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OPINION
COMPTON, Justice.
I. INTRODUCTION
A beetle epidemic is decimating forests in Alaska. Steven Brady and Terry Brady generally oppose the State of Alaska’s policy response to the epidemic. They particularly decry the State’s treatment of them in denying their application to buy the right to harvest*6 dead and dying trees near Moose Pass. They had hoped to show that such harvesting can help stanch the epidemic. The Bradys brought a broad array of claims against the State and two State forestry officials. They appeal two summary judgments dismissing all claims in their consolidated suits. We affirm.

II. FACTS AND PROCEEDINGS
A. The Negotiations and Forest Land–Use Plan
A northern spruce bark beetle epidemic is killing vast numbers of trees in southcentral Alaska. In 1992 the State formed a Forest Health Initiative, directed by Daniel Golden, to address the problem. In April 1993 Golden suggested to Terry Brady that he apply to the Department of Natural Resources (DNR), Division of Forestry (Forestry), for a negotiated timber sale—i.e., a sale without public advertisement of or competitive bidding for the right to harvest a limited amount of timber. Terry could then conduct a model timber-salvage project to demonstrate his belief that harvesting and reforestation can fight the epidemic.

In May 1993 Terry twice unsuccessfully applied for a sale in a 200–acre area near Moose Pass. Kenai–Kodiak Area Forester Jim Peterson rejected his applications. Peterson noted that a forestry regulation barred a sale until DNR’s Division of Lands (DOL) had classified the land.  He also noted Forestry’s policy of not making negotiated timber sales in areas of competitive interest in timber. Terry offered to help DNR prepare a site-specific Forest Land–Use Plan (FLUP) for the area by gathering data “for the 200 acres.” 
*****

The Bradys and other timber-sale applicants met with State Forester Tom Boutin on June 30, 1993. He agreed to “entertain” six applications for negotiated sales. Terry again offered to gather data for an FLUP. The State accepted this offer in a July 21 letter from Peterson:

We would like to take you up on your offer to help prepare the site-specific plan . . . . You indicated your willingness to do the research, compile and report the required data[,] and submit this information to us. Due to our present workload, this assistance would help expedite the sale.

Terry began collecting data, and submitted two draft FLUPs in September.

The July 21 letter also acknowledged the Bradys’ renewed application for a sale and requested $3,000 “as a presale deposit.” Peterson wrote that Forestry was working with DOL and hoped to finish classifying the area “expeditiously.” “In the meantime,” he concluded, “we will begin preparation of a sale in the area requested upon receipt of the presale deposit. We look forward to working with you on successful completion of this proposal.” Terry sent the $3,000, deeming it a “down payment.”
On October 4 the public met to discuss forest issues in Moose Pass; Peterson and State Forester Boutin attended. At the meeting, Sherman (Red) Smith, another negotiated-sale applicant and a close business associate of Terry Brady, said, “As far as  we’re concerned he’s [Boutin’s] made a contract with us.” Boutin did not reply; he has affied that he did not hear the comment. On October 7 DNR Commissioner Harry Noah told the Bradys that DNR “might ... reject[ ]” the proposed sales as not being in the State’s best interest.

A week later Peterson toured the proposed sale area with the Bradys and other applicants and said that Forestry had sent DOL “a copy of the Forest Land Use Plan. It’s the best site-specific [data] that we have.” Peterson also said, in response to a question about timing: “We can be prepared to sign ... make that contract ... sign that contract ... on the day they [DOL] sign the classification order.”
On October 20 Terry submitted his final report and an invoice for professional services for $26,250. Peterson declined to pay, writing that, “[i]n all our discussions with you, never at any time was there an indication of our entering into a professional-services contract with you.”
The parties agree that DOL used Terry’s work in preparing a draft FLUP in October. The State deems the use “paraphrasing” that appeared only in a draft, not the final plan; the DOL employee who wrote the plans affied “that no time or money savings resulted [from the use].” Terry disputes this claim.

On November 12 Peterson wrote Terry Brady that “[a]fter considerable review, [Boutin] has decided that ... negotiated timber sales in the Moose Pass area would not be in the best interest of the state.” Peterson gave two reasons. One was that there was “competitive interest” in the Moose Pass timber. The other was that the Bradys and their associates had applied for four contiguous sales, each of the maximum size for a negotiated sale. To grant their applications would effectively “circumvent[ ] the mandated public processes”—i.e., public notice and competitive bidding—for large timber sales. The Bradys exhaustively pursued administrative appeals. They each then filed similar suits.

B. The Litigation
The Bradys made three sets of claims: (1) constitutional, statutory, and tort claims assailing the State’s forest management policy in general; (2) takings claims based on the State’s dealings with them; and (3) common-law and equitable claims based on those dealings. Terry moved “for expedited consideration” of his demand for injunctive relief as to the State’s forest policies; the court treated this as a motion for a preliminary injunction. The State cross-moved for summary judgment on all claims but estoppel. 
*****

The court accepted the State’s detailed proposed findings of fact and conclusions of law verbatim in November 1994, granting it partial summary judgment on all claims but estoppel. 
*****

The court granted defendants summary judgment on the remaining claims in October 1996. 
*****

III. DISCUSSION
*****

B. The Bradys Have No Viable Common–Law or Equitable Claims Arising from the Moose Pass Negotiations.
We have divided the Bradys’ nonconstitutional claims about the Moose Pass transaction into two groups: those arising from the State’s ultimate decision not to sell them the timber, see infra Part III.B.1; and those arising from its alleged inducement of, and ultimate refusal to pay for, Terry’s professional services, see infra Part III.B.2.

