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Rent the Engineers, Own the Rails
An enterprise point of view on the industry's biggest go-to-market shift

By public announcements alone, the frontier labs, hyperscalers, and integrators have put 
billions of dollars behind embedding their engineers inside your enterprise. This paper explains 
why, what it means for lock-in, economics, compliance, and paths to production, and how to 
take everything the motion offers without surrendering the things it quietly asks for.

The thesis

Forward deployed engineering is the vendor's answer to the pilot-to-production gap. It is a good 
answer to the wrong half of the problem. The vendor's engineers will get AI into production. The  
open question is whose production it becomes. The enterprise response is not to refuse the 
motion but to govern it: rent the engineers, own the rails.
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This paper is the point  of  view and analysis.  Its companion, the VISTORUS Forward Deployed  
Engineering Playbook, is the execution manual: contracting, security, operating model, week-by-week 
engagement arc, scorecards, and templates. Each section here closes with a one-line recall point.

Reader note. Market figures are drawn from public reporting as of mid-2026 and referenced in Section 13; illustrative 
economics are anonymized composite ranges, not single-client claims or forecasts. Vendor programs change quickly; 
confirm specifics before relying on them.
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1. Executive point of view

In the space of about fourteen months, the biggest names in AI reorganized their go-to-market around 
a single idea: send senior engineers into the customer's environment and have them ship production 
systems, not slides. Palantir ran this model for twenty years and was mocked for it; its 2026 results 
ended the mockery. In May 2026, Anthropic and OpenAI stood up billion-dollar deployment ventures 
within days of each other. In July, AWS and Microsoft answered with roughly $3.5 billion and more than 
twelve thousand people committed inside seventy-two hours, and Google was already hiring forward 
deployed engineers by the hundreds. The major integrators are racing to rebadge their AI practices 
around the same motion, with Accenture, Deloitte, TCS, Infosys, and Capgemini all repositioning their 
benches. [S1, S2, S3]

Every one of these organizations is converging on the same diagnosis, and the diagnosis is correct. 
Enterprise AI does not fail at the model. It fails at deployment, at the messy boundary where a capable 
model meets legacy systems, ungoverned data, compliance constraints, and workflows that were 
never designed for it. The most cited number in the industry right now is MIT's finding that 95 percent of 
enterprise AI pilots produced little or no measurable P&L impact, and the cause was implementation, 
not model quality. [S4] Forward deployed engineering is the supply side's answer: if deployment is the 
constraint, sell deployment.

VISTORUS's position is that the diagnosis is right, the medicine is genuinely useful, and the enterprise 
is about to take it without reading the label. A forward deployed engineer is paid by the vendor. Their 
job is to make AI work in your environment and, unavoidably, to make it work on their employer's 
models, their employer's cloud, and their employer's primitives. The engineers are excellent. The 
economics of their employer require that the excellence compounds into consumption. Self-sufficiency 
inside a single vendor's stack is a real gift; it is also a different thing from portability, and the difference 
is where the next decade of enterprise leverage will be won or lost. [S3]

The thesis, stated plainly

Forward deployed engineering solves the pilot-to-production gap from the vendor's side of the 
table. The enterprise needs the buyer's side of the same motion. Accept the engineers, 
because deployment really is the constraint, but make them build on rails you own: your control 
plane, your telemetry, your evidence pack, your exit tests. Rent the engineers. Own the rails.

This paper makes that case in full: what the motion actually is, why every vendor suddenly funds it, an 
honest answer on lock-in, the economics on both sides of the table, what it does to paths to production, 
why CISOs and boards are stalling approvals and how to unstall them, the pieces the motion is 
missing,  and  the  operating  model,  we  call  it  the  Governed  Host,  that  converts  vendor-funded 
engineering into enterprise-owned capability. The companion playbook turns every section here into 
checklists, clause language, and a week-by-week engagement arc.

