with separate business

pricing baked into Workspace). Check current pricing —

Google reshuffles these plans regularly.

1. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: Free gets you a solid

Gemini model right inside your Google account, with limits

on the best models and the heaviest features. Paid (~$20/

mo via Google One AI, or bundled into Workspace) unlocks

the top-tier models, much higher limits, deeper Gmail/Docs

integration, and more image/video generation. If you live in

Google, the paid tier earns itself fast because it works where

your work already is — but the free version is a fine place to

start. Check current pricing.

Swap list: - ChatGPT / Claude — stronger standalone chat

experiences if you don’t care about Google integration. - 

Microsoft Copilot — the same idea, but for the Microsoft

365 world (Word, Excel, Outlook). - Perplexity — if what you

really want from “Google’s AI” is better search, this often

beats it.

PERPLEXITY 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An AI-powered search engine. Instead of ten

blue links, you ask a question and get a written answer with

the sources cited right there, so you can check the work.

Best for: Research, fact-finding, and anything where being 

current and correct matters more than being clever. It’s the

antidote to the biggest fear people have about AI — “but it

just makes stuff up.” Perplexity is built to show you where

each claim came from.

Real value: It replaces the open-twelve-tabs-and-skim

ritual. Ask “What are the current rules for X in my state?” or
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“Compare these three products” or “What happened with

[news topic] this week?” and you get a synthesized answer

with links to follow. Because it pulls from the live web and

cites sources, you can trust-but-verify in seconds instead of

either blindly believing a chatbot or doing all the digging

yourself. For anyone who does real research — buying

decisions, market checks, competitor scans, “is this even

true” — it’s a genuine time-saver and a safer default than a

model answering from memory.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to perplexity.ai (or grab the app). You can start

asking immediately; sign up to save your history.

Ask a question you’d normally Google — something

current. Example: “What are the best free CRMs for a

small business right now, and what are the catches?”

Click the source links under the answer. Get in the habit

of verifying — that’s the whole point of this tool.

Use a follow-up question to drill in (“focus on just the free

tiers”) instead of starting a new search.

Try the “Focus” or source options (academic, web, etc.)

when you want a specific kind of answer.

Cost: Free tier handles everyday search well. Paid

(Perplexity Pro) is around $20/month for more advanced

searches, file uploads, and access to multiple top models

inside it. Check current pricing.

1. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: Free Perplexity answers

everyday questions with sources beautifully — for most

lookups it’s all you need. Paid (Perplexity Pro, ~$20/mo)

unlocks far more “Pro” deep searches per day, file uploads,

and the ability to pick top-tier models (and deeper research

mode) for harder questions. Stay free until you’re doing real

research volume; then Pro is a small price for the depth. 

Check current pricing.

Swap list: - ChatGPT / Gemini with web browsing on —

they’ll search and cite too, just less purpose-built for it. - 

Google Search (with AI overviews) — free, and fine for

quick lookups. - You.com — another AI-search option in the

same lane.

GOOGLE DOCS / WORKSPACE 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: Where the output lands. Docs, Sheets, Slides,

and Drive — the free, ubiquitous place to put, share, and

keep the things AI helps you make.

Best for: Being the simple home for your work. AI is the

engine; you still need a garage. Most people already have a

Google account, which makes Docs the lowest-friction

place to paste a draft, clean it up, share a link, and actually 

use what the assistant gave you.

Real value: The point of Stage 1 isn’t to generate clever text

and lose it in a chat window. It’s to start building a habit

where AI output becomes real work product — a doc you

send, a sheet you act on, a deck you present. Docs gives you
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that landing pad for free, it shares with one link, and (as

covered above) Gemini increasingly works inside it. This is

the humble-but-important tool: not exciting, but it’s where

“I asked an AI” turns into “here’s the finished thing.” Later

stages turn this into something far more powerful — a real

business brain — but it starts with simply having one tidy

place for the output.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to docs.google.com (sign in with any Google

account) — you already have access.

Open a blank doc and paste in something an AI just

helped you write. This one move — output → doc — is the

habit to build.

Hit Share, set it to “anyone with the link,” and send it to

yourself or a teammate. Notice how fast that was versus

emailing files around.

Make a folder in Drive called something like “AI Work”

and start dropping things there so they don’t get lost.

If you’re on Google, try the built-in “Help me write”

(Gemini) prompt to draft directly in the doc.

Cost: Free for personal Google accounts. Google

Workspace for business (custom domain email, more

storage, admin controls) starts around $6–7/user/month

and goes up by plan. Check current pricing.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Swap list: - Microsoft 365 (Word/Excel/PowerPoint +

OneDrive) — the same thing in the Microsoft world, with

Copilot inside. - Notion — a more powerful “everything”

workspace; it becomes the star in Stage 3. - Apple iWork

(Pages/Numbers/Keynote) — free on Apple devices if

that’s your world.

PICK YOUR DAILY DRIVER
Here’s the honest truth: you don’t need all four chat

assistants. They overlap a lot. The mistake at this stage is

collecting tools instead of using one. So pick a daily driver

and commit for a couple of weeks:

Want one tool that does everything? → ChatGPT.

Write or think for a living? → Claude.

Live inside Gmail and Google Docs? → Gemini.

Mostly researching and need sources you can trust? → 

Perplexity.

Open it every morning. Hand it the small, annoying tasks

first — the email you’re avoiding, the thing you need

summarized, the decision you’re chewing on. The goal of

Stage 1 is fluency: getting to the point where reaching for AI

is reflex, not a special occasion. That’s the difference

between testing AI and starting to rely on it.

But notice the ceiling you’ll hit. Out of the box, these

assistants are brilliant generalists and total strangers to your

world. They don’t know your business, your customers, your

• 

• 

• 

• 
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voice, your offer, or your standard way of doing things. You

end up re-explaining your context every single time — and

a generic answer is the best you can get.

That’s exactly the wall Stage 2 breaks through: teaching AI 

your context so it stops giving generic answers and starts

answering like it works for you. Because in the end — 

context is the moat.
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STAGE 2 — ANSWERBOT AI:
TRAIN AI ON YOUR WORLD

In Stage 1 you got fluent. You opened ChatGPT, Claude,

Gemini, and Perplexity, asked them things, and got the feel

for what AI can do. That’s the on-ramp — and most people

never leave it. They keep treating AI like a smarter search

box: a fresh, amnesiac stranger every time they open a new

chat.

Stage 2 is where that stops.

Here’s the shift. A generic AI answers from the whole

internet. It’s confident, fast, and averaged — it gives you the

most common answer to your question, not the right

answer for your business. Ask raw ChatGPT to “write a

follow-up email to a lead,” and you get a perfectly

competent email that sounds like everyone else’s. Ask an AI

that already knows your offer, your tone, your pricing, your

objections, and the way you close — and you get an email 

you would have written, in a tenth of the time.

The difference between those two outputs isn’t a better

model. It’s context.

This is the line from the deck, and it’s the whole stage in

three words: context is the moat. Anyone can prompt a

chatbot. The advantage — the thing competitors can’t copy

by typing the same prompt — is the body of knowledge you
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feed your AI. Your documents. Your instructions. Your voice.

Your way of doing things. Load that in once, and every

answer afterward comes back already speaking your

language.

The beautiful part: you don’t need to build anything to do

this. No code, no database, no “RAG pipeline” (that’s the

paid-book territory — building your own retrieval system

from scratch). At Stage 2 you’re using the trained-assistant

features already built into the tools you have. You upload

your stuff, you write a few instructions, you test it. Five

minutes. That’s it.

A trained assistant beats “random ChatGPT” every single

time. Let’s set yours up.

CUSTOM CHATGPT (CUSTOM GPTS) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: A no-code way to build your own personalized

version of ChatGPT — give it a name, a set of instructions,

and a few of your own documents, and it becomes a

specialist that remembers all of it on every chat.

Best for: Turning “I keep re-explaining the same context to

ChatGPT” into a saved assistant you (or your team) open

once and it already knows the brief.

Real value: This is the cleanest on-ramp to context-as-moat.

Instead of pasting your brand guidelines, your service list,

and your tone notes into every conversation, you load them

in once. The GPT then answers as your assistant — your

offer, your pricing, your do’s and don’ts — across unlimited
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chats. A custom “Proposal Writer” that knows your

packages and past winning proposals will draft a tailored

pitch in seconds. A “Brand Voice” GPT stops every piece of

copy from sounding like a press release. Realistically, that’s

hours a week back, and far less editing on the back end.

Quick setup (5 min):

In ChatGPT, open the sidebar and click Explore GPTs,

then + Create (top right). This opens the GPT Builder.

Click the Configure tab so you can fill it in directly. Give it

a Name (e.g. “Acme Proposal Writer”) and a one-line

description.

In Instructions, write plainly what it is and how it should

behave: “You write sales proposals for Acme, a [what you

do]. Our packages are X, Y, Z. Always use a confident,

friendly tone. Never invent pricing — ask if unsure.”

Under Knowledge, click Upload files and add 1–3 real

documents — your service menu, a winning proposal,

your brand voice notes (PDF, Word, or text all work).

Test it in the preview panel on the right. Ask it to do the

real job. Tweak the instructions if it drifts, then Save

(keep it private to start).

Cost: Building and using your own Custom GPTs requires a

paid ChatGPT Plus plan (~$20/month — check current

pricing). Free users can use GPTs others share but can’t

build their own. Team/Enterprise plans let you share GPTs

privately across a workspace.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: This is the one to

understand clearly. On free ChatGPT you can chat normally

and even use Custom GPTs other people built — but with

more limited memory/context and usage caps, and to give

it your context you’re pasting your files into the chat each

time (useful, but it’s the ongoing-but-limited context of a

normal conversation). Building your own Custom GPT —

uploading your own files and knowledge into it, setting

persistent custom instructions, using the best models

with far higher limits — is the paid plan (~$20/mo). So “a

Custom GPT permanently loaded with your files” is a paid

capability; the free version gives you a fresh chat you re-

feed each time. That persistence is exactly what’s worth

paying for once you’re tired of re-explaining yourself. Check

current pricing.

Swap list: - Claude Projects (Anthropic) — same idea, and

the core feature is available on Claude’s free tier. See below.

- Gemini Gems (Google) — Google’s version, baked into

Gemini. See below. - Poe (Quora) — build simple custom

bots across multiple models in one place; has a free tier. - 

HuggingChat Assistants — free, open-source custom

assistants if you want a no-cost route.

CLAUDE PROJECTS & GEMINI GEMS 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What they are: The exact same “train AI on your world”

idea, on the other two big assistants. Claude Projects gives

you a workspace with its own uploaded knowledge and

standing instructions that persist across every chat inside it.
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Gemini Gems lets you create named, instruction-driven

mini-assistants right inside Google Gemini.

Best for: Doing the Custom-GPT thing if Claude or Gemini

is your daily driver — or if you want the no-cost route, since

Claude Projects works on the free plan.

Real value: Same payoff, no lock-in. With Claude Projects,

you drop your documents into a project’s knowledge, write

project instructions once (“You’re my content assistant for

[brand]; here’s our voice, our pillars, our no-go topics”), and

every chat in that project starts already loaded. Claude’s

larger context window makes it especially strong when your

“world” is a stack of long documents — SOPs, contracts, a

full brand book. Gemini Gems shines if you live in Google

Workspace; a Gem can be pointed at your style and task

and reused endlessly, and it sits next to the Docs and Gmail

you already use. The honest reason to know both: your 

context is portable. Write your instructions and gather your

docs once, and you can stand up the same assistant on

whichever platform you prefer — you’re never trapped on

one vendor.

Quick setup (5 min) — Claude Projects:

In Claude, click Projects in the sidebar, then Create

Project. Name it.

Add Project knowledge — upload your key documents

or paste reference text.

Set custom instructions for the project (role, tone, rules).

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Start a chat inside the project and test the real task.

Everything in that project now shares the same context.

Quick setup (5 min) — Gemini Gems:

In Gemini, open Gems (Explore Gems / Gem manager)

and choose New Gem.

Give it a name and write instructions describing its job

and tone.

