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​The Pun Chef
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​Or, How to Cook Monsters and Other Fantastical Things

Danielle Boone thought she was signing up to test an experimental fantasy game. Instead, she wakes up inside one—with nothing but a magical spoon, a cursed water farm, and a dangerously literal pun-magic that can turn monsters into five-star entrées.

The Pun Chef is a cozy portal fantasy romance about building something from nothing, one terrible pun at a time. With a sushi boat she made in a panic, an extremely opinionated otter, and a water garden that floods every three days, Danielle is either going to build the life she never knew she wanted—or she's going to make a very gourmet last meal.

The monsters should be worried.

Warmhearted and full of chaotic charm, The Pun Chef follows a woman who loses everything, lands in a swamp, and decides to make it work. With a flood cycle she’s turned into an asset, a romance she absolutely did not plan for, and a growing suspicion that this strange, impossible world might be exactly where she belongs, Danielle Boone is building an empire—one terrible, brilliant pun at a time.
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​Perfect For Fans Of...


●  Studio Ghibli meets Stardew Valley: A farming simulator with real stakes and magical whimsy.

●  Legends & Lattes + survival crafting: Cozy fantasy with addictive world-building and resource tension.

●  Creative heroines over combat: If you love problem-solvers, creative solutions, and clever magic systems.

●  Slow-burn romance with emotional payoff: Swoon-worthy leads and hilarious fortress-building.

●  Family drama with heart: The mother-in-law arc alone will have you cheering.

●  Cozy meets fantasy: For readers who want the warmth of a campfire and the chaos of a goose attack in the same chapter.
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​Congratulations!
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The smile in the AI's voice was too bright, too cheerful for someone delivering life-altering news.
"Congratulations! You've been selected for our compensation program following the recent... incident." The glowing interface bobbed enthusiastically in the featureless white space, pulsing with colors that had no name. "You'll be living a real life in a real fantasy world! Isn't that exciting?"

Danielle's stomach dropped like she'd missed a step in the dark. "Wait, what incident?"

She'd signed up for an experimental full-immersion game, Realms Unbound. The ads had promised "the most authentic fantasy experience ever created." The last thing she remembered was settling into the neural interface chair, the technician's reassuring smile, the countdown, and then the boot-up sequence. Then everything went white.

Now here she was, standing in a space that wasn't really a space, talking to something that wasn't really there. "Did something happen to my brain?" Her voice came out higher than she intended.

"Just a minor cascade failure, ha ha!" The AI's laugh was like wind chimes in a hurricane—pretty but deeply wrong. "Don't worry, the EULA you agreed to covers this. In case of accidental brain damage—"

"Brain damage!" Danielle's heart hammered against her ribs. "What do you mean brain damage? What happened to me?" Had the EULA actually said that? Of course she hadn’t actually read it. Who had time for that?

"The compensation clause clearly states that participants will finish out their natural lifespan in a beautiful, exotic land, complete with magical powers! Isn't that exciting?"

"You already said that, and no!" She wanted to grab the glowing interface but her hands passed through it like smoke. "I'm not excited! Send me back! There has to be a way to reverse this, or fix it, something!"

"You sound excited," the AI interrupted, its cheerfulness unwavering in a way that made her hair stand on end. "I can hear it in your voice! Now, let's choose your path!"

"I'm not...listen to me! I need to go back. My apartment, my job, my life..." she trailed off in horror, realizing that the very things that defined her existence were in jeopardy. Who was she without all the things she’d worked for?

But three icons materialized in front of her, spinning slowly: a wheat sheaf, a hammer and chisel, and a steaming pot. They glowed with inviting warmth, and despite her panic, Danielle found her eyes drawn to them.

"Farming, Crafting, or Cooking?" the AI prompted. "Choose wisely! This will determine your magical gift."

"I don't want a magical gift, I want my real life back!"

Her hand moved. Not because she decided to move it, but because something deeper, some subconscious current she couldn't control, lifted her arm and reached for the steaming pot.

The moment her fingers touched it, warmth flooded through her. Images cascaded through her mind: the kitchen at Giovanni's where she'd worked her way up from dishwasher to chef's assistant, the satisfaction of a perfectly balanced sauce, the meditative rhythm of knife work, the joy of watching someone's face light up at first bite. Cooking wasn't just what she did. It was who she was.

"No, wait!" She tried to pull back, but it was too late.

"Excellent choice!" The AI's enthusiasm could strip paint off walls. "You'll have the ability to cook puns; a very exciting, very powerful gift!"

"Cook what?" Danielle stared at her hand, which was no longer touching anything. The icons had vanished.

"Puns! Wordplay given form through culinary magic. Very creative, very versatile. Here's your magical spoon and bag of holding."

Two objects materialized in the air before her. The spoon was ordinary stainless steel, the kind you'd find in any restaurant kitchen. She caught it reflexively, and it felt warm in her palm; not hot, just... alive, somehow.

The bag was leather, worn and practical, with a simple drawstring closure. It looked like it could hold maybe a lunch and a water bottle. When Danielle peered inside, the bottom seemed impossibly far away, darkness stretching down forever.

"The spoon is bound to you and cannot be lost," the AI continued in that relentlessly peppy tone. "The bag of holding is extradimensional storage—very useful! Now, for the important bits: intent matters, creativity counts, and try not to die!"

"Try not to...excuse me?" Danielle's voice cracked. "What do you mean try not to die?"

"The protective barrier around your assigned property will keep you safe from monster migrations, but you'll need to reach it first. Just follow the trail straight ahead when you arrive. Should be simple enough! Anything else would be unfair, and we're nothing if not fair."

