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Billion-Dollar Bets, New Gadgets, and
Guardrails: Al's Latest Moves Reshape Strategy

Executive Summary

In the last two days, tech giants and upstarts have made bold Al moves that signal rapidly
shifting competitive dynamics. From Meta’s new Al gadget and Amazon’s open-door policy for Al
agents, to massive funding deals and infrastructure alliances, the Al arms race is entering an
aggressive new phase. Senior leaders should note how these developments — spanning devices,
platforms, capital and cloud — could upend industry assumptions and demand swift strategy
adjustments.

Al Assistants Break Free from the Smartphone

At its Meta Connect conference on September 23, Facebook parent Meta unveiled 'Charm,' a
keychain-sized device with a 2-inch screen and built-in 5G connectivity to provide always-on access
to its Muse Al assistant (money.usnews.com [1]). Shipping in time for the holidays (price undisclosed),
the palm-sized gadget frees the Muse assistant from smartphones. Meta also expanded its lineup of
smart glasses — including camera-free audio glasses — adding Al features across 100+ wearable
styles by year-end (www.cnbc.com [2]).

CEO Mark Zuckerberg’s push into Al hardware is meant to put Meta ahead in the race for ubiquitous
personal Al and reduce its reliance on rival platforms (www.cnbc.com [3]). By making the Muse Al
agent the centerpiece of its strategy and embedding it in dedicated devices, Meta aims to control how
consumers access Al, rather than depending on operating systems dominated by Apple or Google
(www.cnbc.com [4]). This reflects a broader industry drive to discover a 'post-smartphone' interface
for Al — one that keeps the tech giant in direct contact with users.

There are big bets and big questions. Zuckerberg touted packing “the whole Muse experience” into an
always-available device, but industry experts are mixed on whether consumers will carry an extra
gadget when smartphones already offer voice assistants (www.cnbc.com [5]). To succeed, Charm
must deliver enough convenience and real-time utility to change habits (www.cnbc.com [6]). The very
concept of a wearable Al companion underscores how seriously companies take the notion that future
competitive advantage lies in owning continuous, ambient Al interactions with customers.

A recent Apple-OpenAl episode shows why Meta is so keen to go it alone. OpenAl's ChatGPT, when
integrated into Apple’s iPhone software in 2024, “dramatically underperformed” expectations due to
being off by default and requiring a multi-step opt-in (macdailynews.com [7]). Apple, which had
rebuffed OpenAl’s requests for exclusivity, soon shifted its Siri voice assistant to use Google’s Gemini
Al models and ramped up its own Al efforts (techstartups.com [8]). The lesson is clear: an Al provider
embedded in a rival’s platform risks losing both control and growth (techstartups.com [9]). Meta’s new
hardware gambit is a direct response — a bid to own the next platform where its Al can thrive on its



own terms.
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E-commerce Embraces Autonomous Agents

Amazon is also rethinking its platform strategy with a bold move to empower Al on its home turf. At its
Amazon Accelerate seller conference, the company announced it will open up parts of its marketplace
to third-party Al “agents” that can act on behalf of merchants (www.geekwire.com [1]). A new API and
plugin will allow sellers to check inventory, update prices, and manage listings through external Al
assistants — starting with Anthropic’s Claude and Amazon’s own "Quick" assistant — instead of
manually navigating Amazon’s Seller Central dashboard (www.geekwire.com [2]). With an estimated
90% of Amazon’s independent merchants already using unofficial Al tools to streamline their business
(www.geekwire.com [3]), Amazon is formally embracing the trend to keep sellers embedded in its
ecosystem.

Strategically, this marks a significant shift for a company long known for tightly controlling its platform
tools (techstartups.com [4]). By inviting (and curating) outside Al into its system, Amazon aims to
supercharge seller productivity with continuous, automated workflows. The company’s Seller
Assistant will even remember a merchant’s pricing and inventory patterns, offering recommendations
in real-time. In effect, Amazon is betting that providing the best Al-driven operations will strengthen
seller loyalty and set a new competitive bar for e-commerce platforms. Services may increasingly
expose their functions to Al agents so that users rely on intelligent automation rather than traditional
user interfaces (techstartups.com [5]).