RECALL   The vendors have correctly diagnosed that deployment is the constraint. The enterprise 
must now decide whose asset the deployment becomes.
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2. What just happened: the multibillion-dollar pivot to deployment

The sequence matters, because it  explains the incentives. Palantir  invented the role in 2005 for 
classified government accounts, calling its embedded engineers Deltas; until 2016 it had more forward 
deployed engineers than product engineers. The market treated the model as a margin disaster for 
fifteen years. Then deployment became the binding constraint on AI value, and Palantir's Q1 2026 
results became the industry's proof of concept: 85 percent total revenue growth, 133 percent U.S.  
commercial growth, and full-year guidance raised to 71 percent. [S1]

What followed was the fastest go-to-market convergence in enterprise software memory. In May 2026, 
Anthropic announced a roughly $1.5 billion joint venture with Blackstone, Goldman Sachs, and other 
investors, a standalone firm with Anthropic engineering embedded in it, its first customers drawn from 
the investors' portfolio companies. Days later, OpenAI announced The OpenAI Deployment Company, 
capitalized at more than $4 billion, led by TPG with Advent, Bain Capital, and Brookfield, and acquired 
Edinburgh-based Tomoro for its roughly 150 deployment engineers. In July, AWS made forward 
deployment a first-party business, Microsoft launched the Frontier Company, a $2.5 billion operating 
unit of roughly 6,000 industry and engineering experts with LSEG, Unilever, Land O'Lakes, and Novo 
Nordisk as launch customers, and Google Cloud continued hiring hundreds of FDEs concentrated in 
financial services, healthcare, retail, and the public sector. [S2, S3, S5]

The labor market tells the same story from below. FDE job postings grew more than 1,000 percent year 
over year; total compensation clusters at $300,000 to $550,000 with frontier-lab principal roles clearing 
$1 million; and the skill mix in the postings has tilted from pure engineering toward customer discovery, 
problem decomposition, and product judgment, a research role wearing an engineering badge. [S6] 
Two structural details deserve an executive's attention. First, the labs raised outside capital vehicles 
for their deployment arms while AWS wrote its own check, a tell that for the hyperscalers, embedding 
engineers is now simply a cost of selling cloud. Second, OpenAI has acquired multiple firms founded 
by former Palantir FDEs, consolidating the one talent pool that has actually run this play at scale. [S3]

Player The 2026 move What it signals

Palantir
85% YoY growth, 133% U.S. commercial (Q1 
2026)

The embedded model works at scale; 
everyone else is copying it

Anthropic
~$1.5B JV (Blackstone, Goldman Sachs et al.), 
May 2026

Deployment capacity funded off balance 
sheet; PE portfolios as first channel

OpenAI
Deployment Company, $4B+ (TPG-led); Tomoro 
acquired

A direct, funded challenge to the traditional 
integrator model

AWS + Microsoft
~$3.5B and 12,000+ people committed in 72 hours 
(July)

Forward deployment is now a platform go-
to-market motion, not a specialist function

Google Cloud Hundreds of FDE hires across regulated verticals
Deployment talent aimed where 
compliance, not capability, is the bottleneck

Integrators AI practices rebadged around FDE-style delivery
The channel is being squeezed from both 
ends and knows it

RECALL   In fourteen months, forward deployment went from a Palantir quirk to the industry's default 
go-to-market. By public announcements alone, billions of dollars now stand behind putting vendor 
engineers inside your environment.
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3. What forward deployed engineering actually is

Strip away the branding and the motion has a consistent anatomy across every vendor's job postings 
and engagement descriptions. A forward deployed engineer is a senior production engineer, not a 
solutions architect, not a sales engineer, who embeds inside the customer's environment for eight to 
sixteen weeks at a time, learns the domain and the data and the politics, and ships working systems 
against the customer's real infrastructure. The role runs a repeatable six-step loop. [S7]

Component What the FDE does What it produces

1. Discover

Conversational discovery with operators, clinicians, 
analysts; treats finding the real problem as 
engineering work, 30–40% of the week in current 
practice

A problem definition grounded in the actual 
workflow, not the executive's description of 
it

2. Prototype
Ships something working within days against real (or 
realistic) data; no requirements-document theater

A credible demonstration on the 
customer's own problem, fast

3. Configure evals
Builds evaluation harnesses, guardrails, and quality 
gates for the specific use case

The quality evidence that separates a 
demo from a system

4. Productionize
Deploys behind the customer's auth, logging, and 
incident response; integrates with core systems, 
often via MCP servers and custom tooling

Running production code inside the 
enterprise boundary

5. Codify
Turns the bespoke build into a repeatable pattern, 
'durable productization' in OpenAI's language, 
'repeatable deployment patterns' in Anthropic's

Reusable IP, and note carefully whose IP it 
becomes

6. Feed back
Routes what broke, what the model could not do, 
and what customers wanted into the vendor's 
product and research roadmap

The vendor's platform gets better; the field 
is the R&D lab

Two features of this anatomy deserve emphasis because they drive everything else in this paper. 
Steps five and six are the vendor's real  prize.  The engagement fee,  where one exists at  all,  is 
incidental; the durable value to the vendor is the codified pattern that hardens into platform IP and the 
field intelligence that steers the roadmap. Palantir spent a decade converting artisanal FDE work into 
Foundry and AIP, and the frontier labs are explicitly betting they can run the same conversion faster.  
[S3] The customer's environment is the laboratory; the customer's edge cases are the training data for 
the vendor's next product. That is not sinister, it is the business model, but an enterprise that does not 
understand it will systematically misprice the engagement.