Add knowledge/reference files if your plan supports it,

then Save.

Select the Gem and run your real task to test.

Cost: Claude Projects is available on Claude’s free plan

(with usage limits), and unlocks more on Claude Pro (~$20/

month). Gemini Gems are available to Gemini users, with

the strongest features on Google AI / Gemini paid plans

(often bundled with Google One AI — check current

pricing). Both have genuinely usable free or near-free entry

points.

4. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: Good news here — unlike

Custom GPTs, you can build a knowledge-loaded assistant

on the free tier. Claude Projects lets free users create a

project, upload knowledge, and set standing instructions;

you just hit usage caps sooner, and Pro (~$20/mo) raises

limits and gives you the best model and bigger context for

document-heavy work. Gemini Gems are likewise creatable

for free, with the strongest models and biggest knowledge

limits on a paid Google AI plan. So if budget is the deciding

factor, Claude Projects or Gems is the no-cost way to get “a

trained assistant with my files.” Pay only when the caps or

the better models start to matter. Check current pricing.

Swap list: - Custom ChatGPT (GPTs) — the OpenAI

equivalent (above); strongest ecosystem, but paid to build. -

Microsoft Copilot agents — if your shop runs on Microsoft

365. - Notion AI — assistant that already lives on top of your

Notion docs (you’ll meet Notion in Stage 3). - Poe /

HuggingChat — multi-model and free-tier options if you

want to stay flexible.

VOICE-TO-AI / WHISPER 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: Talk instead of type. Voice-to-AI lets you speak to

your assistant (or dictate anywhere on your computer) and

have it transcribed into clean text — or straight into an

action. Most of it is powered by Whisper, OpenAI’s highly

accurate speech-to-text model.

Best for: Capturing knowledge fast. The single biggest

blocker to training AI on your world isn’t the AI — it’s that
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everything you know is in your head, and typing it all out is

tedious. Talking is 3–4x faster than typing, and you’ll say

things out loud you’d never bother to write.

Real value: This is the quiet superpower of Stage 2. The

whole game is feeding your context in. Voice makes that

feeding effortless. Walk through your sales process out

loud, dump it as text, paste it into your Custom GPT’s

instructions — five minutes of talking becomes a trained

assistant. Use ChatGPT’s or Claude’s voice mode to have a

conversation with your assistant hands-free, while driving or

pacing. Use a desktop dictation tool like Superwhisper

(Mac) or MacWhisper to dictate into any app — email,

Notion, a doc — at near-perfect accuracy. Voice notes you’d

normally lose become structured, usable knowledge. For

most people this is the difference between “I’ll document

my process someday” and actually doing it today.

Quick setup (5 min):

Easiest start: open the ChatGPT or Claude mobile app

and tap the microphone / voice-mode icon. Just talk —

ask it to “take everything I’m about to explain and turn it

into clean instructions for an assistant.” Then speak your

process.

For dictation everywhere (Mac): install Superwhisper

or MacWhisper, grant microphone permission, and set a

hotkey.

Press the hotkey, speak, release — your words appear as

text wherever your cursor is.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Dictate one real thing today: your elevator pitch, your top

10 FAQs, or how you handle a common objection.

Paste that text into your Custom GPT / Claude Project /

Gem as knowledge. You just trained your assistant by

talking.

Cost: Voice mode in the ChatGPT and Claude apps is

included with those accounts (free tiers included, with

limits). Whisper itself is free and open-source. Desktop

dictation apps vary: MacWhisper has a free tier plus a one-

time paid upgrade; Superwhisper has free and paid tiers

(often a subscription for the best models) — check current

pricing. You can get real value here at $0.

Free vs Paid — the honest line: This is one of the most

genuinely-free categories in the guide. Whisper is open-

source and free; voice mode in the ChatGPT/Claude apps is

included even on free accounts (with daily limits); and

desktop dictation apps like MacWhisper have a free tier (a

one-time upgrade unlocks more), while Superwhisper

offers free use plus a subscription for its best models. Paid

here mostly buys higher limits, the most accurate models,

and convenience — not a capability you can’t get for $0.

Genuinely fine to live on the free side indefinitely. Check

current pricing.

4. 

5. 
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Swap list: - MacWhisper / Superwhisper (Mac) — best-in-

class local dictation into any app. - Otter.ai / Fireflies —

record and transcribe whole meetings into searchable

notes. - Windows Voice Typing / Apple Dictation — built

into your OS, free, decent for quick capture. - Wispr Flow —

cross-platform voice-to-text aimed at fast hands-free

writing.

CHATGPT TEAM / CLAUDE TEAM 💳 PAID
What it is: The shared-workspace versions of ChatGPT and

Claude built for a small team. Instead of each person

training their own private assistant, you build trained

assistants once and everyone on the team can use them.

Best for: The moment you’re past a team of one. When two,

five, or ten people all need to answer customers, write copy,

or follow the same process in the same voice — a shared

assistant keeps everyone consistent and stops every hire

from reinventing the prompt.

Real value: This is context-as-moat for a team. Build a

Custom GPT or Claude Project that knows your offer, your

tone, and your process — then share it so the whole team

works from the same trained brain. New hires get up to

speed faster because the assistant already knows “how we

do it here.” Just as important: Team/Enterprise plans come

with a data-privacy commitment — your conversations

and uploaded files are not used to train the underlying

models by default, which matters a lot once you’re

uploading real company documents. You also get
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centralized billing and admin instead of a tangle of personal

accounts. The honest line: don’t reach for this until you

actually have a team and shared documents worth

standardizing. For a solo operator, the paid single-user plan

is plenty.

Quick setup (5 min):

From your ChatGPT or Claude account, choose the Team

(business) plan and create a workspace.

Invite your teammates by email (seats are per-user).

Build or move a trained assistant into the shared space

— a Custom GPT (ChatGPT Team) or a Project (Claude

Team) — and load your shared documents into it.

Set whether it’s shared with everyone or specific people.

Have one teammate open it and run the real task to

confirm they see the same trained behavior you do.

Cost: Both are per-user/month plans, typically billed

annually, usually in the ~$25–$30 per seat range (sometimes

a minimum seat count) — check current pricing. More

than the solo plans, but the per-person consistency and the

data-privacy default are the reasons it’s worth it once you

have a team.

1. 
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: There’s no free Team tier —

this is a paid, per-seat plan by design, since the whole value

is a shared workspace. The honest call: a solo operator

does not need this — the free or ~$20/mo single-user plan

does everything you’ve read about so far. Team (~$25–$30/

seat) earns its money only once multiple people need the 

same trained assistants and you want the data-privacy

default (your uploads not used for training) plus central

billing/admin. Stay on the solo plan until you genuinely

have a team and shared docs worth standardizing. Check

current pricing.

Swap list: - Microsoft Copilot for Microsoft 365 — if your

team already lives in Outlook, Teams, and SharePoint. - 

Google Gemini for Workspace — the same, for Google

Workspace shops. - Notion AI (team plan) — shared

assistant sitting on top of shared docs (the Stage 3

foundation). - Poe Teams / shared workspaces — multi-

model option if you want flexibility across providers.

THE BRIDGE TO STAGE 3
By the end of Stage 2 you’ve crossed the real line: your AI

stopped being a generic stranger and started being yours.

You picked a daily driver, gave it your documents and your

instructions, learned to feed it knowledge by talking instead

of typing, and — if you’ve got a team — shared one trained

brain so everyone works in the same voice. That’s the moat.

A competitor can copy your product; they can’t copy the

context you’ve loaded in.
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But notice what you’ve been doing all along: you’ve been 

creating things. Instructions, voice notes, FAQs, proposals, a

knowledge base. Right now those assets live scattered

across chats, uploads, and a dozen files on your desktop.

That’s the problem Stage 3 solves.

Stage 3 — Assembling Assets AI: Make Things with AI is

the big one. It’s where AI stops answering and starts 

producing — a single source of truth in Notion, processes

captured automatically, documents turned into queryable

notebooks, plus images, avatar video, real video, decks, and

even working websites generated on demand. Your assets

stop living in random places and start compounding.

You’ve trained the brain. Now let’s put it to work building

things.
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STAGE 3 — ASSEMBLING ASSETS
AI: MAKE THINGS WITH AI

This is the stage where AI stops being a clever conversation

partner and starts producing things you can actually use. In

Stage 1 you got fluent. In Stage 2 you trained AI on your

world so it stopped giving generic answers. Now you point

all of that at output — and the output is assets. Content you

publish. Videos with a face and a voice. A website that goes

live. A deck you walk into a meeting with. A library of

documents your AI can answer from on demand.

This is the biggest stage in the guide for a simple reason: it

has the most tools, and each one replaces a thing that used

to cost you money, a freelancer, or a week. A designer for an

image. An editor for a video. A web developer for a landing

page. A slide jockey for a pitch deck. None of those are gone

forever — but for the everyday version of each, AI now does

a genuinely good first pass in minutes.

Two pieces of framing carry this whole chapter, both lifted

straight from the roadmap presentation:

Notion is the foundation, not a note app. Most people

meet Notion as “a prettier place to keep notes” and never

get past that. Wrong frame. Notion is where your business 

lives — your SOPs, your clients, your content calendar, your

asset library, your single source of truth. Every other tool in

this stage produces something; Notion is where it all lands
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and stays findable. Build that foundation first and

everything else compounds.

An image is a revenue asset. A thumbnail that gets the

click. An ad creative that converts. A product mockup that

closes the sale. When you can generate ten variations of a

visual in two minutes for free, you stop treating images as a

cost and start treating them as something you A/B test on

the way to money. Same goes for a video, a deck, a page.

These aren’t crafts anymore — they’re inputs to a result.

Here’s the menu, in roughly the order you’d build it. Take

what you need.

NOTION 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An all-in-one workspace — docs, databases,

wikis, and project boards — that doubles as the single

home base for your entire business, now with AI built in.

Best for: Being the one place everything lives so you (and

your AI) always know where to look.

Real value: This is the foundation, not a note app. SOPs,

client records, content calendars, asset libraries, meeting

notes — instead of scattering across Google Docs, sticky

notes, your inbox, and your memory, it all sits in one

searchable, linkable workspace. Notion AI can then

summarize a page, draft from a template, or answer

questions across everything you’ve stored. The payoff isn’t

“nicer notes” — it’s that nothing important lives in a random

place anymore, and AI can actually use your accumulated
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context because it’s all in one structured spot. This is the

“single source of truth” Stage 3 is built on; every other tool

here feeds assets into it.

Quick setup (5 min):

Sign up free at notion.com and create a workspace.

Use a template to skip the blank page — search the

template gallery for “second brain,” “CRM,” or “company

wiki” and duplicate one.

Create your first database: a simple table with columns

like Name, Status, Date. This is the move that turns

Notion from notes into a system.

Make a top-level “Home” page and link your key pages

into it so there’s one front door.

Try Notion AI on any page: type /ai or hit space and ask

it to summarize or draft something.

Cost: Free plan is generous for individuals (unlimited pages,

basic blocks). Paid plans run roughly $10–$20/user/month

for teams and bigger limits; Notion AI is bundled into paid

plans now (check current pricing — it has shifted). Solo

users can do an enormous amount on free. > Free vs Paid

— the honest line: The free plan is genuinely generous — a

solo user can run their whole “second brain” on it (unlimited

pages, real databases). Paid (~$10–$20/user/mo) is about 

teams and AI: more members, bigger upload/automation

limits, and Notion AI bundled in for in-workspace

summarizing and Q&A. Build your foundation free; upgrade

when you add teammates or want Notion AI working across

1. 
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everything. Check current pricing. > Swap list: > - Coda —

very similar docs-meet-databases model, strong

automation. > - Obsidian — local-first, markdown, great for

a private “second brain” (free). > - Google Docs/Drive —

what you probably use now; works, but no real database

layer. > - Microsoft Loop / OneNote — if you’re already deep

in the Microsoft world.

SCRIBE 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: A browser extension and app that watches you

do a task once, then auto-generates a step-by-step guide

with screenshots.

Best for: Turning “let me show you how” into a

documented SOP without writing anything.