1. The Bradys cannot prove that the State breached any legally enforceable promise regarding the timber.
The Bradys argue that “an enforceable contract to sell [timber] was formed” because “an agreement, ... subject only to a site-specific plan and land classification, and final agreement to price, had been reached.” State officials manifested this agreement by comments, omissions, and acts between the June promise to entertain applications and the November decision to deny them. The Bradys also argue that, even if we cannot enforce this promise as a contract, we can do so via promissory estoppel. Their version of the facts suggests two arguable promises—a promise to sell timber, and a promise to negotiate in good faith to reach an agreement to sell timber. We consider each promise in turn, in terms both of contract and promissory estoppel.

a. The State made no promise to sell timber.
*****

Had the parties formed a contract making classification of the land a condition precedent to their duties, or having an open price term, it would likely be enforceable. This we need not decide. When the State promised to “entertain” applications (i.e., offers), it promised at most to negotiate—to prepare for a sale subject to its ultimate determination that a sale was in its best interest. The State never objectively manifested an intent to be bound before it made that determination.
*****

 The Bradys also claim that, even if there is no valid contract, they foreseeably relied on the State’s “promise” to sell timber, and so we should estop the State to deny that promise. The original point of promissory estoppel was to enable courts to enforce contract-like promises made unenforceable by technical defects or defenses. We have thus long held that one requirement for a promissory estoppel is that “an actual promise was made.” We need not list the other requirements, for promissory estoppel cannot, any more than contract, help the Bradys prove a promise to sell timber. The crux of their contract claim is that Peterson or Boutin at some point accepted their offer by promising that the State would sell them timber (and that, once DOL had classified the land, the State would sign a written timber-sale contract). The promise to sell timber that would be the “acceptance” required for a contract is thus analytically identical to the “promise” to sell timber required for a promissory estoppel. But the State, as we explained above, never made such a promise.
*****

2. Terry Brady cannot prove that the State contracted to pay him to research an FLUP, will be unjustly enriched if it does not pay him, or fraudulently induced him to complete the work.
Terry claims that the State owes him $26,250 on a contract or quantum meruit theory for his professional services in researching an FLUP. He also suggests that Peterson tortiously misrepresented the State’s intent in order to induce him to complete the work. The State does not dispute that Terry offered to do the disputed work, and that it accepted his offer.

a. There was no contract.
There was no written contract for Terry’s work, and he said in an administrative appeal, “I admit there was no agreement as to compensation.” There was thus no enforceable contract for want of an essential term—price. (This alone would suffice to bar enforcement, but we also note that, as the State pointed out to Terry, it can only make professional services contracts in writing and after bidding and formal approval.

b. The State was not unjustly enriched.
To gain restitution of the value of his services in quantum meruit, Terry need not show an actual promise or agreement, but instead that: (1) he conferred a benefit on the State; (2) the State appreciated the benefit; and (3) the State accepted and retained it under circumstances making it inequitable to do so without paying him. While the State disputes all three elements, we need address only the last, inequity, which is the most significant.

It is not unjust to retain a benefit given without expectation of payment. We have noted in dictum that this is true in a business as well as a friendly context if “‘services were rendered simply in order to gain a business advantage.’”  That is the State’s view: Brady offered to do the work; the State accepted; neither mentioned compensation; and he did the work in his self-interest, hoping to facilitate a contract.

The Restatement of Restitution provides, and many non-Alaskan cases have held, that one who renders services in the expectation of gaining a future business advantage ordinarily cannot recover the value of those services in quantum meruit, even if her expectation goes unrealized.  We adopt that rule. We note that it has two exceptions: a plaintiff may be entitled to restitution if she manifested an expectation that the recipient would pay for her services, or if she rendered services in reliance on the recipient’s promise to enter a contract, or to negotiate in good faith to form one, and the recipient then broke that promise. Thus, if the State had promised to execute a timber-sale contract, or breached its promise to negotiate in good faith, restoring to Terry the value of his services might be a viable theory. But the State . . . did neither.

An inquiry into whether a plaintiff manifested an expectation of payment has two aspects. It is objective—i.e., a court must ask whether a reasonable person in the recipient’s position would have realized from the plaintiff’s words and acts that she expected to be paid.  And it is equitable, as the 1983 draft Second Restatement stresses by asking whether, if the recipient retains the benefit of the services without paying, his conduct will appear “unconscionable in purpose or effect.”  A comment to the 1983 draft makes a point relevant to both aspects of the inquiry: a party negotiating a contract usually realizes that she is venturing time and effort at the risk that negotiations may fail. Thus, when a disappointed plaintiff seeks restitution of the value of services that she provided during negotiations, a court must decide whether, under all the circumstances, the recipient knew or should have known that the plaintiff expected to be paid, or whether, as is usually fair to say, the plaintiff should have known that she was taking a chance.

Terry never said, until he submitted his invoice, that he expected to be paid. He seemed to have volunteered to do the work in order to gain a business advantage by expediting the land classification. His brief does not discuss whether a reasonable entity in the State’s position would have inferred that he expected to be paid. (He did argue below that the project’s economic realities made that expectation apparent, but he has not argued this on appeal.) He identifies no genuine dispute of fact material to the issue of whether the State should have realized that he expected to be paid. Given his silence, and the reasonable alternate explanation for his efforts, officials had little or no reason to think that he did. There is no evidence to support a finding that their acts were unconscionable in purpose or effect.

*****

IV. CONCLUSION
We AFFIRM the judgment in all respects.
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