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         It never failed, every time Claire started to come to terms with the fact that she was living in the city, she was reminded of how much she missed the open spaces. The beauty of the frosty landscape as the afternoon sun shone through the clouds and lit up the pale fields gave her a wistful sting in the heart. But even seeing the grand nature of Northern Jutland was not enough to chase away the thoughts of Claire’s discussion with Karen. Since driving from Copenhagen hours before, she had tossed and turned her friend’s words in her head. She had turned on the radio in the hope of having something else to think about, but the string of classical Christmas songs that had filled her tiny car on the trip had not been enough to chase away her thoughts.

         Usually, if Claire was still annoyed about a conversation like this one hours later, it was a sign that her sincere friend was right. Damn. Claire was stuck behind two trucks. They were attempting a lengthy manoeuvre of overtaking each other on the motorway. She drummed her fingers on the wheel impatiently. Was she really as dull as Karen had said she was? It had not been that long since she had last had a boyfriend. She signalled off the motorway and counted on her fingers, while a tractor snuck away on the slippery ice on the road. Yeah, okay, so it had been two and a half years. Wow. It did not feel like it had been that long. It was because of her new job with the Aegidius Foundation.

         Dividing other people’s money for different environmental projects was just about the best thing, Claire knew. Maybe she did not have to spend all her time doing that. Before concluding that Karen was right, and it was possibly time for her to start dating again, the tractor pulled down onto a small gravel road, and the country was open in front of her. Claire gasped. The countryside looked so beautiful in the light of the setting sun. The airy spaces of Northern Jutland were really an overlooked gem. But she doubted this was the right place to follow Karen’s advice of finding a man.

          
      

         The inn was the only place you could stay in such a small town as this, and after she had checked in, she was no longer in doubt: She definitely had to go back to Copenhagen if she wanted to find a man. Astrup was one of the smallest towns she had ever been in. She put her luggage in her room, which was at least warm and had a fantastic view. She was already looking forward to seeing the light come through the large window, and she was grateful that her meeting at the local mansion was late enough that she could stay at the inn until after the sun had risen.

         It was a pleasure only a few Copenhagen residents could enjoy because the houses were so close together. And she absolutely adored her two-room apartment in the capital, she still found herself missing the light and the space that she remembered from her childhood in the countryside. Downstairs, she looked around the empty foyer.

         “Can I help you with anything?” the kind receptionist asked. She was a round woman, about fifty years old and in the middle of solving a crossword puzzle. A fact she did not try to hide.

         “Something to eat?”

         “We open at six o’clock.” The grey-haired woman smiled kindly at her and did not seem to realise that she had not even asked what kind of food, Claire was interested in.

         “You can go in and find a table.”

         Apparently, that meant there was only one place to eat in this town, and Claire was already here.

         “Unless you want a pizza?” the receptionist asked helpfully.

         “No, no. Inn food is perfectly fine.”

         To say that Restaurant Astrup Inn was not well-visited would be to understate things. The place was entirely empty.

         “A table?” Claire nodded awkwardly.

         She had gotten used to dining alone after so many years on the job, it was still something else to eat at a completely empty restaurant. Almost empty. When she had received the menu and was looking through it, Claire noticed a tall man who had apparently stepped through the door right after her. He sat at a table in the corner and ordered with a quiet mumble without even looking at the menu. A regular, apparently. He was handsome in the healthy, outdoorsy kind of way. Light, wavy hair, strong jaw and a distinctive nose. He looked up, and Claire quickly lowered her gaze, but their eyes had met for a second. He nodded shortly and looked away. She felt a blush form on her cheeks, he had no way of knowing that she had just sent a text to Karen.

         Ok, you’re right. I have to find a man.

         While she waited for her food, the phone buzzed, and she turned it over to read the message.

         If you haven’t found a guy within the next week, I’m setting you up! Deal?

         She smiled and answered quickly.