Real value: This is the lazy-but-correct way to build the

process library your business needs. You hit record, do the

task normally — log into the dashboard, click here, fill this

out — and Scribe captures every click and screenshot, then

writes the numbered steps for you. What was a 45-minute

“I’ll document that later” (that you never did) becomes a

polished how-to in the time it takes to do the task once. It’s

the difference between knowledge living in your head and

knowledge living in Notion where anyone — a VA, a new

hire, or your future AI agent — can follow it. Pairs perfectly

with Notion: capture the process in Scribe, store it in your

wiki.
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Quick setup (5 min):

Go to scribehow.com and add the Chrome extension (or

install the desktop app for non-browser steps).

Click the Scribe icon and hit “Start Capture.”

Do your task normally, start to finish, then click “Stop.”

Scribe auto-builds the guide — edit the text, blur any

sensitive info, reorder if needed.

Share via link, or embed/paste it into your Notion wiki.

Cost: Free tier covers basic browser-based Scribes and

sharing. Pro runs roughly $23–$29/user/month for desktop

capture, screenshot editing, and removing branding (check

current pricing). The free tier alone documents most office

workflows. > Swap list: > - Tango — near-identical click-to-

guide capture, also freemium. > - Loom — record a video

walkthrough instead of step-by-step text (great when

showing beats writing). > - Guidde — adds AI voiceover and

video to the step capture. > - Plain screenshots + Notion —

manual, free, slower, but it works.

NOTEBOOKLM 💚 FREE
What it is: Google’s research tool that turns documents you

upload into a notebook you can ask questions of —

grounded only in your sources — plus an “Audio Overview”

that turns them into a podcast-style conversation.

Best for: Making sense of a pile of documents fast, with

answers you can trust because they cite your own files.

1. 
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Real value: Upload your SOPs, contracts, a long PDF report,

meeting transcripts, or research, and NotebookLM becomes

an expert only on that material. Ask “what does our refund

policy actually say?” and it answers with citations pointing

to the exact source line — no hallucinating from the open

internet. That grounding is the whole point: it’s an AI that’s

right because it’s only allowed to read what you gave it. The

Audio Overview feature is the showstopper — it generates a

surprisingly natural two-host podcast discussing your

documents, which is a genuinely good way to absorb dense

material on a walk. For onboarding, research, or turning a

dense document set into something digestible, it’s hard to

beat — and it’s free.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to notebooklm.google.com and sign in with a Google

account.

Create a new notebook and add sources: upload PDFs/

docs, paste text, drop in Google Docs, or add a website/

YouTube URL.

Wait a moment while it ingests, then ask questions in

the chat — answers come with clickable citations.

Click “Audio Overview” → Generate to create the podcast

version of your sources.

Use “Notes” to save good answers and build a study/

briefing doc.

Cost: Free. A paid “Plus” tier (via Google Workspace/AI

subscriptions) raises limits on sources and notebooks for
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heavy users (check current pricing). For most people the

free version is more than enough. > Swap list: > - ChatGPT /

Claude with file upload — general chat over your docs (less

strict about citing). > - Perplexity — research-grade answers

with citations, but searches the web, not just your files. > - 

Notion AI Q&A — ask questions across your Notion

workspace. > - Google Gemini (in Drive) — answers over

your Google files.

NANO BANANA 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: Google’s image generation and editing model

(the nickname for its Gemini image feature), known for

excellent edits and consistent characters.

Best for: Creating and editing images by describing them

— especially keeping the same person or product looking

consistent across many shots.

Real value: This is where “an image is a revenue asset” gets

real. You can generate a product mockup, an ad creative, a

blog header, or a social thumbnail by typing a sentence —

and crucially, you can edit existing images conversationally

(“put this product on a marble countertop,” “change the

background to a sunset,” “make her wear a blue jacket”).

Nano Banana’s standout is character and object

consistency: the same model or mascot across a whole

campaign, which used to require a photo shoot. For anyone

selling something, that’s ten ad variations to test before

lunch, for the cost of typing. The everyday designer’s first

draft, done in seconds.
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Quick setup (5 min):

Go to gemini.google.com (or the Gemini app) and sign in

with a Google account.

Start a chat and either describe an image to create, or

upload one you want to edit.

Type a plain-English prompt: what you want, the style,

the setting, the mood.

To edit consistently, keep the same chat and refine —

“same person, now standing outside” — so it holds the

character.

Download the result; iterate with follow-up edits until it’s

right.

Cost: Free tier through Gemini with daily limits. Higher

limits and faster generation come with Google AI paid plans

(roughly $20/month range, check current pricing). API

access exists for builders but that’s Stage 4+ territory. > 

Swap list: > - Midjourney — the artistic gold standard for

raw image quality (paid, ~$10+/mo). > - DALL·E 3 (in

ChatGPT) — easy, conversational, good for quick concepts.

> - Adobe Firefly — commercially-safe generation,

integrated with Photoshop. > - Ideogram — best-in-class at

rendering legible text inside images.

HEYGEN 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An AI video platform that turns a script into a

video of a realistic AI presenter (a stock avatar, or a custom

one of you) speaking it, in dozens of languages.
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Best for: Making talking-head and spokesperson videos at

volume without a camera, a studio, or being on set.

Real value: Type a script, pick a presenter, hit generate —

out comes a person looking at the camera and saying your

words, lip-synced and natural enough for ads, training

videos, onboarding, sales follow-ups, and social content. The

killer features: clone yourself once (record a short consent

video) and then “film” yourself without ever turning the

camera on again, and translate one video into 30+

languages with matching lip-sync. For anyone who needs

to show up on video but hates filming — or needs the same

message in five languages — this collapses a production

day into a few minutes. A real presenter asset, generated.

Quick setup (5 min):

Sign up at heygen.com.

Choose “Create Video,” pick a stock avatar and a voice (or

start an Instant Avatar to clone yourself later).

Paste your script into the text box — the avatar will speak

exactly that.

Add a background, your logo, captions, then click

Generate and wait for it to render.

Download or share; for translation, use the Video

Translate tool on a finished clip.

Cost: Free tier gives a small number of short, watermarked

videos per month. Paid plans start around $24–$29/month

for longer, watermark-free, more credits; custom avatar
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cloning sits on higher tiers (check current pricing). > Free vs

Paid — the honest line: Free is a real demo, not a

production tool — you get a few short, watermarked clips a

month, enough to feel the magic. Paid (~$24–$29/mo)

removes the watermark, gives you longer videos and more

credits, and the higher tiers unlock cloning a custom avatar

of you. Try it free; pay the moment you want to actually

publish or clone yourself. Check current pricing. > Swap list:

> - Synthesia — the enterprise standard for avatar/training

video at scale (covered in Stage 6). > - Captions / AI Studio

— strong for short-form, mobile-first creator video. > - D-ID

— talking-photo and avatar generation, good API. > - 

Arcads — UGC-style ad avatars built specifically for

performance ads.

VEO 3 / SORA 2 💳 PAID (LIMITED FREE ACCESS)
What it is: Frontier text-to-video models — Google’s Veo 3

and OpenAI’s Sora 2 — that generate short, cinematic video

clips (now with synced audio) from a written prompt.

Best for: Creating original B-roll, ad concepts, product

shots, and brand moments that would otherwise need a

film crew.

Real value: Describe a scene — “slow dolly across a misty

mountain lake at golden hour, cinematic” — and get a few

seconds of genuinely film-quality footage, with Veo 3 and

Sora 2 now generating matching sound and dialogue too.

For marketing, this is concept-to-clip with no camera, no

location, no actors. You won’t replace a full commercial yet
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(clips are short and you stitch them), but for social ads,

intros, transitions, mood pieces, and “what if we tried this”

concepts, it’s a creative superpower that was science fiction

two years ago. This is the most “wow” tool in the stage —

and the one most worth playing with before you need it.

Quick setup (5 min):

Veo 3: access via the Gemini app or Google’s Flow tool

(flow.google) on a paid Google AI plan.

Sora 2: access via the Sora app/site (sora.com) — sign in

with an OpenAI account; availability and free credits vary

by region.

Write a vivid prompt: subject, action, camera move,

lighting, style. Specificity wins.

Generate, review, and re-roll — expect to try several

prompts to land the shot.

Download clips and stitch them in any editor (CapCut,

Premiere) into a finished piece.

Cost: Both live behind paid AI subscriptions (Google AI /

ChatGPT plans, roughly $20/month entry, with higher “Pro”

tiers ~$200/month for heavy generation and longer clips).

Some limited free or trial generation appears periodically

(check current pricing and access). > Free vs Paid — the

honest line: This is mostly a paid lane. Veo 3 and Sora 2 live

behind AI subscriptions, and even on the ~$20/mo entry

plans your generations are capped by credits — the higher

“Pro” tiers (~$200/mo) exist for heavy, longer-clip generation.

Limited free or trial credits surface from time to time. If you
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only want to play, hunt for free credits or the swap-list tools

(Kling/Luma have real free tiers); if AI video becomes a

regular output, budget for the paid generation. Check

current pricing and access. > Swap list: > - Runway

(Gen-3/4) — the creator/pro favorite, deep editing controls. >

- Kling — strong quality, often generous free credits. > - 

Luma Dream Machine — fast, good motion, accessible free

tier. > - Pika — playful, quick, good for short social clips.

GAMMA 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An AI presentation tool that turns a prompt or

an outline into a fully designed deck, webpage, or

document — no slave-to-the-template slide work required.

Best for: Going from “I need a pitch deck by tomorrow” to a

sharp, designed deck in minutes.

Real value: Type what your presentation is about (or paste

an outline, or even a document), and Gamma generates a

complete, well-designed deck — layout, hierarchy, images,

and all — that you refine by chatting rather than dragging

text boxes around. The design is genuinely good out of the

box, which is the whole point: most people lose hours

fighting PowerPoint formatting. Gamma hands you 80% of

a polished deck instantly so you spend your time on the

message, not the margins. It also exports to PDF/

PowerPoint and can publish as a shareable web page. Pitch

decks, client proposals, internal updates, course slides — all

dramatically faster.
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Quick setup (5 min):

Sign up at gamma.app.

Choose “Generate,” pick Presentation, and either type a

topic or paste your outline/notes.

Pick a theme; let Gamma generate the full deck.

Edit by clicking any block or using the AI sidebar —

“make this punchier,” “add a stats slide.”

Present in-app, or export to PDF/PowerPoint, or publish

as a web link.

Cost: Free tier includes a credit allowance for AI generation

(enough to make several decks) with a small Gamma

badge. Paid plans run roughly $8–$20/month for more

credits, no badge, and bigger exports (check current

pricing). > Free vs Paid — the honest line: The free tier is

more useful than most — a credit allowance that’s good for

several real decks, the catch being a small “Made with

Gamma” badge. Paid (~$8–$20/mo) removes the badge,

adds far more AI credits, and unlocks bigger/cleaner

exports. Fine to make your first few decks free; upgrade

once you’re sending decks to clients and want the badge

gone. Check current pricing. > Swap list: > - Tome — AI-

native, narrative-style presentations. > - Beautiful.ai —

smart templates that auto-format as you add content. > - 

Canva (Magic Design / Docs to Decks) — huge template

library, design-friendly. > - Google Slides + Gemini — if you

want to stay in Workspace.
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LOVABLE 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: An AI app and website builder where you

describe what you want in plain English and it writes and

deploys a real, working web app or site.

Best for: Spinning up a landing page, simple web app, or

MVP without writing code — fast.

Real value: You type “build me a landing page for my

coaching business with an email signup and a pricing

section,” and Lovable generates a live, real website you can

keep refining by chatting — “make the hero darker,” “add a

testimonials section,” “connect a contact form.” It’s the most

striking demonstration of “make things with AI” because

the thing is functional software, deployed to a URL, that

used to require a developer. For a landing page, a waitlist, a

portfolio, an internal tool, or a quick MVP to test an idea, it

genuinely gets you live in an afternoon.

