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      The house is too quiet at night these days. Instead of the sounds of my children breathing, snoring, stirring restlessly in their beds I hear things moving through the fields outside. Slow sinuous things stirring the leaves on the tall stalks, larger rushing things that shake the ears of corn and great tromping things that snap the stalks themselves.

      I stop telling my husband what I hear in the night. He still insists the only living things on this planet are what we brought with us. Rats tagged along, they always do, he said, but what I'm hearing is not rats.

      And the soft whispering movements that I have to strain to hear are more frightening than the stomping destruction. They get closer to our little house, every night a little closer.

      Most mornings I wake far too early, before the sun has even risen. My husband is already up and gone, tinkering in his shed until there is enough light to start working in the fields. My days have too much time to fill with too little to do, so I lie in bed, looking out the curved glass that is both wall and ceiling, a remnant of when our house was also a greenhouse and we lived and slept among the young plants too delicate yet for the foreign landscape. I watch as the grays of the world outside transition to more familiar greens and blues, but once the sun winks over the horizon straight into my sleepy eyes I get up and shuffle down to the kitchen.

      I fill my kettle from the water recycler and switch it on then spoon tea into the basket of my teapot. The tin is nearly empty and there's only one other in the pantry to last me the rest of my life, but I don't skimp. No more ships from Earth means no more tea but I'd rather savor these last days of full-strength tea every day with breakfast than try to stretch it out and make it last. I might regret that later, but I doubt it. This way my memories will always be of proper tea, not sporadic cups of weak, watery, unsatisfying tea.

      I'm just finishing my toast with soft-cooked egg when I hear our transport setting down in front of my house. I assumed my husband was in the shed, but he was in town. I meet him at the door.

      "Any news?" I ask. He shakes his head, but there is a twinkle in his eye.

      "I have something for you," he says and unzips his field coat. Suddenly I have a warm, trembling, white-haired thing in my arms.

      "Lou!" I cry. "A dog!"

      "Still a puppy," Lou says. "Mal found it near the shuttle port. Someone who left on the last ship must have left this little fellow behind."

      "What's this?" My fingers run over a bald patch in the dog's fur, a smooth burn scar.

      "Mal reckons he was mistreated before he was abandoned. He bites. A lot. Mal can't handle him on his own but I said you could use a challenge."

      "I didn't know anyone had decanted a dog," I say as I carry the dog into the kitchen and fill a bowl with water. Once upon a time we had talked of a dog of our own, but it was going to come after chickens, goats, and sheep. We never got past chickens.

      "The southern farms had rodent troubles. They decanted cats mostly but a few breeds of dogs like this one. He's a rat terrier."

      "A working dog," I say.

      "Once you train him up a bit," Lou says. "Mal tells me just one of these guys can take out dozens of rats a day. That should help you sleep at night."

      I smile and kiss his cheek. I'm grateful for the company, and having a dog to care for and train will indeed go a long way towards filling my days with activity. But what is keeping me awake at night is definitely not rats.

      Lou refuels from the coffee dispenser that is always full of fresh, hot coffee - we're decades away from running out of that - then heads out to all of the multitude of tasks that await a farmer. He doesn't let the fact that no more ships will be coming to take what we harvest slow him down. Even when I can see the weariness of the years of labor weighing on his shoulders I do not suggest he rest more. If he starts to make time to rest, he'll just start dwelling on how useless it all turned out to be. It will kill him.

      After a little research and much careful consideration I name my puppy Heimdallr. In addition to hunting rats he's bred to be a watchdog, sounding the alarm at any sign of danger, and while I have yet to see him hunt he does bark, almost constantly. He's a lot more work than any of my babies were, so anxious, hyper, biting at my ankles as I walk, always trying to stop me moving about. I research dog training and work diligently to change his behavior, work even more diligently not to lose my own temper when his sharp puppy teeth cut my skin again and again. But change he does. He doesn't get any calmer, more redirecting his biting energy into sprinting through the fields or jumping into the air. The little fellow can jump so high our eyes are on a level at his apex. The biting doesn't stop completely, it's more like when he is overwhelmed with doggy emotion he closes his mouth over my wrist and looks at me, his brown eyes arguing that he isn't biting per se, just hugging me with his mouth. Then he lets go and gently licks my skin. It's hard to be mad with him.