         A week?! It takes longer than a week to find a boyfriend.

         The answer came before she even had time to put the phone down.

         Who says, it has to be a boyfriend? Welcome to the 21st century, C. It’s okay to sample the menu…

         After the message, she added three emojis: A winky face, one with its tongue out and an eggplant. Claire laughed and put the phone back in her purse without answering. Then she looked up and met the man’s eyes again. They bore into hers before she had time to look away, and the feeling that washed over her was impossible to miss. When the waiter came over with both hers and the stranger’s steaming plates and put them down on their respective tables, she made a quick decision. Before she had time to regret it, she slung her purse over her shoulder, took the plate and cutlery in one hand, and the glass in the other, and walked towards the stranger’s table.

         “Yes?” he said and looked up, as she was suddenly standing in front of him in a gesture that way more forward than her usual style. She already regretted it, but it seemed right. As if there was no way back.

         “I was just thinking …” the energy had already left her. Why was she standing in front of a strange, but very handsome man, who was clearly just trying to enjoy his meal in peace and quiet on Restaurant Astrup Inn?

         “ … since it’s just the two of us,” she finished lamely and wished she could disappear into thin air with her food and club soda.

         For a moment, he just looked into her eyes, maybe he was looking for an excuse to get rid of her; perhaps he was surprised about her gumption. Then he smiled warmly.

         “Excellent thought,” he nodded towards her bottle of club soda, as she sat it down on the table. “But I think we deserve to drink something more festive.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly, and Claire nodded quickly.

         “Absolutely.”

         If the waiter was surprised, he fought bravely to hide it, as Claire’s new dinner partner called him to order a bottle of white.

         “White or red?” the handsome stranger asked.

         “White?” Claire said and looked at his plate of venison. “Oh, maybe it doesn’t really fit with…?”

         “Could not be a better fit,” he said and sent her a calm smile. “Let’s just get your best Sancerre for this lovely lady and a large beer for me.”

         The waiter nodded and disappeared quickly. An awkward silence followed him.

         “What’s your name?” Claire asked and immediately regretted it. She was supposed to look adventurous, and suddenly she was asking such obvious and annoying questions.

         “Forget it!” she interrupted, just as he was about to answer.

         He looked confused.

         “No name?”

         She smiled and shook her head.

         “Sorry. I was just thinking… maybe this is one of those kinds of meetings, where you can be whoever you want to be?”

         Just like that. The cat was out of the bag. She could not have been more direct about this only being for tonight, could she? Luckily, the waiter came back with their drinks and interrupted, before Claire’s stranger had time to answer. She gratefully took a sip of her white wine. He tasted his beer, nodded with appreciation and started their conversation again.

         “Do you want to be someone else?”

         “Sometimes.” She fought the urge to look down. “Don’t you?”

         Instead of answering, he held her glass out to her, and they clinked their glasses together. After a few mouthfuls in silence that Claire had a hard time decoding, he finally spoke.

         “Who do you want me to be tonight?” he said and looked thoughtful.

         “You’re clearly a woman who knows what she wants, and who isn’t afraid to go after it.”

         He gestured his arms towards both of them, clearly indicating that this was a result of her initiative.

         “You may be right about that.” Claire wanted him to continue. She tried to listen to his deep, calm voice, telling her about the woman she wished she was.

         “An urban woman,” he said. “A woman who can be dangerous for a poor countryman like me.”

         “Maybe,” Claire said and twirled her glass between her fingers.

         “But you look like a man who isn’t afraid to take chances.” When he did not answer, she continued, “What do you want to be?”

         “Help me.” The answer came immediately.

         “Hmm. You’re a man who doesn’t hesitate to order wine for a woman,” she said and smiled crookedly. “So, you’re confident.”

         “Yes, maybe,” he answered. “Continue.”

         “You’re polite, but I sense that you’re used to getting your way.” Claire had immediately spotted that he was not wearing a ring, but she should probably not comment on that.