Now the honest line — and it matters here. This guide is

about exposing you to Lovable and getting you to first

results: a prompt, a generated site, a deployed link. What it

is not is a course in building real production systems with it

— handling auth properly, connecting databases the right

way, structuring an app that won’t fall over, owning the

code, and turning “a cool generated site” into a dependable

business asset. Lovable is the fast, no-code way to feel it.

The deeper craft — actually building and owning custom

HTML sites (and designer-grade Framer sites) with real

web-development skill instead of renting a generated one

— is exactly what the paid book (The 7 Stages of AI: Build It
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Yourself) teaches, walking you through the 21 web-

development skills step by step until you can hand-build a

site you own. Use Lovable here to feel the magic and ship

something small; go to the paid path when you want to

build the real thing yourself.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to lovable.dev and sign up.

Start a new project and describe what you want to build

in one clear paragraph.

Let it generate; preview the live result in the panel.

Refine by chatting — describe changes instead of editing

code.

Hit Publish to get a live URL; connect a custom domain

when ready.

Cost: Free tier gives a limited number of daily/monthly AI

edits to try it. Paid plans start around $20–$25/month for

more messages, private projects, and custom domains;

heavier “build for real” usage scales up from there (check

current pricing). > Swap list: > - v0 by Vercel — generates

polished React/UI components and apps, great for design-

forward builds. > - Bolt.new — similar prompt-to-app,

strong full-stack generation. > - Replit (with AI Agent) —

code, run, and host in one place; more developer-leaning. >

- Framer / Webflow with AI — if you want a designer-grade

site more than an app.
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YOU’VE GOT A WORKSHOP NOW
Step back and look at what this stage just handed you. A

home base where everything lives (Notion). A way to

document any process in one take (Scribe). A research brain

grounded in your own files (NotebookLM). Images on

demand (Nano Banana). Video with a face (HeyGen) and

video from pure imagination (Veo 3 / Sora 2). Decks in

minutes (Gamma). And real websites from a sentence

(Lovable). That’s a creative studio, a media team, and a

documentation department — for the price of a few

subscriptions, much of it free.

But notice something: right now, you are still the one tying it

all together. You generate the image, then you upload it.

You write the script, then you paste it. You build the page,

then you go grab the leads to send to it. Every tool is

powerful, and every tool still waits for you to press the next

button.

That’s the wall every Stage 3 operator hits — a desk full of

brilliant tools that don’t talk to each other. The fix isn’t

another tool. It’s connection: making these tools trigger

each other, pass work between themselves, and run

without you in the loop for every step.

That’s Stage 4 — Automations AI: Connect & Trigger —

where Zapier, Make, n8n, Airtable, and a free CRM turn your

pile of capabilities into a flow that runs on its own. Turn the

page.
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STAGE 4 — AUTOMATIONS AI:
CONNECT & TRIGGER

You’re in Stage 4 the moment you catch yourself doing the

same little task for the hundredth time — copying a form

entry into a spreadsheet, pasting a new lead into your CRM,

emailing yourself a reminder, downloading a report and re-

uploading it somewhere else. None of these tasks are hard.

That’s exactly the problem. They’re too small to think about

and too frequent to ignore, so they quietly eat an hour a

day.

In the deck, this is the stage where repeatable tasks move

from manual effort into triggered systems. The shift is

simple to say and surprisingly powerful to feel: instead of 

you being the wire that connects two tools, you let the tools

connect to each other and run on a trigger. Something

happens (a form is submitted, a row is added, an email

arrives) → something else happens automatically (a record is

created, a message is sent, a list is built). Trigger → action.

That’s the whole idea.

A quick honesty note before the tools. Stages 1 through 3

were about you getting fluent and making things. Stage 4

is the first stage where you start handing repetitive work to

software that runs without you sitting there. This guide

stays at the exposure level — what each tool is, what it’s

good for, and a real five-minute setup so you can feel one
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automation fire today. We are not building custom multi-

step flows, error handling, or business logic here; that’s the

deep work the paid book (The 7 Stages of AI: Build It

Yourself) and the Course are for. Think of this chapter as

flipping the light switch on, not rewiring the house.

Here’s the menu for this stage: Zapier (most integrations,

easiest), Make (visual, powerful, cheaper), n8n (open-source,

self-hostable, dev-friendly), Airtable (your data backbone), 

HubSpot (a genuinely free CRM), and the Google Maps

Research Extension (the demo tool — how you pull a real

local-business lead list in minutes). Start with one

connector and one data home. You don’t need all six.

ZAPIER 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: the most popular “connect app A to app B”

automation tool — when this happens here, do that there,

no code.

Best for: the fastest path to your very first working

automation, because it connects to almost everything

(8,000+ apps).

Real value: it deletes the copy-paste tax. A new lead from a

form lands in your CRM, your spreadsheet, and your inbox

automatically — the kind of glue work that used to be “I’ll

get to it later” just happens on its own, 24/7. For most non-

technical people, this is the single easiest tool to feel a win

with.
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Quick setup (5 min):

Make a free account at zapier.com.

Click Create Zap (or “Create”).

Trigger: pick an app you already use — e.g. Google

Forms or Gmail — and an event like “New Form

Response” or “New Labeled Email.” Connect the account

when prompted.

Action: pick Google Sheets → “Create Spreadsheet Row,”

and map the trigger’s fields into your columns.

Hit Test, then Turn on Zap. Submit a test form entry and

watch the row appear.

Cost: Free tier covers a limited number of tasks/month and

two-step Zaps — enough to learn and run a few simple

automations. Paid plans start in the ~$20/mo range and

scale by task volume and Zap complexity (check current

pricing — Zapier changes tiers often). > Free vs Paid — the

honest line: Free is enough to learn on and run a couple of

simple automations — but it caps your monthly tasks and

limits you to basic (often two-step) Zaps, so you’ll outgrow it

the moment you want multi-step flows or real volume. Paid

(~$20/mo and up) buys more tasks and multi-step/

branching Zaps. Start free to feel a win; upgrade only when

an automation you rely on starts hitting the task ceiling. 

Check current pricing. > Swap list: > - Make — cheaper per

task and far more visual once you have more than two

steps. > - n8n — free if you self-host; the technical person’s

choice. > - Pabbly Connect — budget alternative with a
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one-time-pricing option. > - IFTTT — simpler/consumer-

grade, good for personal smart-home and social triggers.

MAKE (FORMERLY INTEGROMAT) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: a visual automation builder where you literally

see your automation as connected bubbles on a canvas.

Best for: anything with more than two steps, branching (“if

this, do A, else do B”), or where you want to see the flow

instead of reading a list.

Real value: the same connect-and-trigger power as Zapier,

usually cheaper at volume, and the visual canvas makes

complicated flows understandable at a glance. When an

automation breaks, you can look at the map and spot

exactly where it stopped — that visibility saves real

debugging time. It’s the “grows with you” pick.

Quick setup (5 min):

Sign up free at make.com.

Click Create a new scenario.

Add your first module (the trigger) — e.g. Webhooks →

Custom webhook, or Google Sheets → Watch Rows.

Connect your account.

Click the + next to it to add an action module —

e.g. Gmail → Send an Email — and map the fields from

the first bubble into it.

Click Run once to test, then toggle Scheduling ON so it

runs on its own.
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Cost: Free tier includes a solid monthly operations

allowance and unlimited scenarios — genuinely usable for

real work. Paid plans start around ~$9–$10/mo and scale by

operations (check current pricing). > Free vs Paid — the

honest line: Make’s free tier is unusually generous — a real

monthly operations allowance plus unlimited scenarios, so

you can build genuinely useful multi-step flows at $0. Paid

(from ~$9–$10/mo) mainly buys more operations and faster

scheduling as your volume grows. For most small operators

the free tier runs real work for a long time; upgrade purely

when you run out of operations. Check current pricing. > 

Swap list: > - Zapier — easier first-timer experience, more

native app integrations. > - n8n — open-source, self-

hostable, no per-operation cost if you run it yourself. > - 

Activepieces — open-source, simpler visual builder, a

lighter Make. > - Workato — enterprise-grade, expensive, for

big-company IT teams.

N8N 💚+💳 FREEMIUM (OPEN-SOURCE / SELF-HOSTABLE)
What it is: an open-source automation platform you can

run on your own server — same trigger→action idea, but you

own it.

Best for: developers (or the technical person on your team)

who want unlimited automations without per-task fees,

plus the ability to drop in custom code when needed.

Real value: because you can self-host it, there’s no per-

operation meter running — you can build as many

automations as your server can handle for the cost of the
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server itself. It also handles things the no-code tools resist:

custom code steps, complex data shaping, and connecting

to APIs that don’t have a pre-built block. For anyone who’ll

outgrow Zapier’s bill, n8n is the escape hatch.

Quick setup (5 min):

Easiest start: spin up n8n Cloud (n8n.io) for a free trial —

no install. (Self-hosting via Docker is the free-forever

route, but it’s a developer task; the cloud trial lets you feel

it first.)

Click Add workflow.

Add a Trigger node — e.g. Schedule (run every hour) or 

Webhook.

Connect an action node — e.g. HTTP Request to call an

API, or Gmail / Slack to send a message — and wire the

nodes together.

Click Execute Workflow to test, then Activate it.

Cost: The software is free and open-source if you self-host

(you pay only for the server, often a few dollars a month).

n8n Cloud (managed, no server work) starts around the

~$20–$25/mo range (check current pricing). > Free vs Paid

— the honest line: n8n is the rare “free if you’re willing to

host it yourself” option — self-host via Docker and the

software is free and unlimited, you just pay a few dollars a

month for the server (and do the setup). The paid choice is 

n8n Cloud (~$20–$25/mo), which is just the managed, no-

server-work version of the same thing. So “paid” here buys

convenience, not capability. Technical? Self-host free. Want
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it to just run? Pay for Cloud. Check current pricing. > Swap

list: > - Make — closest no-code visual feel without running

your own server. > - Zapier — if you’d rather pay to never

touch infrastructure. > - Activepieces — another open-

source self-hostable option, friendlier UI. > - Windmill —

developer-first, code-heavy, for engineering teams.

AIRTABLE 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: a spreadsheet that thinks like a database —

rows, but with real field types, linked tables, and views.

Best for: being the data backbone your automations read

from and write to — the single source of truth your tools all

point at.

Real value: automations need a home for their data, and a

messy Google Sheet falls apart fast. Airtable gives you typed

fields (dates, attachments, links between tables, single-

select dropdowns), multiple views of the same data (grid,

kanban, calendar), and — crucially — it plugs straight into

Zapier, Make, and n8n. Your lead list, your content calendar,

your client tracker: when these live in Airtable instead of

scattered sheets, your automations have something solid to

grab onto. This is the difference between “automations that

break” and “automations that hold.”

Quick setup (5 min):

Make a free account at airtable.com.

Start from a template (e.g. CRM, Content Calendar, or 

Project Tracker) or a blank base.
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Rename your columns to real field types — make a

“Status” field a single-select, a “Date” field a date, an

“Email” field an email type.

Add a few rows of real data so it’s not empty.

(Optional automation taste) Open the Automations tab

→ “When a record is created → Send an email.” Turn it on

and add a row to watch it fire.

Cost: Free tier covers unlimited bases with up to ~1,000

records each and core field types — plenty to start. Paid

plans start around ~$20/user/mo and raise record limits and

add advanced features (check current pricing). > Free vs

Paid — the honest line: Free gives you real Airtable —

unlimited bases, core field types, the database power —

capped at roughly 1,000 records per base, which is plenty to

start. Paid (~$20/user/mo) mainly raises that record ceiling

and adds more automation runs and advanced features.

Run free until a base outgrows ~1,000 records or you need

heavier automation; that’s the honest upgrade trigger. 

Check current pricing. > Swap list: > - Google Sheets —

free, universal, weaker as a real database but everyone has

it. > - Notion (databases) — great if your data lives next to

your docs (see Stage 3). > - Baserow — open-source, self-

hostable Airtable alternative. > - SmartSuite / NocoDB —

more powerful or open-source database-style options.
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HUBSPOT 💚+💳 FREEMIUM (GENUINELY FREE CRM)
What it is: a customer-relationship manager — one place

to track every lead, contact, deal, and conversation — with a

real free tier.

