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Chapter 1. The Quiet
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Thomas had not slept much.

It was not worry about money, or the quarter, or the board. He had slept through those things before. It was the quiet that kept him awake.

Copenhagen could be too polite in the mornings. Even the traffic seemed careful not to offend. 

When the city behaved like that, his mind filled the space with its own noise.

He rehearsed the day the way he rehearsed difficult conversations — not the facts, but the tone. The moment when something would be said that could not be unsaid.

At 06:12 he stopped pretending sleep would return. Coffee. Shirt. The same watch he wore when he wanted the day to obey him.

The office was empty when he arrived. It gave him the illusion of control.

He stood by the window and watched the harbour move as if it had nowhere to be. 

That was the danger of steady things: they made everything else look frantic and slightly absurd.

Andrea was the first to arrive.

She never knocked in a way that sounded like a request. It was a signal: she was here, and the conversation had already started.

She entered with a folder in one hand and nothing on her face. Composed. Not cold. Never generous.

“Early,” Thomas said.

“You called it,” Andrea replied.

He looked at her. “Did I?”

She placed the folder on the table but didn’t open it. 

She didn’t sit. This was not a meeting yet. This was the space before one, where the truth still had room to decide how forceful it wanted to be.

“You wrote at 23:41,” she said. “You don’t do that unless you want something.”

Thomas smiled briefly. It didn’t land.

“I wanted to hear your voice on it,” he said. “Before it becomes official.”

“Official for whom?”

“For me. Then for everyone else.”

She sat, but without comfort. She had learned early that comfort made people careless.

“I read the board pack,” she said. “The one we’re not supposed to call that.”

“It’s the board pack,” Thomas said.

“It’s a story,” Andrea replied. “With numbers.”

Thomas poured a second coffee and placed it in front of her without asking. She didn’t touch it.

“You’ve been quiet,” he said.

“I’ve been precise.”

“That’s the quiet I mean.”

She paused in a way that made interruption feel rude.

“You want me to say it,” she said.

“I want you to say what you see,” Thomas replied. “Not what you think I want to hear.”

She nodded, impatient with ceremony.

“We’re a good operator,” Andrea said. “We execute and we deliver. We’re disciplined.”

“And?”

“And it’s not enough.”

The silence thickened.

“We’re losing ground to companies that look worse than us on paper,” she continued.

“Define worse.”

“Like less compliant and less polished. Their processes would terrify our auditors.”

“And still.”

“And still they move faster. Absorb volatility better. Bring alternatives into production earlier.”

She looked at him. “They behave like they’re not afraid of their suppliers.”

That landed.

“We’re not afraid,” Thomas said.

“I didn’t say we were,” Andrea replied. “I said we behave like it.”

Precision irritated him because it left no place to hide.

She opened the folder. One page.

Just a list of suppliers. Next to each name: leverage. exposure. optionality. time-to-switch. silent influence.

“This is your morning poetry,” Thomas said.

“This is your reality.”

“We have contracts.”

“Contracts prove control,” Andrea said. “They don’t create competitive advantage.”

Something tightened in Thomas.

“Innovation is inside,” he said, partly because he believed it, partly because it was safe.

Andrea didn’t argue. “And outside.”

She spoke about markets. Cost curves. Capacity and incentives.

“I think we’re paying for priority,” she said, “and still not getting it.”

Thomas sat.

“Talk to me,” he said.

“Cost isn’t something we negotiate,” she replied. “It’s something that moves outside our walls, differently for different players.”

“And resilience?” he asked. 

“Resilience is being the customer they call first.”

Thomas looked at the page again.

“Which one of these,” he asked, “would be happiest if we disappeared?”

Andrea didn’t look at the list.

“That’s the right question.” She replied. 

For the first time that morning, Thomas felt awake.

* * *​
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Chapter 2. Why Now
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The elevator ride down felt longer than it was.

Thomas stood alone, watching the numbers descend, aware of the familiar tension between wanting the day to begin and wanting it to wait. 

When the doors opened, the lobby was already filling with people who looked like they knew where they were going. 

He had learned long ago that this kind of certainty was contagious. It was also misleading.

Andrea was waiting by the glass doors, her coat folded over one arm, her phone untouched in her hand. 

She wasn’t checking messages. That told him she was still in the conversation they had started upstairs.

“A short walk?” she asked.

Thomas nodded. Outside, the air carried the sharp clarity that came from being close to the water. Copenhagen had a way of looking calm while quietly judging you. They walked without speaking at first, letting the city pretend it wasn’t listening.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Thomas said eventually.

