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Speculative Fiction

Lexicon by Max Barry
Max Barry’s Lexicon 

starts off as a slam-bang 
action thriller. Wil escapes 
from and is then 
recaptured by two 
mysterious kidnappers, 
only to find himself and 
his kidnappers chased in 
turn by another equally 
mysterious group. The 
novel takes a fantastic turn: the pursuers 
include “poets,” people with the power to use 
language magically to compel others to do 
things against their will. As Wil watches in 
horror, a poet compels one of his kidnappers 
to blow his own head off. Such a terrible 
power is redolent with moral complications, 
which Barry explores to terrific effect. What 
are we to make of Wil, who, as we learn, may 
also possess the power to kill at his whim? 
What are we to make of the organization that 
trains up poets in their deadly arts? To these 
questions, Barry resolutely leaves us hanging. 
Reading the novel, we can never be sure just 
who the “good guy” is. A tour-de-force, and 
highly recommended. – David
A Fantastic First pick from The Penguin 
Press, $26.95.

The Shambling Guide to New York 
City by Mur Lafferty

Zoe has just moved to New York City, and 
is looking to start fresh as a travel editor after 
leaving her old job because of a disastrous 
affair with her publishing boss. She answers a 
quirky ad for an editor posted in a dingy 
bookstore, and then also in a very strange 
coffee shop. After she is told that she’s just 
not right for the job, Zoe perseveres and is 
hired to edit a different kind of travel guide—
for the undead. As the only human on the job, 
she must learn about vampires, zombies, death 
goddesses, and other undead visitors who 
need a unique approach to tourist spots. Each 
chapter begins with a quote from the guide, 
with restaurant recommendations and hotel 
accommodations (or whatever is needed, like 
fresh dirt or a nice park). This is a unique and 
fun addition to urban fantasy, with Zoe ready 
to jump into the fray when the delicate 
balance between the undead and the humans 
is threatened. – Linda 
Orbit trade paper original and a Fantastic 
First pick, $15.00 

Sea Change by S.M. Wheeler 
The synopsis on this book captured my 

attention when it mentioned a talking kraken, 
and I confess I was smitten by the charms of 
Octavius (named by a child, be kind!) and his 
human friend, Lilly. When Octavius is 
captured and sold as an exhibit at a circus, 
Lilly begins a quest to rescue him that is 
firmly rooted in the tradition of fairy tales 
with its series of challenges or requests to 

meet for numerous characters. At the same 
time, Wheeler explores gender and emotional 
issues with a modern sensibility that exerts a 
subtle undertow to the traditional elements of 
her tale. Recommended to the thoughtful 
reader. – Maryelizabeth
Tor, $24.99. 

Mending the Moon by Susan Palwick
It’s a good season for speculative fiction 

novels that offer more than just “what if,” but 
also help readers think about deeper issues 
(see my review of Sea Change). Mending the 
Moon thoughtfully explores community, 
family, creation and destruction, chaos and 
stability, and the wide-spread impact of an 
inexplicable assault and murder on both the 
friends and family of a murdered woman and 
the murderer in this novel of the magic of 
connections and caring. And as a comics 
reader, I would love to read Comrade Cosmos, 
and appreciated the passionate fan culture 
Susan created for her fictional series. – 
Maryelizabeth
Signed copies are available; Tor, $24.99.

The Shining Girls by Lauren Beukes
Award-winner Beukes hits the sweet spot of 

cross-genre for science fiction and thrillers 
with this tale of a time-traveling serial killer. 
Harper Curtis would be a sadistic criminal 
under any circumstances, but when he comes 
into possession of the key to a house that 
allows him to move through time (although 
not space) and contains a room full of trophies 
he has/will accumulate from killing The 
Shining Girls, girls and women with a special 
spark, he is given a vile purpose. Beukes does 
a great job evoking Chicago in different eras, 
and has created an exceptional character in 
survivor Kirby, determined to find this 
improbable killer. – Maryelizabeth
Mulholland Books, $25.99.

Red Moon by Benjamin Percy
Living amongst the human population are 

transforming beings known as Lycans. They 
can transform to werewolves at any time, 
either by choice or when they are threatened. 
Most try to live normal human lives but there 
are a few out there bent on destroying the 
human race. The novel begins with three 
Lycan attacks aboard 
airplanes. Borrowing from 
the real-life events of 
9/11, Percy’s novel is 
about what makes us 
human, and what happens 
when we let the primal 
part of ourselves out. As 
the bodies start piling up 
on both sides, humans and 
Lycans alike, one begins to wonder who the 
real monsters are. The U.S. government 
occupies the Lycan homeland to extract 
valuable uranium, while persecuting anyone 
who harbors the Lycan prion. It’s a novel 
about freedom, fear and what makes us 
human, or monsters. – Emilio
Hachette $25.99.