         She thought about telling him that he probably owned a medium-large business, lived in a villa with a view of the water and liked hunting. Oh god, even her fantasies were boring. Instead, she opened her mouth and said.

         “I think you’re a nature photograph. You’ve taken photos of some of the most dangerous places in the world, you’ve swum with sharks, crawled to the tops of mountains to take photos of the last wild eagles, you’ve spent hours lying completely still in the snow to get the perfect shot of a shy polar fox. You don’t compromise, you love nature, and you would do anything to get the perfect photograph.”

         He opened his eyes wide and had to fight the smile that was spreading on his lips.

         “And what am I doing here?” he looked around the empty restaurant.

         Claire did not hesitate.

         “You haven’t been to Denmark for ten years. You’re back to take photos of the Danish wolves. Until now, we’ve only seen grainy photos, that could’ve just as easily been of Siberian huskies. People are terrified, completely without reason, and now it’s your mission to show them how amazing an animal the wolf is, and how lucky we are to have it back in Danish nature.”

         “Anything else?” the man said and looked at Claire with fascination.

         She felt like she was soaring when he looked at her with such admiration. Why had she not tried this years ago?

         “Lots of women have tried to tame you, but you don’t thrive with a life like that. You feel best in nature. Alone with your camera on a mission. Once in a while, you long for the touch of a female body, and you go to the city. Here, you find a woman who’s lucky enough to get the night of her life with you, as long as she understands that you’ll be gone in the morning.”

         Those words made the man cough, and he choked on a sip of his beer.

         “No pressure!” he laughed.

         Claire laughed too, satisfied.

         “Your turn,” she nudged him and leaned back in the chair as if she was looking forward to a long story.

         “Hmm.” The man let his eyes slide up and down her frame as if she was gathering inspiration.

         “You’re working with wind energy. Tomorrow, the leading engineers from a long line of countries are presenting their ideas for future processes for one of the world’s leading producers of lasting energy, but you know they’re going to choose you. They think they’ll get a good leader, but they’ll get more than that. When you want something, you always get it. No matter what they think, they want, they won’t really know until they meet you. The other candidates don’t have a chance, but they don’t know yet. They all live in the same hotel, and they are shaking at the thought of presenting their ideas, but you’ve found a different hotel to allow yourself to be alone before the judgment day. Now, you just need to spend your time as comfortably as possible. And maybe some lucky man will be lucky enough to distract your thoughts tonight.”

         Claire nodded approvingly and raised her glass.

         After their toast, the waiter showed up next to them and started taking away their plates. Had she already eaten her food? The dish was empty, so apparently, she had. But she had not noticed it.

         “Do you want dessert?”

         Claire and her dinner partner looked at each other.

         “No, thank you,” they said simultaneously.

          
      

         Upstairs, Claire opened the door to her room with hands shaking from excitement. There had been no doubt that they were going to her room, so they had stood up without a word. Now, she was nervous about whether the magic would last all the way to the bed, waiting for them on the other side of the door. In the movies, they always kissed so passionately they could barely walk through the door, and they threw each other hard against the walls on the inside while they ripped off each other’s clothes. You never saw them bend down to pull their pants over their feet in an elegant way or opening the stubborn bras. She swung open the door and could feel her dinner partner right behind her.

         Annoyed at herself, she stepped aside so he could enter. Why could she not be swept up in the passion, why did she have to be the type who started seeing a lot of problems? She neared the moment where she regretted, even going to his table. Why had she thought she could go through with this?

         “Hey,” his voice was soft behind her. He put his arms around her from the back and pulled her closer, so his cheek was resting against hers.

         “Is there something I need to know about this ambitious engineer I’ve been lucky enough to have for the night?”