Andrea didn’t look at him. “You didn’t ask one.”

“The one from earlier,” he said. “Why now?”

She slowed just enough for him to notice. “Because now you’re ready to hear it.”

“That sounds rehearsed.”

“It is,” she replied. “I’ve said it to myself enough times.”

They crossed the street. Cyclists passed without bells, trusting they would move. 

Thomas noticed how instinctively he stepped aside.

“You think I wasn’t ready before?” he said.

“I think before, you wanted procurement to make things cheaper,” Andrea replied. “Now you want it to make things safer.”

“That’s not the same thing.” He replied. 

“No,” she said. “And that’s the problem.”

They turned toward the water, past buildings that talked about innovation while outsourcing most of it.

“Safer how?” Thomas asked.

Andrea stopped walking. He stopped too.

“Safer in a way you can’t insure,” she said. “Safer from being surprised.”

Thomas looked out at the harbour. A container ship moved slowly in the distance, indifferent to their definitions.

“We do scenario planning,” he said.

She smiled faintly. “You do scenario comfort.”

He felt the instinct to push back. Instead, he let the sentence sit.

“Talk to me about surprise,” he said.

Andrea resumed walking. “Surprise isn’t disruption,” she said. “Disruption is loud. A factory fire. A border closing. A regulatory shift. 

Surprise is quiet.”

“Quiet how?”

“It’s when capacity moves away from you without an announcement,” she said. “When innovation stops calling. When your costs rise faster than the market and no one can tell you exactly why.”

They passed a café. People inside were laughing, leaning forward, unburdened by second-order consequences.

“You’re saying we won’t see it coming,” Thomas said.

“I’m saying you’ll see it,” Andrea replied. “But when it’s already structural.”

They reached the quay and leaned against the railing. The water reflected the sky in a way that made boundaries hard to see.

“You know what the board will ask,” Thomas said.

“They always do.”

“They’ll ask why this sits with procurement,” he said. “Why this isn’t operations? Or strategy? Or supply chain?”

Andrea didn’t answer immediately.

“Because procurement is where the firm meets the outside world without pretending,” she said finally.

Thomas turned toward her. “That’s not how they see it.”

“I know,” she said. “They see contracts. Savings. Compliance. They don’t see the competitive advantage.”

“That’s a dangerous word.”

“So is power,” Andrea replied. “We’ve just learned to use it politely.”

Thomas thought of the list she had shown him earlier. The names. The quiet influence written next to each one.

“You think suppliers have power over us,” he said.

Andrea shook her head. “I think they have options.”

“And we don’t.”

“We have options internally,” she said. “Processes. Capital. Organization. But externally?”

She paused. “Externally, we behave like we’re grateful.”

That landed harder than he expected.

“You’re saying we need to change how we show up,” Thomas said.

“I’m saying we need to decide who we are to them,” she replied. “Right now, we’re a good customer. That’s rarely enough.”

“What is.”

She looked back at the water. “Being necessary.”

Thomas let the word settle.

“Necessary how.”

“Not emotionally,” Andrea said. “Economically. Strategically. And technologically.”

“That sounds like dependency.”

She agreed. “Yes, mutual dependency. Designed. And chosen.”

“You’re asking me to make the company more exposed,” Thomas said.

“I’m asking you to choose your exposure,” she replied. “Instead of letting the market choose it for you.”

The wind picked up slightly. 

Thomas adjusted his coat.

“And cost,” he said. “Let’s talk about cost.”

Andrea smiled, almost with relief. “Cost is where this becomes uncomfortable,” she said. “Because cost is where we lie to ourselves.”

“That’s a strong claim.”

“It’s an accurate one,” she replied. “We think cost is something we push down. But most of our cost is formed long before we negotiate.”

“In raw materials. Energy or capacity.” He suggested. 

“In priority,” she answered. “And in who absorbs volatility.”

“You think we’re absorbing too much.”

“I think we’re absorbing it silently,” Andrea replied. “Which is the worst way.”

Thomas leaned harder on the railing.

“So, what you’re telling me, is that our competitive advantage is leaking out through relationships we don’t actively manage.” He said slowly,

Andrea looked at him. “I’m telling you it was never fully inside to begin with.”

That sentence shifted something. Not like a revelation. More like a quiet correction.

“You know what worries me,” Thomas said.

She waited.

“If this is true,” he continued, “then most of what we celebrate internally is lagging.”

Andrea nodded. “And most of what matters is happening outside your field of vision.”

They stood there without speaking. Boats moved. People passed. The city remained competent and indifferent.