Best for: anyone who’s tracking leads in their head, their

inbox, or a spreadsheet and needs them in an actual

system before they start leaking.

Real value: the free CRM is not a trial — it’s free for

unlimited users and a large contact limit, and it does the

core job: every lead gets a record, every email and call gets

logged against them, and you stop forgetting to follow up.

Pair it with an automation (form submission → new

HubSpot contact → reminder task) and your pipeline starts

managing itself. For a small business, this alone can recover

deals that used to fall through the cracks.

Quick setup (5 min):

Sign up free at hubspot.com — choose the free CRM.

Import contacts (CSV upload) or add a few by hand

under Contacts.

Install the free Gmail/Outlook extension so your emails

auto-log to each contact.

Create one Deal and drag it through your pipeline stages

so you see how it tracks.

(Connect it) In Zapier or Make, set “New form response →

Create HubSpot contact” so new leads land here

automatically.
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Cost: The core CRM is free (unlimited users, generous

contact limit). Paid “Hubs” (Marketing, Sales, Service) start

cheap for solo/starter tiers and climb steeply at the Pro/

Enterprise level — you only pay when you want advanced

marketing/sales automation (check current pricing). > Free

vs Paid — the honest line: HubSpot’s free CRM is the real

deal, not a trial — unlimited users, a generous contact limit,

contact records, email logging, deal pipelines. Most small

businesses never need to pay. The paid “Hubs” add

advanced marketing/sales/service automation and

reporting, and they climb steeply at Pro/Enterprise. Live on

the free CRM as long as it covers you; upgrade only for a

specific automation you’ve outgrown the free version on. 

Check current pricing. > Swap list: > - Zoho CRM — also has

a strong free tier, more configurable. > - Pipedrive — paid,

very salesperson-friendly pipeline view. > - Airtable (as a

CRM) — DIY but fully yours, lives next to your other data. > - 

Folk / Attio — modern, lightweight CRMs for small teams.

GOOGLE MAPS RESEARCH EXTENSION 💚+💳 FREEMIUM (THE DEMO
TOOL)
What it is: a browser extension that scrapes a list of local

businesses from a Google Maps search into a clean

spreadsheet — names, phone numbers, websites, ratings,

addresses.

Best for: building a real local-business lead list in minutes

instead of copy-pasting one listing at a time. This is the live

demo from the presentation, and it’s the most “oh, that’s

what automation means” moment for most people.
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Real value: search “dentists in Austin,” run the extension,

and you get a downloadable list of dozens or hundreds of

businesses with their contact details — the raw fuel for

outreach. What used to be an afternoon of manual research

becomes a two-minute export. Then it connects to

everything else in this chapter: drop the list into Airtable as

your data backbone, push each row into HubSpot as a

contact, and trigger a follow-up via Zapier or Make. That’s

the full Stage 4 loop in one workflow — pull data, store it,

act on it.

Quick setup (5 min):

In the Chrome Web Store, search for a Google Maps

scraper/lead extractor extension (there are several —

e.g. “Google Maps Extractor”–style tools). Add it to

Chrome.

Go to Google Maps and search a niche + city — e.g. “med

spas in Miami.”

Open the extension and click Extract / Scrape so it walks

the results.

Export to CSV/Excel when it finishes.

Import that CSV into Airtable or HubSpot — now your

lead list is in a system, not a screenshot.

Cost: Most of these extensions are freemium — a free tier

caps how many results you can extract per run, with paid

upgrades (often ~$20–$50/mo) raising the limits. Pricing

and the specific best extension change often, so check the

current Web Store listings and reviews before installing, and
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respect each site’s terms of use and local data/privacy rules

when you collect and contact people. > Swap list: > - Apify

(Google Maps Scraper) — cloud-based, more robust, pay-

as-you-go. > - Phantombuster — broader scraping/

automation toolkit, freemium. > - Instant Data Scraper —

free, general-purpose web-table scraper. > - Outscraper —

API-driven Maps data at scale for higher volume.

ONE LOOP TO REMEMBER
If you take one thing from Stage 4, take the loop: pull data

→ store it → act on it. The Maps extension pulls a lead list,

Airtable stores it cleanly, HubSpot turns each lead into a

tracked contact, and Zapier or Make fires the follow-up. You

don’t have to wire all of that today — start with a single

trigger→action you’ll actually use, watch it fire once, and let

that small win convince you. The hour a day you get back is

real.

A grounding reminder, because this stage gets people

excited: connecting tools is not the same as building a

system. These automations are linear — one trigger, one

action, maybe a branch. They’re the on-ramp. When you

start wanting flows that make decisions, recover from

errors, run across your whole operation, and behave like a

real internal product, you’ve crossed into system-building —

and that’s the paid book and Course, not this guide.
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BRIDGE TO STAGE 5
Notice what every tool in this chapter has in common: it

only acts when you set up the trigger and define the exact

action. The automation is fast, but it isn’t thinking — it does

precisely what you wired, nothing more. Stage 5 is where

that changes. In Agentic AI, the tools stop just reacting to

triggers and start acting within a lane — a browser agent

that figures out the steps, a voice agent that answers your

phone and books the appointment, software that handles a

whole job instead of a single hop. Next stage: AI that

doesn’t just answer or fire — it does.
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STAGE 5 — AGENTIC AI: AI THAT
ACTS

Up to now, every stage has been about AI that answers. You

ask, it responds. You prompt, it produces. Even at Stage 4,

where things start moving on their own, the AI is mostly a

smart cog inside a flow you designed — it fills a slot, runs

when triggered, and hands the result back to you.

Stage 5 is the leap from AI that answers to AI that does.

This is the first stage where you hand a piece of the actual

work to software and walk away. Not “draft me an email” —

but “watch this inbox, reply to the routine ones, flag the

rest.” Not “what should I say to a new lead” — but “answer

the phone, qualify the caller, book the appointment, text

them the confirmation.” The AI operates inside a defined 

lane, with a goal, and it takes the steps to get there.

Here’s the framing from the roadmap deck, and it’s the

whole point of this stage: one business lane starts running

with assistant capacity instead of another hire. That’s the

unlock. You don’t add a person to handle missed calls —

you put an agent in that lane. You don’t hire a coordinator

to chase reviews — an engine does it. The lane still exists,

the work still gets done, but the marginal cost of running it

drops toward zero.
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A few honest words before the tools, because this stage is

where the hype gets loudest and the reality gets messiest.

Agents make mistakes. A browser agent will click the

wrong button. A voice agent will mishear “Tuesday” as “two-

thirty.” A follow-up bot will text someone who already

bought. These aren’t bugs you’ll patch out — they’re the

current ceiling of the technology. The teams that win at

Stage 5 aren’t the ones who trust agents blindly; they’re the

ones who put a human gate on anything that matters —

money, legal commitments, anything that touches a real

customer in an irreversible way. Let the agent do the 90%

that’s routine. Keep a human on the 10% that’s risky. That’s

not a failure of the tech; that’s how you use it like a

professional.

With that said — here’s the menu.

AI BROWSER AGENTS (CHATGPT ATLAS · PERPLEXITY COMET ·
BROWSER-USE) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: AI that operates a web browser the way you

would — reading pages, clicking buttons, filling forms,

pulling data — driven by a plain-English instruction instead

of your hands on the mouse.

Best for: repetitive web work that lives across tabs and

logins. Pulling info from a dozen listing pages, filling out the

same form for 40 records, checking prices across sites,

gathering research that requires actually visiting pages

rather than just searching.
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Real value: the web is where most of your tedious work

lives, and until now you had to do it click by click. A browser

agent does the clicking. “Go to these 30 supplier pages and

pull the contact email and lead time into a list” is a half-day

of soul-crushing tab work — or a single instruction you give

once and check after. It’s not magic; it’s hands. But hands

that don’t get bored at record number 14.

Quick setup (5 min):

Pick a lane. ChatGPT Atlas is OpenAI’s agentic browser

— Atlas is a full browser with ChatGPT built in so it can

see your tabs and act in them. Perplexity Comet is the

same idea built around Perplexity’s search. browser-use

is the open-source / developer route (point it at a task in

code) — more power, more setup.

For Atlas or Comet: download the browser, sign in with

your existing ChatGPT or Perplexity account.

Give it a small, bounded job first — “summarize the open

tabs,” or “find the cheapest of these three products and

tell me which page.” Watch what it does.

Step up to a real task: “go to this page, pull the table into

a list.” Stay watching the first few times.

Set your gate: never let it submit anything, buy anything,

or send anything without you reviewing. Read-and-

gather first; act-and-submit only once you trust the lane.

Cost: browser agents typically ride on a paid AI subscription

(ChatGPT or Perplexity, roughly $20/month tiers; agentic

features sometimes sit on higher plans — check current
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pricing). browser-use is free and open source but requires

technical setup and your own API key for the underlying

model.

Swap list: - ChatGPT Atlas — OpenAI’s agentic browser;

tightest if you already live in ChatGPT. - Perplexity Comet

— search-first agentic browser; strong for research-heavy

gathering. - browser-use — open-source, free, developer-

driven; max control, needs setup. - Manus / general

“computer-use” agents — broader autonomous agents

that drive a whole machine, not just a browser (newer,

rougher — check current state).

AI RECEPTIONIST / VOICE AGENTS (VAPI · RETELL · BLAND ·
SYNTHFLOW) 💳 PAID
What it is: an AI that answers (or makes) phone calls in a

natural-sounding voice — greeting callers, answering

common questions, qualifying leads, booking

appointments, and routing the ones that need a human.

Best for: any business that misses calls. Home services,

clinics, salons, dealerships, agencies — anywhere a ringing

phone going to voicemail equals a lost customer. This is the

single most concrete “agent replaces a missed hire” use

case at this stage.

Real value: missed calls are money on the floor. The caller

who didn’t get an answer at 7pm just called your

competitor. A voice agent answers every call, every time,

day or night, and does the routine work — “Are you open

Sunday? Do you take walk-ins? Can I book for Thursday?” —
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without a human. It won’t replace your best front-desk

person on the hard calls, and it shouldn’t. But it catches

everything that would otherwise go to voicemail, and it

never calls in sick. For a lot of businesses, “never miss a call

again” is the highest-ROI agent they’ll ever deploy.

Quick setup (5 min — to a working test call):

Create an account on VAPI (vapi.ai) — it’s the most

popular builder-grade platform and has a generous free

testing tier.

Start from a template assistant (most platforms give you

a “receptionist” or “appointment booking” starter).

Write the agent’s job in plain language: who it is, what

hours you’re open, the 5–10 questions it should handle,

and when to say “let me have someone call you back.”

Pick a voice, then use the in-dashboard test call to phone

the agent yourself. Listen like a customer would.

When it sounds right, attach a phone number (the

platform provisions one) — but keep a human gate:

have it take a message or transfer for anything it’s unsure

about rather than guessing.

Cost: usually usage-based — you pay per minute of call

time (roughly $0.05–$0.15/min depending on the voice and

models, plus the phone number) — check current pricing.

Free testing tiers let you build and test before you pay for

live minutes. Real budget kicks in once you’re taking live

traffic.
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Free vs Paid — the honest line: There’s a generous free 

testing tier — you can build the whole agent and call it

yourself for free to get it right. What you pay for is live

usage: it’s metered per minute of real call time (~$0.05–

$0.15/min plus the phone number), so cost scales with how

many calls you actually take. That’s fair pricing — you only

pay when the agent is doing real work and catching real

calls. Build and test free; budget for minutes once you go

live. Check current pricing.

Swap list: - VAPI — developer-friendly, very flexible, big free

test tier. Great default. - Retell AI — strong natural-

conversation quality, clean dashboard. - Bland AI — built for

outbound and high call volume; simple to start. - Synthflow

— the most no-code of the bunch; easiest if you don’t want

to touch anything technical.

REVIEW / REPUTATION ENGINES (BIRDEYE · PODIUM · NICEJOB) 💳
PAID
What it is: software that automatically asks your happy

customers for a review at the right moment, makes leaving

one a two-tap process, and manages the responses — so

your Google rating climbs without you nagging anyone by

hand.