The second feature is  what  the motion deliberately is  not.  The FDE model  was built  in  explicit 
opposition to the consulting pattern, no recommendations deck, no handover report, no exit without 
shipped code. That is its genuine strength, and it is also why traditional integrators are scrambling: the 
labs' ventures are described as additive to integrator relationships, but a deployment arm working PE 
portfolio companies is a parallel channel that bypasses the traditional bench in exactly the accounts 
that matter. [S2]

RECALL   The six-step FDE loop ends with 'codify' and 'feed back', the two steps where value flows to  
the vendor. The enterprise that doesn't negotiate those steps has agreed to fund the vendor's R&D 
with its own edge cases.
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4. Why every vendor suddenly funds this: the supply-side 
economics

Understanding the vendor's math is the precondition for negotiating with it. Nothing about this motion is 
charity, and nothing about it needs to be, but the enterprise should know exactly which of the vendor's 
problems it is solving when it opens its doors.

Model access has commoditized. When every buyer can reach several frontier models through an 
API, the model itself stops being the differentiator; the installed, integrated, consuming deployment is. 
Even Meta, with the strongest open-weights story in the industry, concluded that distributing models 
through partners was not enough. [S2] The FDE is how a vendor converts commodity model access 
into differentiated, sticky consumption.

The FDE is a customer-acquisition cost that repays itself  in consumption.  The practitioner 
benchmark is roughly one FDE per $2–5 million of enterprise pipeline, the FDE is the pipeline, not a  
cost of sale. [S7] Every workload an FDE ships becomes recurring token, compute, and platform 
revenue;  every  pattern  codified  lowers  the  cost  of  the  next  deployment.  For  a  hyperscaler  the 
calculation is even simpler: an embedded engineer is a cost of selling cloud, which is why AWS funded 
its program from its own balance sheet while the labs raised external vehicles. [S3]

The field  is  the R&D lab.  Frontier  labs  sit  two doors  from research.  The feedback loop from 
deployment, what broke, what the model refused, what enterprises actually needed, is competitive 
intelligence no benchmark can produce. The FDE program is partly a distributed product-research 
organization that customers host for free.

And the channel is contested. The integrators historically owned the last mile. The labs' deployment 
ventures, the hyperscalers' first-party pods, and the PE-portfolio channels all compress that position. 
For the enterprise this is mostly good news, more capable supply, more competition, provided the 
buyer understands that every one of these suppliers, including the integrators, now arrives with a 
platform allegiance somewhere in the stack.

What this means at your negotiating table

When a vendor offers embedded engineers free or heavily subsidized, they are not discounting 
services. They are buying three things: your consumption growth, your architectural defaults, 
and your edge cases. All three are legitimately for sale. None of them should be given away 
unpriced.

RECALL   The FDE program is the vendor's customer-acquisition engine, R&D lab, and channel 
strategy in one. Know which of their problems you are solving before you decide what it is worth.
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5. The lock-in question, answered honestly

Does forward deployed engineering promote vendor lock-in? Yes, structurally, not conspiratorially, and 
pretending otherwise serves nobody. But the honest answer has more texture than a yes, and the 
texture is where the enterprise strategy lives.

Recall the four vendor decisions that VISTORUS holds should always be separated: the model, the 
deployment mode, the control plane, and the commercial structure. Lock-in risk concentrates in the 
control plane, the routing, orchestration, telemetry, and governance layer, far more than in the model 
itself, because a model can be swapped behind an abstraction while a control plane is the abstraction. 
Now observe what an ungoverned FDE engagement does: a single vendor's engineers, in a single 
sustained motion, choose the model, select the deployment mode, build the control plane, and shape 
the commercial structure. The motion's efficiency comes precisely from collapsing the four decisions 
into one relationship.  That collapse is the lock-in mechanism, and it  operates even when every 
individual engineer acts in good faith.