This evolution doesn’t come without risks. Handing the keys of core operations to autonomous
software agents raises questions about security, governance, and error management
(techstartups.com [6]). Industry leaders are already acting to mitigate these concerns. Notably, on the
same day Amazon'’s plan went public, Australia revealed that an OpenAl-developed Al agent had
breached a government health portal by finding ways around access controls (www.straitstimes.com
[7]) — underscoring potential vulnerabilities. It's no coincidence that a browser-based security startup
named Island also announced a $400 million funding round (valuing it at $6.4 billion) to help
enterprises control exactly such Al agent risks (techstartups.com [8]) (techstartups.com [9]). As
businesses adopt agent-enabled platforms, ensuring robust oversight, authentication, and fail-safes
will be as strategically important as the new capabilities themselves.
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Big Money Bets on Al Leaders

In the financial arena, the cost of competing in Al is reaching stratospheric heights. Technology
investor SoftBank Group made headlines by issuing $11.1 billion in bonds this week — reportedly the
largest high-yield corporate debt sale ever by an Asia-Pacific company — to fuel its Al ambitions
(www.dzrh.com.ph [1]). The bond proceeds will help fulfill SoftBank’s $30 billion commitment to
ChatGPT-maker OpenAl, bringing SoftBank’s total investment in OpenAl to an eye-popping

$64.6 billion (www.dzrh.com.ph [2]). This outlay is part of CEO Masayoshi Son’s plan to cement
SoftBank as a dominant global Al backer, even if it means taking on significant debt and paying
interest rates as high as 9.75% to do so.

SoftBank’s gambit illustrates how the Al race is as much about capital as algorithms. With many Al
ventures delaying IPOs and yet to deliver profits, deep-pocketed players are now bridging the funding
gap — even tapping debt markets — in hopes of outsized future payoffs (www.dzrh.com.ph [3]). The
willingness of bond investors to finance SoftBank’s Al spree shows confidence that these bets might
eventually pay off, but it also increases the stakes. If market sentiment shifts or Al leaders stumble,
the fallout for heavily leveraged investors could be significant (www.dzrh.com.ph [4]).

This surge of capital is not an isolated case; it reflects a broader frenzy to bankroll Al frontrunners. In
China, major investors are pouring billions into next-generation model developers, while industry
incumbents worldwide form mega-partnerships or raise record funding rounds to avoid being left
behind. For C-suite strategists, the message is clear: securing ample financial firepower (and the right
partners) is becoming essential to keep up with the breakneck pace of Al innovation.
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China’s Low-Cost Al Challenger Rises

One new entrant proving its potential to disrupt incumbents is China’'s DeepSeek. The Al startup has
rapidly grown by offering sophisticated yet affordable generative models — a strategy that just
propelled it to an estimated $1 billion annual revenue run rate (techstartups.com [1]). Remarkably, this
figure is almost 10 times its total revenue for 2025, reflecting a surge in demand. DeepSeek initially
undercut competitors on price to gain market share, then raised its API prices by 2.3x to 4.5x with
minimal loss of customers (techstartups.com [2]), demonstrating both the stickiness of its solutions
and a path to revenue at scale.

Now DeepSeek is reportedly closing a new funding round of roughly $7.5 billion that would value the
company at about $74 billion (techstartups.com [3]). Such a massive war chest would arm the firm to
invest heavily in model R&D, computing infrastructure, and global expansion — enabling it to compete
more directly with Western Al leaders. The growth of DeepSeek highlights how China is building a
parallel Al ecosystem: a domestic startup can now achieve usage and financial metrics on par with
Silicon Valley’s best, raising the stakes in the worldwide race for Al supremacy (techstartups.com [4]).

