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Letter to the Editor 
Shalom Aharon, 

I don’t read any sf nowadays, but I enjoy CyberCozen every month and your 
reviews.  That’s what I get for hanging around to age 91 ½. 

Be well, keep up the good work.  Clara Rimon 

    

Book Review by Aharon Sheer 
Omega by Jack McDevitt (2003), 493 pages 

Almost two hundred years from now 
Earth developed faster-than-light (FTL) 
spaceship technology.  For the first time it 
was possible to leave the solar system and 
travel to other stars in a reasonable 
amount of time – weeks or months instead 
of decades or thousands of years.  The 
universe opened up, and Earth people 
traveled, visiting and settling on planets 
with conditions suitable for human beings.  
One of the surprises was that they found 
no living advanced civilizations on the 
many planets with life.  But what they did 
find was archeological ruins.  Many 
planets had the ruins of highly advanced 
technological societies.  But there were no 
advanced alien societies.  The few aliens 
found were extremely primitive, 
apparently the remnants of beings from a 

highly advanced society, which had been 
somehow destroyed.   

Jack McDevitt has written several 
tales in this series on the future of 
explorations of archeological sites.  
CyberCozen has reviewed them:  The 

Engines of God (reviewed by Gal 
Haimovich in October 1998, by Aharon 
Sheer in December 1998, and by Avi 
Chami in January 1999), Deepsix 
(reviewed in June 2002 by Aharon Sheer), 
and Chindi (reviewed in October 2004 by 
Aharon Sheer).  But we haven’t had a 
review of a McDevitt archeology book for 
a long time.  

[Also note that there was a time when 
other people besides me and Gary Roth 
and Sara Beck wrote reviews for 
CyberCozen.  Anybody who got this far 

is invited to review any sf book he/she 
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would like to write about, and I’ll be 

delighted to publish the review on this 

august and ancient shore.] 
In this novel Earth has discovered a 

possible explanation as to why only ruins 
of advanced technologies have been 
found, but no advanced societies.  Earth 
has discovered “omega” clouds.  These 
enormous clouds wander the galaxy 
looking for signs of technology.  They 
look for right-angles.  When they sense 
the presence of an obviously artificial 
object, one which has right angles (such 
as buildings, and roads with intersections), 
the omega changes course, travels to the 
offending planet or satellite or space ship 
and destroys it. 

“The omegas routinely hurled 
lightning bolts at perpendiculars.  
Any object designed with right 
angles, or sharp departures from 
nature’s natural arcs, could expect to 
become a target.”  [p. 4] 
Simple enough.   
It appears that each omega cloud 

completes a circuit in the galaxy about 
once every 8,000 years.  Earth was 
apparently visited in the past, and will be 
visited again in another thousand years.  
What are these horrifying clouds, which 
are obviously artificial?  What monsters in 
the far past created them?  Is there any 
way to stop them?  Perhaps the clouds are 
so powerful they are what destroyed every 
advanced civilization whose archeological 
remains have been studied? 

This book presents us with the 
omegas from three aspects: 

 First we see how one of the clouds 
destroys the remains of an advanced 
civilization on another planet.  In this case 
the planet was abandoned some two 
thousand years ago after having been 
extensively colonized by advanced aliens.  
It seems that the aliens discovered that the 
star on whose planet they had chosen to 
settle was a variable star.  And that star 
had started to cool off.  As all viable 
living areas on the planet gradually froze 
solid, the aliens abandoned the planet.  

(This seems unlikely.  Don’t we have 
Eskimos living in the frozen north on 
Earth?  Could they not have moved 
underground?  Could they not have found 
technology to enable at least some of them 
to remain on the planet?)   

An omega detects the fabulously 
elaborate frozen remains of the alien 
cities, changes its path to head toward the 
planet, and destroys with lightning and 
storms almost everything artificial on the 
planet.  In fact, the only abandoned city 
which remains undestroyed is one which 
was covered by a blizzard when the 
omega arrives.  This suggests a weakness 
of the omega:  Although it must have seen 
that city from far away, when it arrived 
the city was hidden, and the omega forgot 
it was there, and forgot to destroy it.  The 
omegas are powerful but stupid. 