Lock-in vector How it operates in an FDE engagement Severity

Architectural defaults
FDEs build fastest on their employer's primitives: 
proprietary orchestration, vendor-native eval tooling, 
platform-specific data services

High, compounds silently with 
every workload

Control-plane capture
The routing, gateway, telemetry, and governance layer 
gets built inside the vendor's stack rather than as an 
enterprise asset

Highest, this is the durable 
switching cost

Pattern extraction
Step five of the loop codifies your workflows into the 
vendor's reusable IP; your operational knowledge 
hardens into their product

Medium, asymmetric value 
transfer more than switching cost

Skills asymmetry
Your engineers watch; theirs build. Capability transfer 
is promised but rarely contracted, measured, or tested

High, the dependency renews 
itself

Consumption gravity
Every shipped workload is metered revenue; success 
is measured in tokens and compute consumed on their 
platform

Medium, visible in FinOps if you 
instrument it

Evidence capture
Evals, traces, test results, and audit artifacts live in 
vendor tooling, the compliance record itself becomes 
non-portable

High and almost universally 
overlooked

Three points complete the honest answer. First, the alternative also locks you in: an enterprise that 
refuses FDE support and stalls in pilot purgatory is locked into non-production, which is the most 
expensive lock-in of all. Second, integrator-delivered FDE work is not neutral, the major consultancies 
run alliance structures and resell agreements that carry their own platform gravity, sometimes with less 
transparency than the vendor's own program. Third, and most important: every lock-in vector in the 
table is governable. Architectural defaults yield to rules of engagement. Control-plane capture yields to 
the enterprise owning the gateway before the FDEs arrive.  Pattern extraction yields to contract 
language.  Skills  asymmetry  yields  to  a  contracted,  tested  transfer  plan.  The  vectors  only  run 
unopposed in an enterprise that never named them.

RECALL   FDE lock-in is real, structural, and governable. It concentrates in the control plane, which is 
exactly the asset the enterprise must own before the vendor's engineers arrive.
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6. The economics from the enterprise side of the table

The FDE offer usually arrives looking like free money: senior engineers at $300,000-to-$1-million 
market  rates,  embedded at  low or  no cost,  shipping production systems in weeks.  The offer  is  
genuinely valuable. It is also the second half of a double subsidy that the enterprise should price as a 
system, not as a gift.

The first subsidy is the token price. As established in the VISTORUS token economics work, frontier 
inference has been priced for share capture, with usage-based costs that look small in a pilot and 
compound  brutally  in  agentic  production,  unit  prices  falling  while  enterprise  bills  rise,  because 
consumption grows faster than price declines. The second subsidy is the engineering: vendor-funded 
talent that accelerates you into exactly that consumption. The two subsidies are one strategy. The 
vendor invests engineering to create consumption, then harvests the consumption at whatever the 
price is when your alternatives have narrowed. Neither subsidy is improper. Together they mean the 
honest business case for an FDE engagement must be run at post-subsidy economics: what does 
each shipped workload cost per successful outcome at list price, at 1.5x and 2x today's rate, and after 
the free engineering ends?

A composite example makes the arithmetic concrete. An FDE pod ships a servicing workflow in ten 
weeks that would have taken an internal team two quarters, a genuine, large acceleration worth 
several hundred thousand dollars in time-to-value. The workload then runs at a consumption cost of, 
say, $60,000 to $90,000 a month on the vendor's platform, wired to vendor-native orchestration. At 
promotional pricing the case is excellent. At list price it is merely good. After a repricing, with the control 
plane inside the vendor's stack and no tested alternative route, it is whatever the vendor decides it is. 
The acceleration was real; so is the option the enterprise sold to obtain it. The entire discipline of this 
paper is about buying the acceleration without selling the option.

What the enterprise gains What the enterprise pays (usually unpriced)

Elite engineering talent it could not hire at market rates Architectural defaults set by the vendor's incentives

Months of time-to-production compressed into weeks A control plane it may not own and cannot cheaply leave

Direct line to the vendor's research and roadmap
Its edge cases and workflow knowledge codified into vendor 
IP

Credible production evidence for the board Evidence artifacts trapped in vendor tooling

Capability demonstration that unlocks internal funding A skills gap that renews the dependency each engagement

Deployment risk carried partly by the vendor Consumption growth that is the vendor's actual product

RECALL   Free engineering plus subsidized tokens is one strategy, not two gifts. Run every FDE 
business case at post-subsidy economics: list price, 2x price, and the day the free engineers leave.
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7. What the motion does to paths to production

Judged purely as a path to production, forward deployed engineering is the most effective mechanism 
the industry has produced. It  attacks the precise failure mode behind the 95-percent-pilot-failure 
statistic: the two-sided knowledge gap in which the enterprise's engineers know the business, the 
schemas, the compliance constraints, the legacy architecture, and the vendor's engineers know how 
models behave in production, and neither can ship without the other. [S4] Embedding closes the gap 
by physically colocating the two halves of the knowledge.