Mystery & Suspense

Bad Monkey by Carl Hiaasen,
Hooray, Carl Hiaasen is back, bringing us a 

new Floridian tale of mayhem, greed, 
corruption, voodoo, and a deranged monkey. 
Andrew Yancey is an ex-cop assigned to roach 
patrol, i.e., restaurant inspector, after being 
demoted for publicly assaulting his 
girlfriend’s husband with a vacuum cleaner 
hose. I won’t say what part of the anatomy 
was breached. He is asked by the local sheriff 
to take a severed arm to Miami for DNA 
testing. He now has the mauled arm in his 
freezer. The best-laid plans… Real estate 
monkey business, as well as a pet monkey 
belonging to a voodoo priestess in the 
Bahamas, draws Yancey into a crazy 
unpredictable adventure sure to leave you 
laughing. – Linda 
Knopf Publishing Group, $26.95

Cemetery Lake by Paul Cleave
Cemetery Lake introduces former police 

detective Theodore Tate, who has recently lost 
his daughter in a crash with a drunk driver and 
whose wife is living in a vegetative state at a 
convalescent home. During a routine 
exhumation of a possible murder victim that 
he’s asked to investigate, the lake starts 
floating other corpses. But that’s not all. The 
wrong body is in the exhumed casket! How 
are all of these bodies connected? And what 
does the Priest know? The father/son 
gravedigger team? So many secrets in the 
town of Christchurch, New Zealand. Paul 
Cleave once again does not disappoint in this, 
his first novel featuring Theodore Tate. If 
you’ve already read Laughterhouse (released 
last year) don’t despair, skipping around out 
of chronological order only adds to the noir 
senses of Cleave’s books. As always, 
suspenseful, gruesome, and wait for the twist. 
– Nicole
Atria Books trade paper original, $16.00.

His Majesty’s Hope  
by Susan Elia MacNeal

This third entry in the Maggie Hope series - 
following Mr. Churchill’s Secretary (MWA 
Edgar Award nominee) and Princess 
Elizabeth’s Spy - continues the WWII 
espionage adventures of this British-born, 
American-raised UK spy. This time Maggie 
finds herself behind enemy lines on her first 
undercover assignment after finishing spy 
school. Testing her mettle in the face of real 
danger in Berlin brings Maggie face-to-face 
with an unresolved and complicated aspect of 
her family’s history of spies. At the 
completion of her mission and on her own 
initiative, Maggie decides to take the 
opportunity to work for a high-ranking Nazi 
official in order to obtain first-hand 
information on one of Germany’s operations – 
Compassionate Death. A must read for anyone 
interested in female protagonists, the UK, or 
the intricacies of family relations during 
wartime. – Adrean
Bantam Books trade paper original, $15.00.
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The Other Woman  
by Hank Phillippi Ryan

Ryan already had a string 
of awards attached to her 
writing before winning the 
Mary Higgins Clark Award 
for The Other Woman, which 
is a superlative example of 
suspense in the MHC 
tradition. Reporter Jane 
Ryland committed the 
unforgivable sin of being 

wrong on record already – now she’s trying to 
redeem herself in a new media. But her 
assignment to do a puff piece on a candidate’s 
wife will lead her into overlapping conspiracies 
with fatal consequences. Compulsively 
readable. – Maryelizabeth
Forge, $24.99.

The Christie Curse by Victoria Abbott
A heroine who comes from a family of 

thieves, a mystery involving a missing Agatha 
Christie play, an avid (and cranky) book 
collector, a hunky librarian, 
quirky relatives, and an 
intriguing young detective. 
What more could you ask for 
in a new series? Jordan 
Bingham has returned to 
Harrison Falls, New York 
and is living with the not-
too-law-abiding uncles who 
raised her. She is in debt and 
in need of a job. So even though that job comes 
from Vera Van Alst, the most hated citizen of 
Harrison Falls, Jordan is intrigued and has the 
right skill set (and connections) to hunt down 
the aforementioned missing manuscript. Which 
is why it was March’s Fantastic First Cozy 
Mystery pick! – Terry 
Berkley Prime Crime, $7.99 (20% off for FF 
members)

Horror

Blood Riders by Michael P. Spradlin
I loved this book! I read it in two days when I 

wasn’t flying, visiting, walking, etc. The year is 
1880 and you meet Detective Allan Pinkerton, 
Oliver Winchester - maker of the Winchester 
Rifle, and Abraham Van Helsing – who knows 
more than anyone alive about vampires. Ring 
any bells? But of course they do! Jonas P. 
Hollister is in jail because he told the truth. 
Soldiers under his command were slaughtered 
and he saw exactly who did this – blood sucking 
demons. Well, heck, there were no witnesses and 
no bodies and the law just doesn’t believe 
Hollister. Pinkerton, Winchester and Van 
Helsing do. Pinkerton not only gets Jonas out of 
jail but also promises him a presidential pardon 
if he finds and destroys these creatures, because 
it has happened again and the government wants 

it handled. A fast moving tale 
with lots of action – 
characters that are tough, 
funny, scary, almost loveable 
– and believable! – Guest 
Reviewer Diane Bader 
Harper Voyager paperback 
original, $7.99.

