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“Gentlemen,” Hargrove announced “meet Elise Carter, your new IT manager. She’s sharp, ambitious, and comes highly recommended from our sister company in Chicago. I expect you to make her feel... right at home.”

I exchange quick glances with Jake and Mike as Elise steps forward. She's nothing like what I expected from an IT manager. Tall, impeccably dressed in a charcoal pantsuit with subtle gold jewelry. Her auburn hair is pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and she carries herself with the confidence of someone who belongs in a boardroom not as someone hunched over server racks.

"Thank you, Mr. Hargrove," she says with a crisp and authoritative voice. "I'm looking forward to working with all of you."

Jake leans over and whispers, "Dude, she looks more Wall Street than IT."

I nod slightly, trying not to be obvious about my surprise. Our last manager, Dave, lived in graphic tees and cargo pants with his desktop cluttered with action figures and energy drink cans.

Elise scans our faces and I swear her eyes linger on me a second longer. "I understand you three have been managing the infrastructure without leadership for nearly three months. That's impressive."

Mike, always the first to suck up to authority, steps forward with his hand extended. "We're a solid team. I handled most of the backend server issues while these guys managed the help desk tickets."

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Classic Mike, always trying to position himself as the team leader.

"Actually," I interject, "we rotated responsibilities. No one person handled any specific area exclusively."

Elise's eyebrow arches slightly. "Good to know. I prefer collaborative environments."  

Hargrove nods approvingly before heading toward the door. "I'll leave you to get acquainted. Elise, my office is always open if you need anything."

After he leaves, Elise unbuttons her jacket and takes a seat at the head of the table. "So, why don't you tell me what you're working on right now?"

As Jake launches into an explanation of our current network upgrade project, I notice Elise pulling out a notebook rather than a laptop. Curious. She jots notes with quick and precise movements, occasionally asking technical questions that catch me off guard.

"So when we implemented the new VLAN structure," Jake continues, "we segmented the marketing department onto their own subnet to isolate their bandwidth usage."

Elise nods slowly with her pen hovering over the notebook. "VLAN," she repeats. "That's... virtual local area network, correct?"

The three of us exchange quick glances. That's IT 101.

"Yes," Mike says, drawing out the word. "Basic network segmentation."

"Right, of course," she says, jotting something down. "And you mentioned subnet masking earlier. Could you elaborate on that concept a bit more?"

I clear my throat. "It's just the process of dividing the network into smaller, more manageable segments using IP addressing. Standard practice."
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