      I make a little bed for him in our bedroom but when Lou gets up in the gray before dawn Heimdallr watches him go then rushes to jump onto the bed and curl against my belly, catching the sleeves of my nightshirt in his teeth and adjusting my arms to wrap around him. I scratch all around his ears as we wait for the world to brighten.

      Sometimes his ears perk up, his muscles stiffening as if he uses his whole body to listen. Then I hear it too, the rustling through the leaves. He growls so low it's nearly subsonic, as if he doesn't want to drown out the sound of whatever it is approaching. I try to soothe him - even sequestered in his shed Lou finds the sound of the dog barking irritating - but he remains at quivering high alert until the rustling fades away. Then he flops back down against me but sits with his head up, resolute not to sleep while danger remains hidden somewhere in those fields.

      In the morning our closest neighbor Flo stops by. This is unusual; she and her husband Steve have always shared all their work equally so even though their children have also gone she is still busy working the fields.

      "They're in the corn," she says. I'm startled and nearly slosh as I'm pouring out the tea.

      "They?"

      "Rats," Flo says and scrunches up her nose. I feel a sharp ache as the hope that I would have someone to talk to about what I hear in the night flames out. Heimdallr nudges my knee with my nose. He knows I'm not crazy.

      "Lou said they had those in the southern farms," I say at last.

      "Well, they're moving north. There is a band of feral cats that follows them, but the numbers are against them."

      "The dog here is supposed to be good with rats," I say.

      "Too late for us," Flo says. "We're packing up."

      "Leaving? Is another ship coming?"

      "No, we're just moving into the shuttle port. Some of the others are already there. Tearing down the interior walls, remodeling the space. It will be a nice community, all of us together like when we were kids."

      "That sounds lovely," I smile. It had been a lovely childhood, back on the ship.

      "You could come too," Flo says.

      "Oh, no," I say. "Lou."

      "That's what I thought you'd say, but I had to ask," Flo says. She doesn't tease me about Lou's loner ways. She used to every time we got together, but not now. I appreciate her silence.

      Flo and I finish our tea as well as the lemon bread she had brought with her, then she kisses my cheek and promises to say good-bye before they head into town. I haven't been to town since my youngest got on his shuttle. She doesn't mention that either.

      I clean up the few dishes and am just heading outside with Heimdallr for our morning walk when the computer chimes an incoming message. These come more and more rarely as my children move away from me at approaching relativistic speeds. Heimdallr hears or scents something and runs past me out the door to plunge into the stalks of corn that surround our home. I let him go, turning back into the kitchen to touch the nearest console. The message is from my eldest, the first to leave nearly twelve years ago, but not looking a day older than when he left. He sends us chatty messages about his duties on the ship. He won't live to see his ship's destination, will likely not even be drawn in the lottery to produce offspring to replace the crew. All of my other children away on other ships heading to other potential colony planets face the same future.

      It's just as well I'm watching this without Lou at my side. He was the last born on our own ship to replace an aging crew member. The last child born before him was ten already, too old for companionship, and Lou himself was ten before my generation, the first of the colonizing children, were born. So many of us, twenty a year for sixteen years before we reached this planet, our great hope. Lou was raised to expect the exact life my children are leading, working to some future you aren't likely to see, a minimal number of people around you keeping the ship going. A quiet, nearly solitary life.

      But I was raised to be one of a crowd of workers, part of a community. I'm not sure what drew Lou to me. He once said I seemed the quietest of a very noisy pack of girls. Me, I was flattered that someone so mature chose me. We got along well enough, but there were challenges. Lou couldn't stand the chaos of children our house soon became and spent more and more time on his own in the fields or in his shed, coming in long after bedtime, heading out in the earliest of hours. For my part, six children were far too few, but when it became clear that the planet that had passed all preliminary tests for colonization was simply not able to support our agricultural efforts, we had to stop having children.

      And all of my children had to leave; it was that or remain with their aging parents on a dying planet. Every year the harvest is poorer than the year before, the corn blighted by causes that perhaps the brightest minds on Earth could work to discover but it's more cost-effective to write this world off and move on. We invested our lives in this colony, but back on Earth they only invested money.

      I lived my life expecting a dozen children, a dozen-dozen grandchildren clamoring around me in my last days. Instead I have a largely silent husband, and now a dog.

      I leave the message light flashing so Lou will see it when he comes in for more coffee and head out to find
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