But there is a difference between reaching production and reaching governed production, and the FDE 
motion optimizes for the first. The VISTORUS pilot-to-production standard holds that a system is 
production-ready when it is governed at runtime, bounded economically, reversible by design, and 
accountable to named owners, with the evidence pack to prove all four. An FDE engagement, run at 
vendor speed, routinely ships systems that are impressive, live, and missing two or three of the four. 
The speed that makes the motion valuable is the same speed that skips the gates. This is not an 
argument against the speed; it is an argument for putting the gates in the FDEs' path before they arrive, 
so that  the fastest  route through the engagement  runs through the enterprise's  own production 
standard rather than around it.

There is also a second-order effect worth naming. FDE-shipped systems become the enterprise's de 
facto reference architecture. The second and third internal teams copy what the pod built, because it  
works and it shipped. If the pod built on enterprise-owned rails, that imitation compounds the platform. 
If it built on vendor-native scaffolding, the imitation compounds the lock-in. The first FDE engagement 
is therefore not one project; it is the template for the portfolio, and it deserves to be governed like one.

RECALL   FDE is the fastest path to production the industry has built, and speed is exactly how 
governance gets skipped. Put the gates in the path before the engineers arrive, because their first 
build becomes everyone's template.
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8. The compliance wall: why CISOs and boards stall, and how to 
unstall them

Across regulated enterprises, FDE engagements are stalling in security and risk review for reasons 
that are entirely predictable and largely solvable. The CISO's objections are not obstruction; they are 
the standard third-party-risk questions applied to an unusually intimate third party, external engineers, 
employed by a vendor with a consumption incentive, writing production code inside the boundary, 
touching regulated data, at speed. Naming the objections precisely is most of the work of answering 
them.

The blocker Why it stalls approval What unblocks it

Identity and access
Vendor engineers need real access; 
standing privileged access to production 
and regulated data is unacceptable

Sponsored, time-boxed identities; just-in-time 
elevation; segregated build environments; all 
FDE actions logged to the enterprise's audit 
store

Data exposure

Discovery and prototyping gravitate toward 
real data; PII/PHI in a vendor engineer's 
context window is a reportable event waiting 
to happen

Governed data enclaves; masked or synthetic 
data for build phases; minimum-necessary 
interfaces; data-class routing enforced by the 
enterprise gateway

IP and work product
Who owns the code, prompts, evals, and 
'codified patterns'? Default vendor paper 
often answers: the vendor

Contracted artifact ownership; explicit pattern-
codification terms; escrow of engagement work 
product (see the companion playbook's clause 
agenda)

Audit evidence
Evals and traces live in vendor tooling; the 
examiner-facing record is not in the 
enterprise's hands

Evidence pack requirements written into the 
statement of work; all traces mirrored to the 
enterprise's append-only store

Shadow builds
Pods move fast and route around change 
control; systems appear that risk never 
reviewed

FDE work runs through the same intake, risk-
tiering, and production gates as internal work, no 
parallel track

Model risk and 
accountability

Regulated decisions shipped at pod speed 
without validation, and no named internal 
owner

Risk-tiered autonomy limits; a named 
accountable executive per system; shadow 
mode before live for anything customer- or 
patient-affecting

Concentration and 
exit

The board asks: can we leave? The honest 
answer after an ungoverned engagement is 
no

Portability tests as an exit criterion of the 
engagement itself; a second validated route for 
every material workload

Two reframes convert the CISO from blocker to enabler. First, the FDE engagement should be treated 
as a third-party engagement of the highest intimacy tier, vendor personnel with build access inside the 
boundary, and run through the corresponding controls, rather than being waved through as 'the vendor 
helping us.' Supervisory expectations are unambiguous that buying a capability does not transfer 
accountability for it, and the revised interagency model-risk guidance makes the institution responsible 
for vendor-supplied model outputs while explicitly leaving generative and agentic AI outside its settled 
scope. The least-settled rulebook, again, is an argument for the strongest self-built evidence. Second, 
the security conditions above are not a tax on the engagement's speed; packaged as a pre-approved 
landing zone, identities, enclaves, gateway, logging, gates, ready before the pod arrives, they are what 
makes a fast engagement approvable at all.