Second we see how another omega 
changes course.  An omega cloud changes 
course by firing jets of dust and hydrogen.  
A passing spaceship, with only three 
occupants, sees the omega change course, 
predicts its path, and leaps by FTL to the 
omega’s destination.  The omega is 
heading toward what appears at first to be 
a planet without intelligent life.  But close 
inspection reveals that there is a small 
isthmus on which there is a civilization.  
The humanoid aliens have architecture, 
roads, vehicles, literature, drama, 
philosophy.  They are so few, and in such 
a limited area, that the Earth surveying 
spaceships would have missed those signs 
of intelligence.  Yet the omega cloud, 
from a vast distance, detected those right-
angles, and changed course to detect 
them. 

The travelers send messages home 
and ask for help.  Messages can go back 
and forth, but supplies and additional 
people will take months to reach this 
distant place.  Fortunately one of the 
travelers had been trained as an 
anthropologist.  He has some training in 
looking at different kinds of societies. 

This situation forces Earth to try to 
find a way to stop an omega.  Warning the 
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beings on the planet may help a little.  If 
they can persuade the people to leave the 
cities and move to high mountainous 
ground, they may survive the omega’s 
attack on their cities.  Also here is a 
chance for Earth to try to find ways to 
deflect the omega, or better yet, to destroy 
it.  After all, in another 1,000 years 
another omega will attack the Earth. 

So the main, and most interesting, 
part of this book is learning about this 
ancient-Greek like civilization.  Earth has 
a non-interference protocol, decided on 
when FTL was first developed.  Fearing 
that contact with Earth’s advanced 
technology will devastate a much more 
primitive society, Earth has forbidden 
direct contact with more primitive beings.  
So this society must be explored without 
being exposed to Earth’s people or 
technology.  Now that is going to be a 
difficult trick!  And how can Earth save 
the beings of this planet, without talking 
to them? 

The beings are reminiscent of the 
characters from a children’s TV show, the 
Goompahs.  So the travelers call the aliens 
Goompahs.  How to study them? 

Technology can help.  Earth has 
“light-benders”, devices which can make 
the wearer, or a small shuttle spaceship, 
invisible.  I have a severe problem with 
this idea.  Two of the three travelers land 
on the planet, dress in light-benders, and 
start studying the people.  They have 
video cameras and plant them around the 
towns.  The sounds and pictures can be 
sent back to Earth for study by linguists 
who will be sent to help.  People can learn 
the Goompah’s language and ways of 
living.  Indeed, one of the travelers also 
has an ear for languages, and succeeds to 
learn to understand the Goompah’s 
speech.   

My problem is that I suspect that an 
invisibility cloak will only work when one 
person is looking at it.  The light-bender 
will bend light around the cloak and it will 
look like the background.  But what 
happens when the wearer of the cloak 

moves?  And what if several aliens are 
looking at the cloak from different 
directions?  Surely some wavy effects will 
make the presence of this artificial object 
obvious?  Worse yet, the travelers stroll 
around town, mixing in crowds, listening 
in.  What happens if a fast-moving alien 
bumps into an Earth person wearing a 
cloak?  The person is invisible but not 
unfeelable.  We have to suspend disbelief. 

McDevitt has fun creating an alien 
society which is nevertheless much like an 
Earth society.  From his name I guess 
McDevitt had an education in a Catholic 
school as a child.  And part of his fun is 
creating a society in which the restrictions 
and demands of religion are non-existent.  
Goompahs enjoy all aspects of life 
without reserve. 

“They were making some 
progress in figuring out the syntax, 
and they had already begun to 
compile a vocabulary.  They had 
words for hello and good-bye, near 
and far, ground and sky, come and go.  
They could sometimes differentiate 
between the tenses.  They knew how 
to ask for a bolt of cloth, or to request 
directions for Mandigol.  (Nobody 
had any clue where that was.)”  [p. 
175] 

“Some public buildings 
possessed a level of elegance….  But 
most were of a more pedestrian 
nature, austere and practical.  All 
were filled with the creatures, who 
leaned out windows and exchanged 
comments with the crowds outside.  
Young ones played in doorways, 
others frolicked on rooftops.  
Everybody seemed to be having a 
good time.”  [p. 200] 