         His words close to her ear sent tingles down her spine, and it gathered between her legs in a small prick. Claire could not hide her joyful shivers and automatically pressed her cheek harder against his to move closer. He turned her around, so they were in front of each other, and he looked searchingly at her face. Claire felt the lust running through her, and she knew that tonight she would not be the shy Claire who always doubted herself too much to get close to a man. Tonight, she was an engineer who knew what she wanted and who needed to be distracted. That was all. Instead of answering, she took a step forward to close the distance between them and reached her face towards his.

         Eagerly, she searched for his lips, and when she found them and they met in a kiss, she knew there would be no more of the awkwardness she was so used to. Not tonight. He put his arm around her midsection and held her firmly against his body while he kissed her. First, he just pressed his lips against hers, so she could feel his stubble against the sensitive skin of her face. Then, he carefully opened his lips and let his tongue move forward to search for hers. When Claire felt it, she emitted a moan. Okay, maybe Karen had had a point when she said it had been too long for her. Her small expecting sound hovered around the room as a surprise to both of them, but then Claire raised her gaze and locked eyes with the strange man.

         “Okay, maybe there’s one thing you need to know about your engineer,” she said.

         “And that is?” he asked, while his eyes almost drew her closer.

         “She really needs a man.”

         “Then there’s something you need to know about your wildlife photographer,” he said. The growing lust between them lowered his voice and made it thicker.

         “And that is?”

         “He really wants to be that man.”

         Without further ado, they started kissing again. First, his hands were around her waist, and they held her tightly against him while their tongues were exploring. Then he put his hands on her face. Claire let her hands glide over his upper arms and felt the hard muscles under his shirt. Then she let her fingers run through his hair, something she had wanted to do since the first second she saw him. She felt intoxicated at the thought of the gorgeous specimen of a man was hers to play with all night. After a small, beautiful eternity of deep French kisses and hands everywhere on top of their clothes, Claire carefully pulled his shirt out of the back of his pants and could finally put a hand back on his warm skin.

         It felt like pure joy. But it also released the power they had been holding back. Suddenly, she had unbuttoned his shirt in no time, so she could see his muscular chest with the dark hairs on top and the small path of dark hairs on the bottom. She longed to feel them against her naked body, but when she was about to pull her shirt over her head, she realized she had put on her old and very worn sports bra because that was the only clean one left. Claire cursed inwardly. She did not want to be lame Claire right now; she wanted to be the relaxed engineer who was in control.

         “Just a second,” she whispered against his eager mouth, and she hurried into the small bathroom.

         Since she was already in there, she might as well pee. She looked in the mirror. What would the engineer do? She did not hesitate. Off with the ancient sports bra and the white woollen undershirt. Sensible in the Danish winter, but not necessarily sexy. Then she put on her shirt again, without anything under it. When she saw the result in the mirror, she opened her eyes wide. It looked much sexier than she had dared hope. Through the halfway see-through fabric, you could see the rounding of her breasts and the two dark nipples. Quickly, she pulled off her pantyhose and her panties. Who needed sexy lingerie, when you could let nature take its course?

         Right as she was pulling her skirt back, she felt her phone in the pocket. Before putting it away, she could not resist the temptation of texting Karen. Mission accomplished. With a smile, she put her phone on the shelf. Then she let her eyes travel over her body in the mirror. Yes, she was ready. The man opened his eyes wide when he saw her breasts through the transparent fabric, and Claire had to stop herself before the triumphant smile reached her lips. What power. Why had she never done anything like this before? His shirt was still open, and she enjoyed the view of his naked chest. Her heart was beating, and she felt a dull thumping of expectation between her legs. Never before had she felt so alive.

         “Come here.” She reached for him, fell back into the role of the experienced engineer who had tried everything before.

         He took a step towards her, and once again put his arms around her. Their mouths melted together, and Claire emitted another small sigh of pleasure. How had she lived so long without a man’s arms around her and his greedy lips against hers? He let his hands glide under her blouse and gently ran his fingers down her bare back. She did the same to him and enjoyed the feeling of his strong muscles and smooth skin under her hands. Her wardrobe change had escalated things. The kisses heated up and became more demanding. Claire felt a chill of joy running through her as she held her close, and she felt his chest against the thin fabric between them. But even the material was too much distance right now.