“I can’t take this to the board like this,” Thomas said.

“I know,” Andrea replied. “That’s why we’re not calling it this.”

“What are we calling it?” Thomas asked.

“Positioning for resilience,” she said.

Thomas smiled briefly. “That’s very board friendly.”

“It’s accurate enough to start,” she replied. “And vague enough to survive.”

Thomas turned toward her. “What do you need from me now.”

“I need mandate,” Andrea said. “To stop optimizing and start choosing.”

“Choosing what?”

“Which suppliers’ matter,” she said. “And which ones we’re willing to disappoint.”

Thomas felt the weight of that. Disappointment was easy when dependency was low. It was harder when it wasn’t.

“And the organization,” he said. “They’ll resist.”

“They always do,” Andrea replied. “Because this will look like risk.”

“And is it.”

She met his eyes. “Less than pretending we’re neutral.”

Thomas nodded slowly.

“Then we start quietly,” he said.

Andrea exhaled, not relief, but focus.

“One more thing,” she said.

“Yes?”

“This will change how you and I work,” Andrea said. “I can’t do this as a function head.”

“What do you need to be.”

She didn’t hesitate. “A partner,” she said. “In shaping the outside.”

Thomas looked back at the water.

“Then we’d better get it right,” he said.

Andrea shook her head slightly. “We don’t have to get it right,” she said. “We just have to stop pretending we’re not choosing.”

And Thomas understood then that the conversation had not begun that morning.

It had simply stopped being avoidable.

* * *​
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Chapter 3. Outside the Room
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The meeting was not on the calendar.

That was deliberate.

Thomas had chosen the small conference room on the fourth floor, the one without permanently mounted screens and without the faint hum of equipment that made every conversation feel like a presentation waiting to happen. It was the room they used when they wanted words to carry weight on their own.

The blinds were half open. Enough light to see faces clearly. Not enough to feel exposed.

Andrea sat across from him, her notebook closed in front of her, hands resting lightly on it. She had not opened it yet. That, too, was deliberate.

“You know this won’t stay quiet,” Thomas said.

Andrea nodded. “Nothing that matters ever does.”

Thomas leaned back slightly and looked at the empty whiteboard. It was still clean. He noticed that more than he should have.

“Before we go any further,” he said, “I need to understand something.”

She waited without prompting.

“You’re not asking me to improve how we work with suppliers,” Thomas continued. “You’re asking me to rethink where competitive advantage actually comes from.”

“Yes,” Andrea said.

“Not refine it. Not protect it.”

“Exactly.”

“And you’re doing that from procurement.”

“Yes I am.”

Thomas exhaled slowly. “That’s a difficult position to defend.”

“I know,” she replied. “That’s why I’m not defending it.”

There was something disarming about the way she said it. Not defiant. Simply settled.

“Then tell me what you’re seeing that I’m not,” Thomas said.

Andrea didn’t answer immediately. She reached into her bag and took out the notebook, placing it on the table between them without opening it.

“I spend most of my time,” she said, “with people who don’t work here.”

“That’s expected,” Thomas said.

“It’s also asymmetrical,” she replied. “They talk differently to me than they do to strategy, operations, or finance. They assume I’m closer to reality.”

“Reality how?”

“Constraint,” Andrea said. “Trade-offs. What actually moves when pressure increases.”

Thomas studied her. This wasn’t frustration. It was pattern recognition.

“You think they’re choosing sides,” he said.

Andrea nodded slightly. “I think they already have. We just haven’t asked which side we’re on.”

That landed uncomfortably.

“We’re a large customer,” Thomas said. “With Volume, Reputation and stability.”

“Absolutely,” Andrea replied. “In some categories.”

“Enough,” Thomas said.

She didn’t challenge that. She reframed it.

“Volume matters until capacity tightens,” she said. “Reputation matters until risk increases. After that, something else decides.”

“And that something is?”

She opened the notebook.

One page. Three columns. No headings.

Thomas leaned forward.

Predictability.

Learning.

Future relevance.

“You’re not even pretending this is neutral,” Thomas said.

Andrea gave a small shrug. “Neither are they.”

“You think suppliers actually think like this?”

“I think they organize their attention like this,” she replied. “Whether they admit it or not.”

Thomas traced a finger lightly along the page.

“Predictability,” he said. “We score well.”

“Yes,” Andrea said. “You’re easy to plan for.”

“That’s positive.”

“It is,” she replied. “Until it becomes invisible.”

Thomas looked up. “Invisible?”

“Predictable customers don’t shape a supplier’s future,” she said. “They stabilize the present.”
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