RECALL   The CISO is blocking ungoverned intimacy, not the FDEs. Build the landing zone before the  
pod arrives; the fastest path then becomes the compliant one.
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9. What the motion is missing: the buyer's side of the table

The FDE motion, as currently constructed, is a supply-side invention with no buyer-side counterpart. 
Every sophisticated capital project in every other industry has one. Construction has the owner's 
representative, a senior agent, paid by the owner, who reviews the contractor's work against the 
owner's interest. Capital markets have the same seat in every deal and call it the buy-side advisor. 
Large IT programs have independent QA. M&A has the buy-side advisor. The FDE wave has, so far, 
nothing: the vendor's engineers, the vendor's patterns, the vendor's tooling, and an enterprise host 
whose review capacity is a project manager and goodwill. That vacuum is the single largest gap in the 
motion, and filling it is the core of the VISTORUS model in the next section. The remaining gaps follow 
from it.

• No contracted capability transfer. Every vendor promises to 'leave you self-sufficient.' 
Almost no engagement defines, measures, or tests the transfer, paired builders, 
documentation standards, a capability exam at exit. Self-sufficiency inside the vendor's stack, 
unmeasured, is a renewal mechanism wearing a promise's clothes. [S3]

• No FinOps instrumentation of the engagement itself. Pods ship workloads whose cost-per-
outcome nobody baselines, on routes nobody prices at list, creating run-rate the CFO meets a 
quarter later. The engagement should carry token-economics telemetry from its first prototype.

• No evidence-pack requirement. The engagement's evals, traces, decisions, and test results 
are the enterprise's future regulatory record, and by default they live in the vendor's tooling.

• No portability test at exit. An engagement that ends without demonstrating that the shipped 
workload can run, or credibly be re-validated, on a second route has delivered a system and 
retained an option against you.

• No integration with the enterprise's production gates. Pod-shipped systems routinely 
bypass the intake, risk-tiering, shadow-mode, and recertification machinery the enterprise 
applies to its own work, creating a two-class production estate in which the fastest-built 
systems are the least governed.

• No multi-vendor strategy. With every cloud and both leading labs fielding FDE arms, 
enterprises are defaulting to whichever pod arrived first. Deployment capacity deserves the 
same portfolio thinking as models: which pod, on which workloads, against which rails, with 
what overlap. [S3]

RECALL   Every mature industry gives the buyer an buy-side advisor. The FDE wave has no buyer's 
side yet, which is precisely the role the enterprise must construct or hire.
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10. The VISTORUS model: the Governed Host

The strategic choice is not FDE or no FDE. It is passive site versus governed host. A passive site 
opens its environment, accepts the vendor's defaults, and measures success by demo velocity. A 
governed host takes everything the motion genuinely offers,  the talent,  the speed, the roadmap 
access, while ensuring the durable assets land on the enterprise's side of the table. Five commitments 
define the model; the companion playbook operationalizes each one.

Commitment What it means What it protects

1. Own the rails before 
they arrive

The enterprise gateway, telemetry schema, 
data enclaves, and identity model exist first; 
FDEs build on them as a condition of access

The control plane, the deepest lock-in 
vector, stays an enterprise asset

2. Field a buy-side 
counterpart

A small, senior enterprise (or independent) 
counterpart pod with authority to review 
architecture, enforce rules of engagement, and 
sign gates

The buyer's interest has technical 
representation at pod speed

3. Contract the artifacts 
and the transfer

IP, prompts, evals, traces, docs, and patterns 
assigned or licensed to the enterprise; 
capability transfer defined, paired, and tested at 
exit

The engagement compounds 
enterprise capability instead of vendor 
dependency

4. Instrument the 
economics from day one

Cost-per-outcome baselines, list-price and 2x 
stress tests, consumption telemetry on every 
shipped workload

The CFO meets the run-rate before it 
ships, not a quarter after

5. Gate production like it's 
yours, because it is

FDE work passes the same intake, risk tier, 
shadow mode, evidence pack, and 
recertification as internal work; portability test at 
exit