         Luckily, there were only a few steps to the bed, and when he threw her on the bed, things really started heating up. Claire was on top – how had she gotten there? – and when she raised her body to look at him, he finally let his hands glide under her blouse and grabbed one of her breasts, so the sensitive nubs could feel his skin without anything against them. Again, she moaned from pleasure. She lowered her head and started kissing his chest. It was clear from his breathing that he liked it. She continued down over his stomach and opened his belt and his pants, but then she moved up again. When she had gone over the entirety of his chest, she hesitated. Was it too soon to continue down? Yes, she thought. They had time.

         Instead, she pulled her blouse over her head and threw it away. She sank over him again and lay down, so their upper bodies finally met, and then she kissed his neck and breathed gently into his ear. For the first time, he emitted a sound, a deep moan, as if it escaped from him despite his efforts to keep it back. He reached up, put his hands on her face and held it above him as if he tried to read something in her eyes. She smiled easily as if giving him the yes he was looking for. Satisfied, he rolled her over, so he was halfway on top of her. With a few hectic moments, he zipped up her skirt and kissed his way down. As she had done, he planted kiss after kiss on her stomach.

         Another involuntary sound escaped him when he reached the open edge of the skirt and saw that she was not wearing anything under it. Claire could almost feel the amount of force it took for him to kiss his way back up, but then he reached her breasts. First, he kissed them carefully, then with more vigour, and finally, he let his tongue play with one of the sensitive nipples while squeezing the other with his fingers. Claire could not stand the wait anymore. She grabbed him and pulled him on top of her, so his face landed against her neck where the stubble scratched against her in a way that almost made her scream with happiness.

         Meanwhile, she tried feverishly to rip off both her skirt and his pants. He quickly crawled out of them and kicked them to the floor, and the skirt slid over her hips. Her hand fell to his manhood. It felt warm, slippery and hard in her hand. And just like that, he let a hand slide down, and it shocked both of them when they felt how wet she was. And suddenly both of them woke up for a second.

         “I don’t have... do you?” Claire whispered.

         Something turned off in his face, and he quickly came back.

         “Me?” he said, surprised. “I’m a wildlife photographer.”

         “Hey,” she answered teasingly and played along. “I have an important presentation tomorrow. I can’t think of such simple things as contraception.”

         Before she had time to answer where you could get contraception at this time of the day, he shook his head lightly.

         “We’re in Astrup. Everything is closed.”

         Claire could hear the disappointment in his voice, and she could not stand it. Could not stand letting go of the amazing fantasy they had started together, but they needed a finale. Her hand was still around him, and she started moving it up and down.

         “Let’s see what we can find out,” she said and smiled crookedly at him. He lay his head back and enjoyed it while she kissed her way over his upper body once again. But this time, she did not stop as she reached the bottom of his stomach. She kissed and caressed the shaft, and then she kissed her way to the head. It was smooth and red and almost shiny. She put her lips around the shining head and let them sink over it slowly. First, her lips covered it, and then she put her tongue on the glans. A deep moan escaped him, and she knew she was on the right track.

         While she caressed his stomach and his chest, and sometimes let her hand glide down to squeeze his testicles, she worked the other hand eagerly around his shaft and let her mouth move as far down the head as she could. It did not last long before his breathing turned shallower and more moans escaped him. She felt an almost euphoric satisfaction about doing this to him. Suddenly he thrust forward and tried to push her off, but she continued stubbornly. She already knew that she wanted to do something she had never done before.

         “I’m cuming,” he warned her, without reason. “Watch out.”