Best for: any local or service business where the Google

star rating is the marketing. If customers find you by

searching “[your service] near me,” your review count and

rating decide whether you get the click. This is the lane that

quietly compounds.
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Real value: the gap between a 4.1-star and a 4.8-star

business is enormous in real revenue, and most owners

simply never ask for reviews because asking is awkward and

easy to forget. A reputation engine removes the forgetting

and the awkwardness: a job closes, a text or email goes out

at the perfect moment with a one-tap link, and a steady

stream of reviews builds. The “agentic” part is that it

watches for the trigger (a completed job, a closed ticket)

and acts — request, follow up, and surface new reviews for

you to respond to. It turns a thing you’d never do

consistently into a thing that happens automatically.

Quick setup (5 min):

Pick a platform (Birdeye, Podium, and NiceJob are the

common ones) and connect your Google Business

Profile — this is the one connection that matters most.

Set the trigger: when does a “ask for a review” message

fire? After an invoice is paid, a job is marked done, or you

add the customer manually.

Customize the request message so it sounds like you,

not a robot — short, warm, with the one-tap review link.

Add a small batch of recent happy customers and send

your first round manually to see how it lands.

Human gate: review the AI-drafted responses to public

reviews before they post — especially anything negative.

Auto-request is fine; auto-replying in public is where you

want eyes on it.
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Cost: typically monthly subscription, often $100–$400+/

month depending on platform and features (these are built

for businesses, not free tools) — check current pricing.

Cheaper, lighter options exist if you only want review

requests and nothing else.

Swap list: - Birdeye — full-featured reputation + messaging

suite; robust, pricier. - Podium — reviews plus a strong

texting/inbox layer; popular with local services. - NiceJob —

simpler, more affordable, focused squarely on reviews. - 

Your CRM’s built-in review automation — HubSpot,

Jobber, and many field-service CRMs include review

requests; check before buying a separate tool.

LEAD CAPTURE + FOLLOW-UP (GOHIGHLEVEL · HUBSPOT +
CHATBOTS · CHATBASE) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: AI that catches an inbound lead the moment

they raise their hand — a website chat, a form, a DM —

answers their first questions, captures their info, and keeps

following up until they respond or book, instead of letting

them go cold.

Best for: any business where leads come in faster than a

human can reply, or come in after hours. The classic failure

mode is a lead filling out a form at 9pm and a human

getting to it at 11am the next day — by which point they’ve

moved on. This lane closes that gap.

Real value: speed-to-lead is one of the most studied

numbers in sales, and the finding is brutal: responding in

the first few minutes dramatically outperforms responding
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in an hour, which crushes responding the next day. No

human is at the keyboard 24/7. An AI follow-up agent

replies instantly, qualifies, and then does the part humans

hate most — the persistent, polite follow-up over days that

actually converts. It’s not closing the deal for you; it’s

making sure the deal is still warm when you show up. The

compounding effect of “we never let a lead go cold” is large

and boring and real.

Quick setup (5 min):

Pick your lane. GoHighLevel is the all-in-one agency/

local favorite (capture + follow-up + CRM in one). 

HubSpot has a strong free CRM with chatbot and follow-

up sequences. Chatbase (and similar) bolt an AI chat

onto any website fast.

Put a capture point live: add a website chat widget or a

form, and connect it to wherever leads should land (your

CRM or even a spreadsheet to start).

Write the agent’s opening: how it greets a new lead, the

2–3 questions it asks to qualify, and what counts as

“ready to book.”

Build a simple follow-up sequence — e.g. a text/email at

5 minutes, 1 day, and 3 days for anyone who didn’t reply

— in plain language.

Human gate: have the agent hand off to you (and stop

following up) the instant a lead replies with anything

real. The agent’s job is to catch and warm; a human

should take it from “interested” to “closed.”
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Cost: HubSpot has a genuinely usable free CRM tier; 

Chatbase-style tools have low-cost starter plans (~$20–$40/

month). GoHighLevel runs roughly $97–$300+/month but

bundles a lot — check current pricing. Start free, upgrade

when the volume justifies it.

Swap list: - GoHighLevel — all-in-one capture + follow-up +

CRM; agency/local powerhouse. - HubSpot — free CRM with

chatbot + sequences; great no-cost starting point. - 

Chatbase / Intercom Fin / Tidio — AI website chat that

captures and answers instantly. - ManyChat — if your leads

come through Instagram/Facebook DMs specifically.

THE OWNER DASHBOARD (A CONCEPT, NOT A PRODUCT) 💚+💳
(USES TOOLS YOU ALREADY PAY FOR)
What it is: less a single tool, more the idea that once agents

are working in your lanes, you need one place to see what

they actually did — calls answered, leads captured, reviews

requested, follow-ups sent — without logging into five

platforms.

Best for: the moment you have more than one agent

running. One voice agent is easy to eyeball. A voice agent 

plus a review engine plus a follow-up flow means three

separate logins and no single picture of “did my business

get handled today?”

Real value: this is the difference between deploying agents

and trusting them. You can’t trust what you can’t see. An

owner dashboard answers the only three questions that
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matter each morning: What did my agents do? What did

they catch? What needs my human attention? It’s also your

gate — the place where the flagged calls, the negative

reviews, and the hot leads surface for you to handle.

Without it, agents become a black box you stop checking,

which is exactly when the mistakes pile up unnoticed.

Quick setup (5 min — the lightweight version):

Start where most of your agents already report. Many

platforms (VAPI, GoHighLevel, your review tool) have

their own dashboards — bookmark them in one folder as

a stopgap.

Pick one number per lane that tells you it’s healthy: calls

answered today, new leads captured, reviews requested

this week.

Pull those into one simple view — even a single

spreadsheet, an Airtable, or a Notion page you check

each morning, fed manually at first.

Add the one thing that matters most: an “needs my

attention” list — flagged calls, negative reviews, hot

leads — so the human gate has a home.

That’s enough to start. A true unified, real-time owner

dashboard across every agent is a system — and

building that crosses out of “use the tools” into “build

your own operating layer,” which is Stage 6 and the paid

path.
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Swap list: - Each platform’s native dashboard — free, but

scattered; fine for one or two agents. - Looker Studio

(free) / Airtable / Notion — roll your own simple summary

view. - A done-for-you owner dashboard — what an

operating-layer provider sets up so you see every agent in

one place (more below).

THE HONEST FOOTNOTE
Everything above is genuinely do-it-yourself. You can stand

up a voice agent, wire a review engine, and run a follow-up

flow this month with the steps in this chapter — and you

should, because doing it teaches you what’s real.

The catch is that the gap between a single agent and a

reliable, watched, multi-lane operation is where most

people stall. Stitching the agents together, putting a real

human gate in the right places, and getting one

trustworthy owner dashboard over all of it is its own job.

That done-for-you version — your agents deployed, gated,

and visible in one place — is what an operating-layer

provider like OpulentBots / Zeus handles. That’s the

footnote, not the pitch: you can absolutely do this yourself,

and if you’d rather have it set up and watched for you, that

option exists.

THE LINE THAT SEPARATES STAGE 5 FROM STAGE 6
Stage 5 is one lane running on assistant capacity. You

picked a single piece of your business — the phone, the
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reviews, the lead follow-up — and handed it to an agent.

That alone changes your week.

But notice what happened in the Owner Dashboard

section: the second you have more than one agent, you

start needing something above them. A place to see them

all. A way to make them hand work to each other. A

standard for how they’re gated and watched. The tools stop

being the point — the operating layer over the tools

becomes the point.

That’s Stage 6 — AAA AI: Run Multiple Lanes — where

you’re no longer buying tool access one agent at a time, but

running a coordinated operating layer across the whole

business. Let’s go.
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STAGE 6 — AAA AI: RUN
MULTIPLE LANES

By the time you land here, something has quietly changed

about what you’re paying for.

In every stage before this one, you were buying tool access. A

ChatGPT seat. A Zapier plan. A VAPI number. Each tool did

one job, you bolted it on, and you got a little better. That

was the right move — you don’t build an operating layer on

day one, you earn your way to it.

(The name’s a mouthful, so let’s name it plainly: AAA is just

our shorthand for this stage — the one where AI runs as an

always-on operating layer across multiple lanes of the

business.)

Stage 6 is the stage where you stop being a person who 

uses AI tools and start being a person who runs an AI

operation. The deck framing for this stage is blunt: you’re

no longer buying tool access — you’re running an

operating layer across several departments. Marketing

has a lane. Sales has a lane. Fulfillment has a lane. Support

has a lane. Each one is partly automated, each one

produces numbers, and somebody (you) needs a single

pane of glass to see all of it at once.
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That’s the real signature of Stage 6. It’s not “I have more

tools.” It’s three things showing up together:

Multiple lanes running at once — not one automated

process, but five or six, in different parts of the business,

that don’t fall over when you’re asleep.

Scorecards — every lane reports a number. Leads in,

calls made, videos shipped, tickets closed, revenue out.

You can see whether a lane is healthy.

Reporting that rolls up — those numbers land

somewhere a human can read in thirty seconds, on a

dashboard, without anyone exporting a spreadsheet by

hand.

This is the “small AI operation” stage. The tools in this

chapter aren’t new categories — you met automation and

video and databases earlier. What changes here is the 

posture: you run them at scale, you wire them together, and

you put a reporting layer on top so the whole thing is

legible. You’re becoming the operator of a little machine.

Are you in Stage 6? Quick gut check: if you’ve got more

than one thing running on autopilot, and your honest

answer to “how’s the business doing this week?” is “let me

go check four different tools” — you’re standing right at the

door. This chapter is about walking through it.

A note before we start. This is also, honestly, the stage

where most people quietly start asking “do I really want to build

and babysit all of this myself?” — and that’s a fair question. We’ll

1. 

2. 

3. 
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come back to it at the end. For now: the tools, and how to

actually set them up.

N8N / MAKE / ZAPIER (AT SCALE) 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: The same automation platforms from Stage 4 —

but now you’re running many workflows that talk to each

other, not one tidy “when X, do Y.”

Best for: Being the connective tissue and the brain stem of

your whole operation — moving data between every tool,

on schedules and triggers, across every lane at once.

Real value: At Stage 4, automation saved you a task. At

Stage 6, automation is the operation. One workflow

enriches a new lead and drops it in the CRM. Another

nightly job pulls yesterday’s numbers from five tools and

writes them to one table. Another watches your inbox,

routes by topic, and drafts replies. Another posts to social on

a calendar. When these run together — reliably, with error

handling and alerts when something breaks — you’ve

effectively hired an operations coordinator who works 24/7

and never forgets a step. The real unlock isn’t any single

flow; it’s that the flows reference each other and form a 

system. This is also where the platforms genuinely diverge: 

Zapier is the easiest and the priciest at volume; Make gives

you a visual canvas and far more runs per dollar; n8n is the

power-and-control option (self-hostable, near-unlimited

executions, code when you need it) and the one serious

operators graduate to.
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Quick setup (5 min): (Assumes you’ve already used one of

these at Stage 4 — this is the scale move.)

Pick your platform for scale, not for your first flow. Heavy

volume or want to self-host and stop paying per-task?

Go n8n. Want power without running a server? Make.

Staying simple? Zapier is fine, just watch the bill.

Create a folder/project per lane (Marketing, Sales,

Fulfillment, Support). Group every workflow under its

lane so the operation stays legible.

Build one “rollup” workflow first: on a schedule (say 6am

daily), have it pull a key number from each tool and

append a row to a single Airtable/Google Sheet. This

becomes the spine your dashboard reads.

Turn on error notifications — every platform can ping

you (email/Slack/Telegram) when a workflow fails. Do

this before you scale, not after. A silent broken

automation is worse than no automation.

Name everything clearly (SALES — new lead → enrich

→ CRM). Future-you, at twelve workflows deep, will thank

present-you.