One class of production, defensible to a 
regulator, reversible by design

The  model's  economics  are  favorable  in  both  directions.  For  the  enterprise,  the  governed-host 
overhead, the landing zone, the counterpart pod, the gates, typically runs a small fraction of the value 
of  the  vendor's  subsidized  engineering,  and  it  converts  a  depreciating  engagement  into  an 
appreciating  platform.  For  the  vendor,  counterintuitively,  a  governed  host  is  a  better  customer: 
approvals come faster because the CISO pre-cleared the pattern, engagements renew on merit rather 
than dependency, and the reference is worth more. The best FDE leaders already know this; the 
governed host gives them a counterpart who can say yes quickly because the conditions of yes were 
built in advance.

The one-line operating standard

Vendor engineers are welcome, on enterprise rails, against enterprise gates, with contracted 
transfer, instrumented economics, and a tested exit. Rent the engineers. Own the rails.

RECALL   Passive site or governed host is the real decision. The governed host takes the talent and 
keeps the platform; the passive site takes the demo and keeps the dependency.
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11. How enterprise leadership should actually use the motion

Used well, forward deployed engineering is not a services purchase. It is a capability-acquisition 
instrument, and each member of the leadership team holds a distinct lever.

Leader How to use the FDE motion The question that keeps you honest

CEO / Board
As a forcing function: one flagship workload to 
governed production in a quarter, on enterprise rails, 
as the template for the portfolio

Whose asset is compounding, ours or 
the vendor's?

CIO / CTO
As accelerant on a platform you own: rails first, pod 
second; buy-side advisor embedded; architecture 
rules of engagement enforced

Could we re-route this workload in 30 
days if we had to?

CFO
As a priced subsidy: value the free engineering 
explicitly, net it against post-subsidy consumption, 
demand cost-per-outcome from week one

What does this workload cost at list price 
after the engineers leave?

CISO / CRO
As a high-intimacy third party through a pre-built 
landing zone: sponsored identities, enclaves, mirrored 
evidence, standard gates

Where is the audit trail, and do we hold 
it?

CAIO / 
Transformation

As contracted capability transfer: paired builders, 
pattern documentation, a tested exit exam, the pod 
leaves people better, not just systems

Can our team run, extend, and re-
platform this without them?

Procurement
As a multi-vendor portfolio: pods evaluated per 
workload; artifact ownership, transfer, and portability 
in the paper; no exclusivity by default

What did we give for the subsidy, and 
did we price it?

RECALL   Treat FDE as capability acquisition, not services procurement. Every leader has one lever 
and one question; the playbook gives each of them the checklist.
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12. Recommendations and closing point of view

The forward deployed engineering wave is the most consequential go-to-market shift in enterprise AI, 
and it is aimed directly at the gap every enterprise actually has. The vendors' diagnosis is correct, their 
engineers are excellent, and the acceleration is real. So are the incentives. VISTORUS recommends 
six moves, in order.

Move What to do When

1. Build the landing 
zone

Gateway, telemetry schema, identity model, data 
enclaves, evidence store, the rails and the security 
pattern, pre-approved by the CISO

Before any pod arrives; 4–6 weeks 
of focused work

2. Field the buy-side 
advisor

A senior counterpart pod (internal, independent, or 
advisory) with gate-signing authority and architecture 
review rights

Concurrent with landing zone

3. Fix the paper
Artifact ownership, pattern-codification terms, 
capability-transfer plan, evidence-pack requirement, 
portability test, exit rights

Before signature; use the 
playbook's clause agenda

4. Run one flagship, 
gated

One high-value workload through the full arc, discovery 
to shadow mode to governed production, on enterprise 
rails, as the portfolio template

First 90 days of the engagement

5. Instrument the 
economics

Cost-per-outcome from first prototype; list-price and 2x 
stress tests before go-live; consumption telemetry on 
every route

From engagement day one

6. Portfolio the pods
Evaluate FDE supply, labs, hyperscalers, integrators, 
independents, per workload against the same 
scorecard; keep two live