         Claire did not want to watch out. She wanted to feel him cum in her mouth, wanted to experience things with him that she had never experienced before. Then his entire body tensed up, and he emitted a gasp, and suddenly she felt a warm fluid filling her mouth. She quickly swallowed it all and sucked him a few more times. Then she let herself fall to the side of the bed and looked at him, satisfied with her effort. His head fell to the side, and he looked at her.

         “Wow,” he said. Then he reached out, grabbed her and pulled her into his arms. How could it feel so natural and relaxed to be naked in the arms of a naked man you had only just met? It did not last long. While they lay like that, he started stroking her back. Her body reacted immediately with full attention, and it only took a moment until he was kissing down her neck and even further. Claire felt her body tensing up, wanted to stop him, did not want to stop the perfect moment by having him lick her out for an eternity until he had to stop. She knew her body and knew that she needed more to achieve full satisfaction. She tried stopping him, but he gently, but firmly, grabbed her hands and lay them on the sheet.

         “I just have to taste,” he whispered against her stomach, and a shiver of anticipation ran through her. Maybe she should just relax. Who knew what would happen? Afterwards, they would never see each other again. The last thought made her momentarily sad, but it was immediately forgotten when he reached her pubic mound, which he kissed passionately. Instead of continuing towards her clit, he kissed her inner thigh. Kissed, nibbled gently, almost bit her, scratched her with his stubble until she was dizzy. All thoughts of how this would end were utterly forgotten.

         There was only pleasure and the incredible self-contradictory feeling of never wanting him to stop kissing and nibbling her inner thigh and the thin skin of her labia, but also feeling like she would explode if he did not let his mouth slide over the middle. And then he did. A moan, almost like a yell, escaped her lips, but at that point, she barely knew what she was doing. She did not care about what he thought of her, as long as he did not stop. With both hands, she pressed his face further into her wet pussy, and when his tongue sped up one last time, she felt the wave coming from a place she never even knew existed, and it swept her up and took her away with it.

          
      

         Afterwards, they were both spent on the bed, looking at each other. Claire did not know if they were themselves now, or if they were still playing their little game. Actually, she did not want to know anything more about him, wanted to keep this experience just as it was; this impossible place between fantasy and reality that existed independently from the lives they had lived before meeting one another, and the lives they had to go back to afterwards.

         “For lack of something better,” she said and shrugged.

         With a sputter, he laughed loudly, and the most stunning smile spread on his lips. He had not seen that coming.

         “We wildlife photographers have to work with what we’ve got,” he said.

         They lay like that for maybe an hour. Talked about nothing, stroked each other’s bodies.

         Then he stood up and started pulling on his pants.

         “I should probably go,” he said kindly.

         “Not that I have anyone waiting,” he added.

         Claire smiled at him and stayed naked in the bed. For once, she had no need to cover herself up, though they were no longer consumed with lust. She was glad he said what he did. Not that she needed the information for anything, but because it did not spoil their fantasy with the thought of having done something wrong.

         “Thank you for a lovely night,” Claire said and truly meant it

         “Thank you.” He planted a kiss on her forehead, and then he was gone.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      2nd of December
     

    

    
     When Claire woke up at the inn the next morning, she knew why she had never done things like that before. It was the hottest and most satisfying experience of her life being with a stranger. It was not just because she was shy and cautious that she usually refrained from doing things like that. It was rather because she simply did not know how people could be so close to another person, just like she had only been with a strange man, and then be okay with never seeing each other again. She was curious now. She wanted to see him again, to get to know him. She knew it would probably ruin the magic and maybe even ruin the lovely memory.
    

    
     Claire enjoyed the light that streamed through her window. Or, it did not quite stream, but it could be glimpsed out of the window. She had not set an alarm. Actually, she had fallen asleep right after her wildlife photographer had left for the night. But it was not that risky; her meeting was not until 11:00 am. She stretched lazily and set her feet on the ice-cold floor to go to the bathroom and find her phone. It was only 8:30 am. Lots of time. Of course, there was a text from Karen.
    