Cost: Zapier — a limited free tier (small monthly task

allowance), paid roughly $20–$70+/mo and climbs fast with

volume. Make — generous free tier (~1,000 ops/mo), paid

from ~$9–$30+/mo, much cheaper per operation. n8n —

free if self-hosted (you pay only for the server, ~$5–$20/mo),

or n8n Cloud from ~$20–$50+/mo. Check current pricing —

all three move tiers often.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Swap list: - Pipedream — developer-friendly, generous free

tier, great when you want code steps. - Activepieces —

open-source Zapier alternative, self-hostable, growing fast. -

Workato / Tray.io — enterprise-grade orchestration if you

outgrow the above (pricey). - Power Automate —

Microsoft’s option if you live in the Microsoft 365 world.

SYNTHESIA (+ HEYGEN) 💳 PAID (FREE TRIAL / LIMITED FREE)
What it is: A studio-grade AI video platform that turns a

script into a polished talking-head video — a presenter,

slides, captions, and your branding — no camera, no crew.

Best for: Producing a lot of professional video without

filming any of it — training, onboarding, sales explainers,

product updates, localized versions in dozens of languages.

Real value: You met HeyGen back at Stage 3 for AI avatar

video. Stage 6 is where AI video becomes a production line.

The difference between “I made a video” and “my operation

ships video on a schedule.” Synthesia leans into the

corporate/training studio look — 200+ avatars, 140+

languages, slide-style scenes, brand kits — and is built for

teams who need to churn out consistent, on-brand video at

volume. Need the same onboarding video in English,

Spanish, and German? It’s a few clicks, not three shoots.

Product changed? Edit the script, re-render, done — no

reshoot. For a small operation this is genuinely

transformational: your “video department” is a text box.

HeyGen sits right beside it and is often stronger for a

personal, talking-to-camera you (realistic custom avatars of
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yourself, great for sales and social), where Synthesia shines

for polished, multi-scene, multi-language company

content. Most serious operators end up using both —

HeyGen for the founder’s face, Synthesia for scaled training/

marketing.

Quick setup (5 min):

Start a free trial at synthesia.io (the free/trial tier lets you

make a short video to test the feel before paying).

Pick a stock avatar and a template that matches your

use case (training, social, sales).

Paste your script into the scene. Type a sentence, hear it

spoken — that’s the whole “filming” process.

Add your logo and brand colors in the brand kit so every

video comes out on-brand automatically.

Render, download, and (Stage 6 move) wire it into a

workflow — e.g. a new training doc triggers a Make/n8n

job that drafts the script and queues the video. Now

video has a pipeline, not just a tool.

Cost: Synthesia — limited free plan to test, paid from

roughly $18–$30/mo (Starter) up to Creator/Enterprise tiers

for more minutes and custom avatars. HeyGen — free tier

(short watermarked clips), paid from ~$24–$30/mo and up. 

Check current pricing and minute limits — both meter by

video minutes.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

T H E  7  S T A G E S  O F  A I  ·  T O O L  G U I D E

85



Free vs Paid — the honest line: Both meter by video

minutes, so free here is for testing, not production.

Synthesia’s free plan lets you make a short video to feel the

studio before paying; paid (~$18–$30/mo Starter, up through

Creator/Enterprise) buys more minutes, more avatars, and

custom avatars of yourself. HeyGen’s free clips are short and

watermarked; paid (~$24–$30/mo) removes the watermark

and adds minutes. Test free; pay the moment you’re

shipping real, watermark-free video on a schedule. Check

current pricing.

Swap list: - HeyGen — the strongest companion; best

realistic custom avatars of you. - Colossyan — another

training-focused AI video studio, strong for learning

content. - Captions / Argil — fast, social-first AI video (great

for short-form). - Descript — edit video like a doc, plus its

own AI avatars; superb for repurposing.

LOOKER STUDIO 💚 FREE
What it is: Google’s free dashboard and reporting tool —

connect your data sources and build live, shareable

dashboards and reports.

Best for: The reporting layer of your operation — the single

pane of glass where every lane’s scorecard shows up,

automatically, for free.

Real value: This is the piece most people skip, and it’s the

piece that makes Stage 6 actually feel like running an

operation instead of juggling tools. Looker Studio (formerly
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Google Data Studio) connects to Google Sheets, Google

Analytics, BigQuery, and — via connectors — most of the

tools you already use, then renders the numbers as charts,

scorecards, and tables on a live page. You build it once; it

updates itself. Remember that “rollup” workflow you built in

n8n/Make that dumps daily numbers into a sheet? Point

Looker Studio at that sheet and you have a real-time

business dashboard: leads this week, calls booked, revenue,

video output, support tickets — all on one screen, shareable

by link, refreshing on its own. No more “let me check four

tools.” And it’s genuinely free, with no row caps that matter

for a small operation. The honest limit: it can be fiddly to

style, and very large/complex data can get slow — but for an

owner dashboard reading from a few sheets, it’s perfect and

the price is right.

Quick setup (5 min):

Go to lookerstudio.google.com (sign in with the same

Google account that holds your Sheets) and click Create

→ Report.

Connect a data source — choose Google Sheets and

pick the rollup sheet your automation writes to.

Drop in a few scorecards (big single numbers — total

leads, revenue) and one time-series chart for a trend.

This alone is a usable dashboard.

Add a date-range control at the top so you can flip

between this week / this month.

1. 
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Click Share → get link (or schedule an emailed PDF).

Bookmark it. That bookmark is now your operation’s

front door.

Cost: Free. (Looker Studio Pro exists with team/governance

features for orgs, but the standard product covers

everything a small operation needs.) Check current pricing

only if you go Pro.

Free vs Paid — the honest line: This one is genuinely free,

and it’s the real product — build live, shareable dashboards

reading from your Sheets with no row caps that matter for

a small operation. Looker Studio Pro exists, but it only adds

team/governance features for larger orgs; a small

operation’s owner dashboard needs none of it. Stay free

here with a clear conscience — only look at Pro if you grow

into org-wide governance. Check current pricing only if you

go Pro.

Swap list: - Microsoft Power BI — more powerful, free

desktop authoring, paid to share widely; great for Microsoft

shops. - Metabase — open-source, self-hostable BI;

excellent if your data lives in a database. - Databox /

Geckoboard — plug-and-play KPI dashboards with lots of

native connectors (paid). - Tableau Public — free, gorgeous,

more for analysis/storytelling than live ops.

AIRTABLE INTERFACES 💚+💳 FREEMIUM
What it is: A no-code layer on top of your Airtable base that

turns your spreadsheet-database into a real internal app —

5. 
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clean dashboards, forms, and views your team (and you)

actually want to use.

Best for: Turning the messy base behind your operation

into a polished, role-specific internal tool — so people

interact with a clean app, not a wall of columns.

Real value: By Stage 6 your Airtable base is probably the

operational hub — leads, projects, content calendar, clients,

inventory, whatever your lanes produce. The problem is a

raw base is intimidating and easy to break. Interfaces lets

you build a custom front-end on top of that same data, with

zero code: a sales rep gets a clean pipeline view, fulfillment

gets a kanban board, you get an executive dashboard with

charts and record summaries. Same data underneath, very

different experience on top — and edits made in the

interface write straight back to the base. This is how a small

operation gets “internal software” without hiring a

developer. Pair it with Looker Studio and you’ve got the two

halves of your reporting/operating layer: Looker for read-

only at-a-glance metrics, Airtable Interfaces for the

working app where people actually do the work and

update records. That combination is what makes Stage 6

hum.

Quick setup (5 min):

Open the Airtable base that runs a lane (e.g. your leads

or projects base). In the top bar, click Interfaces → Start

building.

1. 
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Pick a layout to start — Dashboard (charts + numbers) or

Record review (work through items one by one) are the

most useful first picks.

Add elements to the canvas: a number element for a key

metric, a chart for trend, a list/grid for the records. Point

each at a table/field — no formulas to write.

Set permissions so each teammate sees only their

interface (sales sees sales, etc.). The base stays one

source of truth; the views are role-specific.

Publish and share the interface link. Your team now uses

an app; the data stays clean underneath.

Cost: Free tier (real, usable — Interfaces included, with

limits on records/automations per base). Paid Team plan

from roughly $20–$24/user/mo for more records,

automation runs, and features. Check current pricing —

Airtable meters by records and automation runs per base.

Swap list: - Notion (databases + dashboards) — if your

single source of truth already lives in Notion. - Glide — turns

a sheet/Airtable into a genuine mobile app, fast. - Softr —

build client-facing portals and internal tools on top of

Airtable. - Baserow / NocoDB — open-source, self-hostable

Airtable alternatives if you want to own the data.

YOU’RE RUNNING A SMALL AI OPERATION NOW
Step back and look at what you’ve just assembled.

Automation platforms running many lanes at once and

2. 

3. 
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rolling their numbers up. A video production line that ships

on-brand content from a text box. A free dashboard that

shows every lane’s scorecard on one screen. An internal app

your team works inside. That’s not a stack of gadgets —

that’s an operating layer. You are, genuinely, running a

small AI operation.

And here’s the honest part the deck doesn’t shy away from: 

this is the stage where it starts to feel like a second job.

Each of these tools is great. Wired together, they’re

powerful. But you are now the one who builds the

workflows, watches the error alerts, fixes the connector that

broke when an API changed, restyles the dashboard, and

keeps the whole machine legible as it grows. That’s real ops

work. Some people love it — if that’s you, the paid Build It

Yourself book and Course teach you exactly how to

architect this properly, end to end, and own every piece of it.

And some people, right around here, look at the babysitting

and decide they’d rather have the operating layer without

becoming its full-time maintenance engineer. That’s a

completely legitimate choice — it’s the entire reason done-

for-you platforms exist. This is the point where teams like 

OpulentBots (and the Zeus operating layer behind it) come

in as the done-for-you version of this exact chapter: the

lanes, the scorecards, the reporting, the maintenance — run

for you, so you get the output of a small AI operation

without personally wiring every n8n node at 11pm. No pitch

here, just an honest signpost: whether you build it yourself
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or have it built, this layer is the goal — the only question is

who holds the wrench.

Either way, the muscle you’ve built at this stage is the

important thing: you now think in lanes, scorecards, and

rollups. You see the business as a set of measurable

systems instead of a pile of tasks. That mindset is what

carries you into the final stage.

Up next — Stage 7, Founder AI: Own It. Stage 6 made you

the operator of a small AI machine. Stage 7 asks the bigger

question: what does it look like to own this — a private AI

operating layer that runs your whole company, a founder’s

dashboard that reports like a boardroom, and the handoff

from “I run tools” to “I own a system that runs the business.”

It’s less a tool list and more the destination everything has

been pointing toward. Let’s go own it.
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STAGE 7 — FOUNDER AI: OWN IT

Here’s the rung you can see from a long way off, the one

that made you pick up this guide in the first place even if

you couldn’t quite name it.

Stage 1 was using AI. Stage 5 was AI running one lane for

you. Stage 6 was AI running several lanes at once, an

operating layer humming across the business. Stage 7 is

the quiet, structural shift that sits on top of all of it: you stop

renting a pile of tools and start owning your own AI

operating layer. The business doesn’t run on fourteen

subscriptions stitched together with hope and a Zapier

account. It runs on a system. Your system. And you sit above

it the way a founder sits above a company — not in the

weeds, but with the whole board in front of you.

That’s the difference, and it’s worth slowing down for.

Everyone at Stages 4 through 6 is a power user of other

people’s software. They’re brilliant at it, they get enormous

leverage from it, and they are also, fundamentally, tenants.

The tool changes its pricing, they pay. The tool deprecates a

feature, they scramble. The tool gets acquired and quietly

ruined, they migrate at 2 a.m. A Founder-stage operator

isn’t a tenant. They’ve assembled the tools into something

that is theirs — a private layer that does the company’s

repeatable work, reports up like a management team, and

keeps running whether or not the founder is awake. The

tools become components. The system becomes the asset.
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This chapter is lighter on tool entries than the others, and

that’s on purpose. Stage 7 isn’t really a shopping list — it’s a 

posture. So let me show you the three things that define it,

honestly, and then I’m going to tell you something straight

that most “free guide” authors won’t.

THE IDEA: A PRIVATE AI OPERATING LAYER
Picture the difference between a person who uses

QuickBooks and a person who owns a finance department.