“A few cities along a seacoast.  
Widespread literacy.  Sailing vessels.  
A peaceful society.  Probably 
participatory government.  
Apparently universal education.  Not 
bad, actually.”  [p. 222] 
The travelers visit entertainments, 

dramas, lectures, holy places, orgies.  
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They visit a library and photograph hand-
written scrolls.  One of the most 
interesting sessions is a lecture by a 
famous traveler who contends that 
scientists suspect that their world is a 
sphere, and have even estimated the size 
of the sphere by measuring the differences 
in height of shadows cast by vertical 
sticks at noon at various northern or 
southern locations.  (This is a method the 
ancient Greeks used to estimate the size of 
the Earth, and quite accurately.)  The 
speaker even proposes that ships sail east 
and try to go around their world.  What 
the speaker does not know, but the Earth 

people know, is that to the east there is an 
enormous continent and little chance of 
crossing it.  But the idea is daring. 

McDevitt has created an interesting 
and challenging situation, and brought in a 
variety of attempts do deal with it.  His 
characters often do careless and stupid 
things, although sometimes they learn 
from their mistakes.  McDevitt has fun.  I 
enjoyed the novel.  Discovering the 
Goompahs was good.  The latter half as 
the omega approached the planet of the 
Goompahs was quite exciting.  An 
enjoyable novel. 

 

 

DRAWING by Miriam Ben-Loulu (August 1992) 
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Short Book Review by Aharon Sheer 

The Tenth Planet: Oblivion by Dean Wesley Smith and Kristine Kathryn 
Rusch (2000), 261 pages 

This is Book Two of The Tenth 

Planet trilogy whose first book was 
reviewed in CyberCozen in October 2008.  
As a bridge between Book One, which 
introduced the terrifying alien menace, 
and Book Three in which the final battle 
will be fought, it is not nearly as exciting 
or as convincing as Book One was. 

To remind you, the tenth planet 
circles our sun in a highly elliptical orbit 
that takes 2006 years to complete.  For 
millions of years the tenth planet has gone 
by Earth once each 2006 years, coming 
from being frozen out in the Kuiper belt 
far beyond any of the sun’s usual planets, 
to going close by the sun, and then back 
out again.  The occupants of the tenth 
planet are in a suspended state most of the 
time, only waking up as they approach the 
sun.  As the tenth planet goes by the 
Earth, on its way towards the sun, it sends 
down to Earth billions of minute 
nanomachines which harvest organic 
material which the tenth planet, being 
frozen most of the time, cannot grow 
itself.  These nanomachines destroy all 
life over a limited area (hundreds of 
square kilometers), leaving a layer of ash 
which has been found in archeological 
studies in various areas all over the Earth. 

As the tenth planet goes around the 
sun it collects energy from the sun to 
enable its machines to continue operating 
and maintaining life support for its 
occupants when they go back to sleep.  On 
its way back it again passes by Earth and 
again gathers organic material.  On each 
past visit the tenth planet’s residents have 
carefully chosen areas of Earth with 
plenty of plant life but little animal life, so 

as not to harm the very primitive 
intelligent life on Earth. 

But on this visit Earth has taken a 
vast technological leap compared to 2006 
years ago, and can fight back.  As the 
tenth planet goes by the Earth on its way 
around the sun, Earth fights the 
harvesters. 

“Monterey [California] hadn’t 
been destroyed until the second 
attack.  The world governments had 
united, mostly through the United 
Staes, and had fought the aliens as 
best they could.  A number of lucky 
shots in the Amazon had destroyed 
alien ships. 

“The aliens had retaliated by 
targeting highly populated areas: 
South Vietnam, central France, and 
this part of California.  The images 
had been even more horrifying than 
the first time.” [p. 23] 
This book shows Earth’s desperate 

attempt to attack and destroy the tenth 
planet before the planet’s inhabitants 
return in their outgoing passage by Earth 
in their ellipse around the sun.  Earth, with 
a concerted cooperative effort by all the 
space-capable and nuclear-capable 
nations, attacks the tenth planet with three 
hundred nuclear weapons while it is still 
on the far side of the sun.  Great damage 
is done to the alien planet.  At this point, 
Book Two ends.   

We will have to wait to read Book 
Three to find out what will happen to 
Earth as the tenth planet makes its 
outgoing pass by the Earth on its way 
back to the Kuiper Belt. 
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