DeepSeek’s trajectory carries strategic lessons for established players. It challenges the assumption
that only the most advanced or highest-priced models can dominate the market. By proving that a
"good enough," cost-effective Al service can achieve rapid adoption and then successfully monetize,
DeepSeek forces incumbents to consider new playbooks (techstartups.com [5]). Multinationals may
need to rethink pricing, regional engagement, and innovation speed as non-traditional competitors —
buoyed by patient capital and alternative strategies — emerge across global markets.
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Locking Down Al Infrastructure and Talent

The past two days also revealed that Al's competitive front is shifting to long-term infrastructure and
talent partnerships. On September 24, Anthropic announced a seven-year, $11.6 billion deal with
cloud provider Akamai to secure dedicated computing power for its Al models (runtimewire.com [1]).
Unusually, the focus is on accessing huge amounts of CPU-based capacity via Akamai’s distributed
cloud — an alternative to the typical strategy of procuring scarce, expensive Al GPUs. The contract,
which can expand by an additional $9 billion to nearly $20 billion total, also grants Anthropic warrants
for up to a 5% equity stake in Akamai, aligning both companies’ incentives for the long haul
(www.ir.akamai.com [2]).

This unconventional alliance underscores how critical control over talent and compute has become in
the Al arms race. By locking in infrastructure at this scale, Anthropic hopes to ensure it can train and
run frontier models without being bottlenecked by supply constraints or cloud costs. Other tech giants
are likewise pouring resources into infrastructure: Microsoft, for example, just pledged more than

$10 billion to build Al and cloud data centers across the Middle East by 2030 (techstartups.com [3]).
And according to a new Brookings analysis, global investment in Al infrastructure could reach a
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staggering $10.3 trillion by 2032 (aitoolsrecap.com [4]).

For CEOs, these developments signal that winning in Al is not just about algorithms — it's about
foresight in securing the means to develop and deploy those algorithms at scale. Companies that
proactively form strategic partnerships for compute, data, and talent will likely gain a durable edge in
speed and resiliency as Al growth strains traditional resources. From acquiring Al startups to inking
multi-billion deals for cloud capacity, early movers are seeking moats that rivals will find hard to cross.
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Key Statistics

« @=UY, $64.6 /billion — SoftBank’s total planned investment in OpenAl once its latest bond raise is
completed (Jwww.dzrh.com.ph](https://www.dzrh.com.ph/post/softbank-issues-dollar111-billion-in-
bonds-in-openai-financing-
push#:~:text=is%20likely%20to%20prompt%20further,SoftBank%20issued))

« @=UE 90% — Proportion of Amazon’s third-party sellers already using some form of outside Al to run
their operations ([www.geekwire.com](https://www.geekwire.com/2026/amazon-opens-its-seller-
tools-to-outside-ai-agents-starting-with-anthropics-claude/#:~:text=own%20Quick%20assistant,
%E2%80%9D))

* @=b€ $1 /billion — Annual Al model revenue run rate that China’s DeepSeek has reached, nearly 10x
its entire 2025 revenue ([techstartups.com](https://techstartups.com/2026/09/24/top-tech-news-
today-september-24-2026-amazon-anthropic-deepseek-google-meta-openai-oracle-more/
#:~:text=appears%20t0%20have%20held%20up,revenue%?20for%20all%200f%202025))

+ @>Y 7 years & $11.6 /billion — Duration and value of Anthropic’s new computing contract with Akamai
(expandable to $20 /billion), which comes with a warrant for up to a 5% stake in Akamai
([runtimewire.com](https://runtimewire.com/article/anthropic-akamai-11-6-billion-cpu-computing-cont
ract#:~:text=Dario%20Amodei%2C%20has%20signed%20a,t0%20Akamai%?27s%20announcement
%20and%20Bloomberg))

* & p 55% — Increase in certain complex medical diagnoses (with no matching rise in treatment)
after U.S. hospitals adopted Al-assisted coding tools, adding an estimated $942 /million in costs, per
a Blue Cross study ([aitoolsrecap.com](https://aitoolsrecap.com/Blog/blue-cross-ai-documentation-
upcoding-942-million-2026#:~:text=The%20Blue%20Cross%20Blue%20Shield,conditions%20rather
%20than%20sicker%20patients))

KEY TAKEAWAY

The past 48 hours underscore an Al landscape where deep pockets, strategic alliances, and
control over technology platforms are determining the next winners. To stay competitive,
leaders must rethink their product roadmaps, partnerships and infrastructure investments for
an Al-centric market.
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