Curated Fiction

The Golem and the Jinni  
by Helene Wecker

Brilliant. Readable. Enchanting. Absorbing. 
This is Wecker’s debut about two supernatural 
creatures in turn-of-the-century New York. 
From the very first page, you will know you 
have picked up something special. The creation 
of the Golem, the story of her arrival via 
steamship into NY Harbor, 
and the backstory of her 
creator begin this magical 
journey. These events 
converge with another 
mystical arrival into another 
subculture in 1899 NYC. 
The Jinni is a mystical 
creature who has been 
released from a copper flask 
where he has been the long-time resident, 
though he has no memory of how this came to 
be. Both of these unusual foreigners must find 
their way among the citizens of their 
communities and discover how they will 
redefine their existence within the confines of 
this new civilization.

I took over a month to read The Golem and 
the Jinni, not because it was a difficult read but 
because I wanted to savor every page … This is 
a book I didn’t want to end. – Terry 
A FF pick for May from HarperCollins. 
Signed copies available, $26.99. 

Benediction by Kent Haruf
Any novel by Kent Haruf is a gift and 

Benediction is no exception. Once again, Haruf 
tells an extraordinary story about ordinary 
people, their lives, loves, and heartbreak. In the 
small town of Holt, Colorado, the plains and 
mountains are more plentiful than the 
inhabitants. This is where “Dad” Lewis has just 
returned home after being informed that he is 
dying. As his family and community surround 
him in his final days, the granddaughter of their 
neighbor becomes an integral part of their 
community, just one example of the cycle of 
life that this book so beautifully addresses. As 
many of the characters reminisce about their 
past, we learn their history and that of the town 
that will always be their home. This is a book 
to savor. – Terry 
The #1 IndieNext Pick in March. Knopf, 
$25.95.

The Yonahlossee Riding Camp for Girls 
by Anton Disclafani

There are some books you just know you are 
destined to fall in love with. You know it from 
the title and then you know it again from the 
first sentence. And as you keep reading, you are 
reassured that you were, in fact, exactly right. 

The Yonahlossee Riding Camp for Girls is 
one of those books. In 1930, at the height of the 
Great Depression, Theadora Atwell is forced to 
leave the only home she has ever known and 
the family she cherishes to attend The 
Yonahlossee Riding Camp for Girls in the Blue 
Ridge Mountains of North Carolina. Not only 
has she been banished to a world she knows 
nothing about, but also her life until this point 
has been lived mostly in seclusion with her 
nuclear family on a 1,000 acre orange ranch in 
Florida, an environment that could not be more 
different than the one where she finds herself. 

The reason for her banishment is a slowly 
revealed secret, but this book is so much more. 
It is rich in observations of the family, this 
particular time in our history, and a coming of 
age story you won’t soon forget. – Terry
Riverhead Books, $27.95.

Young Adult

The Testing by Joelle Charbonneau
In post-apocalyptic America the key to 

survival is leadership and the training of great 
leaders takes place at the University. To make it 
to the University, a select number of students 
from colonies across the surviving country must 
first make it through The Testing. 108 students 
will begin the process, only 29 will succeed. 
Joelle Charbonneau’s first foray into the young 
adult world wields 22 chapters of intense action 
and 22 cliffhangers making it impossible to find 
a point to take a break in your reading session. 
But, in all fairness, these characters are never 
given a break either. This is like reading a logic 
puzzle. Every scene, every word, will become 
important to the finale of this story. So pay close 
attention. Believe me…you do not want to fail 
The Testing.– Nicole
Our June YA Fantastic First pick; Houghton 
Mifflin, $17.99.

Of Beast and Beauty by Stacey Jay
In the city of Yuan, the blind Princess Isra or 

Beauty is held captive in a tower and raised to 
be a human sacrifice to the Rose Garden, a 
twisted entity that sustains life in the city. In the 
desert outside of the city, Gem or the Beast is a 
mutant creature who leads his people in a fight 
to survive against the Smooth Skin humans 
living in the cities. Both are raised to hate the 
other kind. But when Gem is captured by Isra’s 
people, the two are thrown together. As they 

begin to care for one another, 
their strengths and beliefs are 
tested. Never would they 
have thought that only by 
working together can they 
end the curse that blackens 
their world.

What makes Stacey Jay’s 
novel so great is that unlike 
most Beauty and the Beast 

retellings, which simply take the classical plot 
and transfer it to a different city in a different 
time period, Stacey Jay really takes ownership 
of the story. She truly transforms this classic 
love tale, breathing new and creative life into an 
old plot line. – Ashley
Delacorte, $17.99. 

Siege and Storm: Book Two of the 
Grisha Trilogy by Leigh Bardugo

Grisha Alina and her soldier lover Mal fled 
Ravka and the machinations of the Darkling, 
pretender to the throne, at the end of Shadow 
and Bone. And Alina doesn’t miss the Darkling’s 
lies or the temptations of abusing her power one 
little bit. Really. Being captured by a privateer 
and returned to Ravka is just the beginning of 
the new trials she will face, both internal and 
external, on her quest to define herself and 
possibly be the salvation for her world. This 
gorgeous Tsarpunk fantasy is recommended to 
teen and adult readers. – Maryelizabeth
Henry Holt, $17.99.