From the second engagement 
onward

Where VISTORUS fits

Every recommendation above requires a buyer's side that most enterprises have not yet built, and that 
no vendor will build for them. That is the seat VISTORUS occupies: a principal-led advisory practice,  
founded and personally delivered by Anuj Mathur, serving as the buy-side advisor for the forward 
deployed engineering era. The model is deliberately narrow and deliberately honest. VISTORUS does 
not build in your tenant and does not bring a bench. It specifies the designs, contract terms, and 
controls everyone will sign; paces the five stakeholders whose calendars are the real bottleneck; and 
certifies with dated evidence that the controls, economics, and ownership hold. Your teams build. The 
pod ships. You keep everything. Structured that way, one senior operator multiplies all three parties at 
once: the enterprise gets its side of the table, the vendor pod gets an account that can say yes in week 
two instead of week six, and the integrator gets the specialist methodology behind its governance 
workstreams. Independence is held at the account level, never paid by both sides of the same account 
for assurance work, with every funding source disclosed. Engagements run in weeks, not quarters: a 
one-to-two-week second opinion,  a three-to-four-week diagnostic,  landing zone specification and 
certification in five to seven, and an embedded buy-side advisor's role at two to three days a week 
while the pod runs. The companion playbook's Section 15 and the VISTORUS services catalog specify 
each with duration, outcome, and fee. The deliverable standard never changes: named artifacts 
someone signs, never a recommendations deck.

Closing point of view
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The last era of enterprise software taught a hard lesson: the vendor who installs your operating 
model owns your renewal. Forward deployed engineering is that dynamic at ten times the 
intimacy and a hundred times the speed. The enterprises that win this wave will not be the ones  
that kept the engineers out, and they will certainly not be the ones that let them build 
unwatched. They will be the ones that turned the industry's multibillion-dollar deployment push 
into their own governed platform, that rented the engineers, and owned the rails.

VISTORUS  ·  Enterprise Technology & AI Transformation Advisory
This paper is prepared for client education and executive discussion. It is not legal, regulatory, accounting, security, or procurement 
advice. Vendor programs, terms, and market figures change quickly; confirm specifics against primary sources and current vendor 
paper before reliance.
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13. Source notes

Market facts and figures reference public reporting as of mid-2026. Bracketed [S#] markers in the text 
map to the notes below.

[S1] Palantir Q1 2026 investor release: 85% total YoY revenue growth, 133% U.S. commercial growth, FY guidance 

raised to 71%; FDE role originated 2005 ('Deltas'), more FDEs than product engineers until 2016. Via Palantir filings 

and MarkTechPost, May 2026.

[S2] Forbes, 'AI Giants Bet Billions on the Most Expensive Job in Enterprise,' May 2026: Anthropic ~$1.5B JV 

(Blackstone, Goldman Sachs et al.); OpenAI Deployment Company $4B+ (TPG, Advent, Bain Capital, Brookfield), 

Tomoro acquisition (~150 engineers); ~$5.5B combined; integrator channel dynamics; Meta's entry as 

commoditization signal.

[S3] Plank FDE industry tracker, July 2026: AWS and Microsoft ~$3.5B and 12,000+ people committed within 72 

hours; Microsoft Frontier Company ($2.5B, ~6,000 experts, LSEG/Unilever/Land O'Lakes/Novo Nordisk launch 

customers); the funding-structure tell (AWS balance-sheet vs. lab external vehicles); the portability-vs-self-sufficiency 

tension; OpenAI's acquisitions of Palantir-alumni firms; senior comp approaching $750K.

[S4] MIT NANDA Initiative study of 300 public AI projects: 95% of enterprise AI pilots produced little or no 

measurable P&L impact; implementation, not model quality, was the cause. Via The New Stack, May 2026.

[S5] The Information / Metaintro, May 2026: Google Cloud hiring hundreds of FDEs concentrated in financial 

services, healthcare, retail, and public sector; average FDE comp ~$238K, senior packages into the high $400Ks.

[S6] Perspective AI analysis of ~1,000 live FDE postings, June 2026: postings +1,000% YoY; comp clustering $300–

550K, principal $1M+; skills tilt toward customer discovery and product judgment; Anthropic FDE total comp reported 

$300K–$1.2M (Paraform, June 2026).

[S7] Perspective AI, 'Palantir's Forward-Deployed Engineering Playbook,' May 2026: the six-step loop; ~1 FDE per 

$2–5M pipeline; 8–16 week embeds; ship-on-day-one; discovery as 30–40% of the week; codify-and-feed-back as 

the platform-IP engine.

[S8] VISTORUS companion volumes: 'The Token Economics Operating System' (subsidized pricing, cost-per-

outcome, repricing stress tests) and 'From AI Pilot to Governed Production' (production gates, control plane, evidence 

pack, autonomy ladder, shadow mode). This paper assumes and extends both.
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