    
     
      What?! Already? Who’s the lucky guy? Tell me everything!
     
    

    
     Claire smiled. Finally, she was the one who had something exciting to tell! She texted her back:
    

    
     
      
       Just a one-night thing. I’ll let you know everything when I see you. You were right. I needed some action.;)
      
     

     
      She barely had time to put the phone down before she got an answer:
     

     
      
       Who are you, and what have you done with my friend???
      
     

     
      With a laugh, she put the phone back in her purse and started getting ready. Claire took her time with breakfast, she was still early when she walked through the reception. She had checked Google Maps, and it would take no more than half an hour to go to the manor where she would meet a man who had applied for support for a large project about rereleasing the European Bison. It was a massive project – and luckily, a project that would be easy to support. It had to be because Claire had strict orders from her boss about finding a sizable project to help before Christmas. They had had a few projects that had capsized before being finished, and now they had to spend all their resources – or their department might lose them.
     

     
      “Excuse me, Miss Lauritsen.”
     

     
      “Yes?” She turned around in the door, surprised. The room was prepaid, and there was no minibar.
     

     
      “I have a message from you. From your… guest last night.”
     

     
      Blushing, Claire walked back to the counter and mechanically reached for the note the receptionist handed to her.
     

     
      “Thank you,” she mumbled without eye contact.
     

     
      She did not unfold the note until she reached the road in front of the inn.
     

    

    
    

    
     
      
       Thank you for a lovely experience.
      
     

     
      
       I hope your presentation goes well.
      
     

     
      Best,
      

      Your wildlife photographer
     

    

    
     The signature was followed by a phone number. Claire could feel how her pulse was rising at the sight of the eight numbers. Did it mean he wanted to see her again? It had to. If this project was half as promising as the application suggested, she had to look closer at some things. Probably so close that she could stay in Astrup for several days. She was just about to turn around to book the room for a night or two more when she realized how it would look to the receptionist. Actually, she should not care, but she could not make herself do it. It did not look like the most tourist-heavy season in the small town, so it could probably wait. Then she shook her head. Why did she care what a random receptionist thought of her?
    

    
     Almost definitely, she walked back in and prolonged her booking for another night. With a sudden impulse, she pulled out the application and checked the phone number of the applicant. She knew it was crazy to even think it, but she had to be sure. Luckily, it was not the same as the one on the note she had just received from the receptionist. She could go to her meeting with ease, and later, she could message the ‘wildlife photographer’ and ask about his plans for tonight. But first, she should probably buy some condoms.
    

    
    

    
     The Alley towards Hvidfeldt Manor looked like most other old alleys with a symmetric row of wind-swept maple trees. They were reaching their leafless troll-fingers in different directions and looked like they needed to be pollard. At the end was the manor, quiet and waiting. Definitely preservation level 1, she could see that from a distance. Her trip down the alley made more of the main building visible behind the mote. Claire felt her heart growing in her chest; she loved Danish manors like this and the nature surrounding them.
    

    
     She could barely believe her luck three years ago when she got the job. She was a caseworker in the secretariat for one of Denmark’s largest charitable foundations. Six times a year, they had ordinary board meetings where everyone presented the projects they thought could use support. The next board meeting was right before Christmas, December 22nd, and it would look bad if they could not present an environmental project. Right now, there were no other projects in their pipeline than Hvidfeldt Manor, so Claire really hoped it lived up to her criteria. Right now, it looked promising.
    

    
    

    
     When she reached the manor, she thought for a moment about whether to drive all the way to the courtyard or just park in front of the main house. She chose the last option. Afterwards, she crossed the beautiful bridge over the mote and walked in between the three large buildings around the courtyard. She looked around the courtyard. The manor had the shape of a three-winged farm, but it was much taller and had larger windows and more decorations than a regular farm from the same period. The main building in the middle was the largest of the three. From her papers, she knew that Hvidfeldt Manor was from 1781, and the current owner had inherited the manor from his father four years ago. She also knew the economy was not great, but that was not usual for a Danish estate.
    