Both touch the same numbers. Only one of them has a

structure that runs without their hands on every

transaction.

A private AI operating layer is the AI version of that. It’s a

system you control — sitting on top of the tools you already

met in Stages 3 through 6 — that does your business’s

repeatable work and answers to you. Not a single app. A

layer. The leads come in, get qualified, get followed up with,

get logged, and get reported on — and the founder’s job is

to set the rules, watch the dashboard, and step in on the

exceptions. The system holds your context (your offer, your

voice, your customers, your process) so it acts like your

business instead of like generic AI.

You won’t find this on a pricing page, because it isn’t a

product you buy — it’s a thing you build out of products.

That’s the whole point of the stage, and we’ll come back to

that honesty in a second.
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Real value: the business stops being bottlenecked on you.

Work that used to require you (or a hire) to push it forward

starts moving on its own rails. You graduate from operator

to owner — same business, completely different

relationship to it.

Where this lives in practice: an operating layer is usually

assembled from the Stage 3–6 tools you already know —

Notion or Airtable as the brain, Make/n8n/Zapier as the

nervous system, agents (Stage 5) as the hands, a dashboard

as the eyes. The assembly is the work. OpulentBots/Zeus is

the done-for-you version of exactly this — we build and run

the operating layer for you — but you can absolutely build

your own, and that’s what the paid path teaches.

THE FOUNDER DASHBOARD & BOARD-STYLE
REPORTING
Once a system is doing the work, your job changes shape.

You’re no longer the person doing — you’re the person 

reading the instruments. So the defining tool of Stage 7

isn’t a generator or an automation. It’s a single screen that

tells you the truth about your business at a glance: leads

this week, conversations handled, follow-ups sent, revenue

booked, and — crucially — what needs a human, surfaced

and waiting for your call.

This is the founder dashboard, and the mindset behind it is

board-style reporting. A board of directors doesn’t watch

every transaction; it reads a tight summary, asks sharp
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questions, and makes a few high-leverage decisions. Stage

7 is running your own business that way — even if you’re a

team of one. The AI does the operating; you do the

governing.

You don’t need exotic software to start tasting this. You met

the pieces already: Looker Studio (free, Stage 6) for the

reporting view, Airtable Interfaces (Stage 6) for an internal

command center, Notion (Stage 3) as the home base

everything reports into. The Stage 7 move is wiring them

into one founder-facing view and disciplining yourself to

run the business from that view instead of from your inbox.

The tools are familiar. The posture is new.

Real value: you get out of the operational weeds without

losing visibility — arguably gaining it, because a good

dashboard tells you more, faster, than being elbow-deep in

the work ever did. This is the difference between owning a

job and owning a business.

Honest note: building a true unified founder dashboard —

one that pulls live from your agents, your CRM, your

automations, and your books into one board-level view — is

genuine system-building. It’s a real project, not a five-

minute setup, and it’s squarely in paid-path territory. We’ll

point you there at the end of this chapter rather than

pretend a free walkthrough covers it.
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PREMIUM BRAND MEDIA — VEO 3 / SORA 2
There’s one tool category that earns its place at the Founder

stage, and it’s the high end of the video tools you first met

back in Stage 3.

VEO 3 / SORA 2 💳 PAID (WITH LIMITED FREE/TRIAL ACCESS)
What it is: state-of-the-art AI video generation — Google’s 

Veo 3 and OpenAI’s Sora 2 — that turns a text prompt (or

an image) into short, cinematic, often sound-on clips.

Best for: premium brand media. The hero clip on your

landing page, the polished founder-voice intro, the ad that 

looks like a real production budget went into it.

Real value: at the Founder stage, your brand has to look like

the operation behind it — credible, premium, intentional.

Veo 3 and Sora 2 let a small operator produce brand video

that used to require a crew, a studio day, and four figures

minimum. It’s not for cranking out fifty social clips (that’s

Stage 6’s Synthesia/HeyGen lane); it’s for the signature

pieces where quality is the whole point.

Quick setup (5 min):

Access Veo 3 through Google’s Gemini app / Flow, or 

Sora 2 via OpenAI’s Sora app or ChatGPT (availability and

tiers shift — check what’s live for you today).

Write a tight, specific prompt: subject, setting, camera

move, mood, and lighting. Specific beats clever.

Generate, then iterate — regenerate with small prompt

tweaks rather than expecting perfection on shot one.

1. 

2. 

3. 
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Download your best take and drop it into your site, deck,

or ad.

Cost: generally bundled into premium AI subscriptions

(think the higher Gemini / ChatGPT tiers) or sold via credits;

budget on the order of tens of dollars a month for

meaningful access. Check current pricing and tiers — this

category moves fast. > Swap list: Runway (Gen-series,

strong creative control) · Kling (high quality, often generous

access) · Luma Dream Machine (fast, accessible) · HeyGen/

Synthesia (when you need a talking presenter rather than a

cinematic scene).

THE HONEST PART — HOW YOU ACTUALLY GET HERE
Now the straight talk I promised, because you deserve it

and because the rest of this guide has earned the right to

say it plainly.

Getting to Stage 7 means building your own system —

and this free guide does not teach that.

Read that again, because it’s the most important sentence

in this chapter. Every prior stage, I could hand you a tool

and a five-minute setup and you’d be off. Stage 7 is

different in kind, not just degree. You don’t subscribe your

way to an operating layer. You don’t find a “Founder AI”

button. You assemble one — your context, your tools, your

automations, your agents, your dashboard — into a system

that is genuinely yours and genuinely runs the business.

That assembly is real work, it’s architectural, and walking

4. 
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you through it is exactly what this free guide promised,

from page one, not to do.

That’s not a tease. It’s the opposite. A free exposure guide

that pretended to teach you to build your own AI operating

layer in a few pages would be lying to you, and we’d rather

lose the sale than do that. So here’s the honest map: you

now know the tools. You know what’s out there, what each

one’s for, and how to start. That’s the whole job of this book,

and you’ve got it. The next job — turning that toolkit into a

system you own — is a different book, with a different

promise. Let me point you to exactly the right door.
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WHAT’S NEXT — FROM TOOLS TO
YOUR OWN SYSTEM

You made it through all seven stages. Take a beat — most

people who download a “free AI guide” never finish the

intro. You did the work. So let me be as useful on the way

out as I tried to be the whole way through.

Here’s the honest summary of where you are. This guide

showed you the tools. It was a menu, handed to you by a

friend who’s eaten everything on it — what each tool is, free

vs. paid, what it’s genuinely good for, and how to start

today. If you read only this and follow it, you will work

meaningfully better with AI. That promise stands, and it’s

complete.

But you probably felt the ceiling somewhere around Stage

5 or 6. The tools are wonderful, and they’re also still tools —

things you operate. The natural next thought is the one that

opens the next door: “Okay, but I want AI doing this for me,

as a system I own — not just helping me do it faster.”

That thought is the whole reason the paid path exists.

Here’s exactly what’s behind each door, and which one is for

you.
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DOOR 1 — BUILD YOUR OWN SYSTEM
If your reaction to Stage 7 was “I want to build that operating layer

myself,” you have two companions, and they work together.

The Course (the OpulentBots Course) — the guided

program where you build it alongside us. Not theory; a

build-along. You bring your business, you follow the path,

you come out the other side with a working AI operating

layer that’s yours.

The 7 Stages of AI: Build It Yourself (the paid book) —

the hands-on counterpart to the guide you just read.

Where this free book exposed you to the tools, Build It

Yourself teaches you to assemble them into your own

deployed system — the context layer, the automations,

the agents, the founder dashboard — step by step,

building along until you finish with something real and

running. It even hands you the 21 web-development

skills to build and own custom HTML sites (and

designer-grade Framer sites) yourself, instead of renting

a no-code builder. It’s the architecture this guide

deliberately left out, because it belongs there.

If you’re a builder, or you want to be, start with those two.

They are the difference between using AI and owning an AI

operation.

• 

• 
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DOOR 2 — TURN IT INTO A BUSINESS
There’s a second door, and for a lot of readers it’s the more

exciting one.

The AI Offer — once you can build this (or once you have

it built), the obvious question is “can I sell this?” Yes. The

AI Offer is about packaging your AI capability into

something the market pays for — productizing the

system, pricing it, positioning it, and selling it. It’s how

the skill becomes income, and how an operating layer

you built for your business becomes an offer you sell to 

other businesses.

Build It Yourself makes you capable. The AI Offer makes you

paid. Some readers want one, some want both. No wrong

answer.

No hard sell here. You may never walk through either door,

and that’s genuinely fine — there’s enough in these pages

to move the needle on its own. The next step is there when

you want it, and not a moment before.

START HERE THIS WEEK — YOUR ONE-PAGE QUICK
START
Forget all seven stages for a second. If you do nothing else,

do these five things this week. One tool, one action each. This is

the fastest path from “read a guide” to “actually changed

how I work.”

• 
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# TOOL DO THIS STAGE

1 Claude or

ChatGPT

(pick one)

Open it tomorrow

morning and use it for

the first real task on

your list instead of

doing it cold. Make it a

daily reflex.

1

2 A Custom

GPT / Claude

Project

Spend 20 minutes

building one assistant

that knows your

business — paste in

your services, your

tone, your FAQs. Stop

re-explaining yourself

to a blank box.

2

3 Notion Create one page that

is your business’s

single source of truth.

Move your scattered

notes, SOPs, and links

into it. This becomes

your brain.

3

4 NotebookLM Upload three of your

own documents (a

proposal, an SOP, a

transcript) and ask it

questions. Generate

the audio overview.

Feel what “AI that

knows my stuff” is like.

3

5 One

automation

Build a single trigger →

action: e.g., new form

4
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# TOOL DO THIS STAGE

in Make (or

Zapier)

submission → row

added to a sheet →

ping my phone. One

automation. Watch a

task run without you.

Five tools. Five actions. A week. That’s it. If you do only this

list and never read another page, you’ll have climbed from

spectator to operator — and you’ll feel the difference by

Friday.

WHICH STAGE ARE YOU IN? — THE 30-SECOND RECAP
One more time, so you leave with a starting line and not

just a stack of names. Answer fast, gut only — and where

you hit your first “no,” that’s your stage. Start there. Don’t

leap ahead to the impressive-sounding rung; get the one

you’re on solid, then climb.

Do you open one AI assistant every single day, by

reflex? No → start at Stage 1. Get fluent. Pick a daily

driver.

Have you set up an AI that already knows your

business — without you re-explaining it each time?

No → start at Stage 2. Build your first context-aware

assistant.

In the last month, did you make something real with

AI you actually used — image, video, deck, doc, page?

1. 

2. 

3. 
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No → start at Stage 3. This is where the magic (and most

of the leverage) lives.

Do any of your tools talk to each other automatically

— zero copy-paste? No → start at Stage 4. Wire two

tools together.

Is there one task that runs without you — AI

answering, following up, or booking while you sleep? No

→ you’re knocking on Stage 5 and up. Give AI a real role,

not just a task.

Are several lanes of your business running on an

operating layer at once? No → Stage 6 is your horizon.

Do you own the system the business runs on — with a

founder’s view over it? No → Stage 7 is the destination,

and the paid path is the road to it.

Most people stall at Stage 2 — not because they’re not

capable, but because nobody handed them a map past it.

You’ve got the whole map now. Wherever your first “no”

landed, that’s not a verdict. It’s a starting line.

ONE LAST THING
You don’t have to climb all seven. A solo consultant who

nails Stages 1 through 3 runs circles around competitors

twice their size. A small team that lands Stage 4 buys back

whole days every week. Pick the rung that matches your

ambition, and climb at your pace. The ladder’s there if you

want the top — and nobody’s pushing.

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 
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So here’s the no-pressure send-off: start with the five-tool

week. Get one stage solid. Then take the next rung when 

you’re ready, not when someone tells you to. If a day comes

when you want AI running the business instead of just

helping you run it — the next door is right there, and you’ll

know exactly when you’re standing in front of it.

You found a ladder most people never even see. That’s the

hard part, and it’s behind you.

Now climb.
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