    
     A movement inside drew her eyes towards it, and before she could stop herself, she was looking through the windows of one of the other wings and noticed a red-haired woman who was looking at her, halfway hidden behind a curtain. Claire waved slowly, but the woman was already gone.
    

    
     “Hello!” a man yelled as he suddenly walked out of one of the wings. “You must be from the Aegidius Foundation?”
    

    
     “I am. Claire Pihl Lauritsen, hello,” Claire said and held out her hand to the eager man with a smile. “What an amazing manor you have here!”
    

    
     “Oh,” the man said and started leading her towards the corner, where there was a gap between two of the wings so you could continue down the park behind the manor. “It’s not mine. I just work here. I’m the forester. My name is Martin Larsen.”
    

    
     He reached out his hand but did not slow down, so it was an awkward, walking handshake.
    

    
     “Your plans of re-releasing the European bison sound incredibly exciting,” Claire said and enjoyed the brown and green winter scenery offered by the garden behind the manor. During the summer, this scenery had to be a feast for the eye with differently coloured flowers.
    

    
     “Your application was very detailed and thorough, so I’m excited to see the spaces you’ve considered.”
    

    
     “Let’s take the tractor,” Martin said and pointed to a tractor with a trailer filled with haystacks. “I have to feed the roe deer.”
    

    
     Claire pulled her coat tighter around her.
    

    
     “The proprietor must be excited about your plans?”
    

    
     “Well, he’s…” Martin slowed down and stumbled over his word. “The proprietor is…”
    

    
     “LARSEN!” a loud male voice sounded behind them. Even in this hard wind, the words reached them without problems.
    

    
     “Would you please come in here? And bring your guest.”
    

    
     “… the proprietor is a bit eccentric,” Martin finished and turned around with heavy steps. “But I’ll let you see for yourself.”
    

    
    

    
     Something about the voice had already prepared Claire for what she was about to see. Still, it felt like a shock walking behind Martin through the stable doors and being face to face with the man she had had such a marvellous night with, and whose goodbye note was neatly folded in her pocket.
    

    
     “Hello. My name is Claire Pihl Lauritsen. I’m from the Aegidius Foundation, department of nature and environment.” She thought the safest bet had to pretend as if they had never met.
    

    
     “Hello. Jacob Benjamin Hvidfeldt.” His face did not reveal anything about meeting her either. At all. It looked like he could not wait to get rid of her.
    

    
     “I…” Claire looked over at Martin Larsen who looked at the floor and did not look like he had plans to tell the proprietor what was going on. “I’m here to evaluate your application for support for rereleasing the European bison in an area of your forest.”
    

    
     When he did not soften, but instead looked even more furiously at his forester, she added: “An ambitious project, but well-planned and very ahead of the trends we see in the rest of Europe.”
    

    
     “Okay,” The man said who was apparently the proprietor and was called Jacob. Judging from his lack of excitement about the project – that he apparently had never heard about before – she had wholly missed about her story about the wildlife photographer. He looked like a man who could not be less excited about having new animals on his grounds.
    

    
     “You’ve even considered the protection of the natural environment in Europe, which raises your chances of getting the full amount you’ve applied for,” she rattled on in an attempt to lighten the weird mood.
    

    
     “I’m afraid,” the proprietor said with the same serious voice, “that my forester has forgotten to inform me about this project.”
    

    
     “But…” Claire looked at Martin, but there was no help from him. “You can see the application here. It describes the entire project.” She handed him a printout of the application.
    

    
     “Yes, thank you.” The proprietor grabbed it without even looking at it. “I’ll do that. If there’s nothing else…?
    

    
     When Claire could see he was about to leave, she quickly continued.
    

    
     “Of course, I understand if you need to clear up a few things, but I really don’t hope this
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