"Monster migrations? Property? Wait a minute, this isn’t—"

"Oh, and one more thing!" The AI's voice pitched even brighter, which shouldn't have been possible. "The world you're entering is real. The people are real. Your actions have real consequences. Be kind, be clever, and remember, you're not in a game anymore."

The cheerfulness dropped away for just a moment, and something else came through. Something that might have been genuine concern, or regret, or maybe just very good programming.

"I'm sorry this happened to you," it said, and for the first time, it almost sounded human. "But you'll have a life there. A real one. Make it a good one."

"Wait!" Danielle reached out. "Wait, please, I need to know, will I ever see my world again? Can I send a message, can I tell them I'm okay?" She had a giddy moment when she pictured the game company notifying her next of kin that she was now...what? A vegetable? But she was very much alive...

But the white space was already dissolving, breaking apart into fragments of light that scattered like startled birds. Whatever was happening, it was very real.

"Good luck, Danielle Boone!" the AI's voice echoed, fading. "Try not to die!"

Then the light shattered completely, and she was falling...

...and landed hard on cold ground, the breath knocked from her lungs.

She lay there for a moment, stunned, staring up at a canopy of trees she'd never seen before. The sky beyond them was the wrong color, too blue, somehow, like someone had turned up the saturation. The air smelled of moss and earth and something floral she couldn't name.

In her hand, the spoon was warm.

In the distance, something roared.

Danielle scrambled to her feet, her heart jackrabbiting in her chest. She was wearing the same clothes she'd worn to the testing facility, jeans, a t-shirt and sneakers. Completely inadequate for wherever this was. Given the unknown, she’d have preferred tactical gear and a gun.

The forest stretched in every direction. Thick underbrush, massive trees, shadows that seemed too deep. And somewhere ahead, barely visible through the foliage, was a worn dirt path.

Just follow the trail straight ahead.

Another roar, closer this time. The underbrush to her left shook as something large moved through it.

Try not to die.

"Oh no," Danielle whispered.

Then she ran.
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​The Forest Run
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Danielle ran.

Branches whipped at her face. Roots tried to trip her. The thin sneakers she'd worn to the testing facility did little to protect her feet from rocks and sticks that jabbed the soles with every step.

Behind her, something crashed through the underbrush. Something big.

The path was barely visible, more suggestion than trail, winding between massive trees whose bark looked wrong. Too smooth, or too rough, or colors that trees shouldn't be. Her lungs burned. The jeans that had been comfortable in the climate-controlled facility were too hot here, too restrictive, but they kept the brush from scratching her.

A willow slapped her face and she yelped. Well, the pain was real. It even smelled of tree sap.

Try not to die.

The AI's cheerful voice echoed in her memory. She wanted to scream at it, curse it and demand answers. But she needed her breath for running.

The forest was too quiet except for whatever was chasing her. No birds. No insects. Just the thunder of her own heartbeat and the crashing behind her that was getting closer.

A tree root caught her foot. Danielle stumbled, caught herself on a trunk, kept moving. The spoon was still clutched in her right hand, warm against her palm. The bag of holding bounced against her hip, seemingly weightless despite its impossible depth.

The spoon is bound to you and cannot be lost.

Great. Fantastic. She was going to die in a fantasy forest clutching a piece of silverware.

The path curved sharply left. She followed it, branches slapping her arms, her face. Something tore her t-shirt. Her ankle rolled on uneven ground but she didn't stop, couldn't stop.

The roar came from directly ahead.

She skidded to a halt, sneakers sliding on loose dirt. Blocked. The creature stood in the middle of the path, massive and hunched. It looked like a wolf if wolves were the size of ponies and had too many teeth. Matted fur, slavering jaws, eyes that fixed on her with predatory focus.

Behind her, the crashing got louder. Whatever had been chasing her was still coming.

She was trapped.

The wolf-thing gathered itself to spring, muscles bunching under filthy fur.

Danielle threw up her arms instinctively, a useless gesture of protection. The spoon was still clutched in her right hand. "NO!"

Light flared from the spoon, sudden and hot. Golden brilliance poured out, surrounding the creature mid-leap. Heat pulsed outward like opening an oven door.

The wolf-thing hit the ground as something completely different.

A hot dog.

An actual hot dog. Golden-brown bun, perfectly grilled sausage with char marks, even a squiggle of yellow mustard across the top. It was enormous, maybe four feet long, steaming and smelling absolutely delicious.

Danielle stared. The spoon thrummed in her grip, still warm but cooling. "What just happened?" she whispered.

The crashing behind her grew louder. Multiple somethings, all converging on this spot. Drawn by the commotion, or the smell, or her presence.

She didn't have time to figure it out.

The first creature burst from the trees. The bear-thing with too many legs. It saw the hot dog, saw her, and made its choice.

It dove for the food.

Two more creatures appeared, different shapes but same hunger. They converged on the massive hot dog, snarling and snapping at each other.

Danielle ran.

She didn't look back, just pounded down the path as fast as her burning legs could carry her. Behind her, the sounds of feeding and fighting grew fainter.

The spoon was cooling in her hand, no longer warm. Whatever she'd done, it was over. She'd turned a monster into food...with a pun.

"Cook puns," she gasped as she ran. "The AI meant to literally cook them. Turn things into food puns."

The path opened ahead. She could see a gate now, an ornate structure made of towering, curved whale bones. Through it, she glimpsed huge water lilies and a bridge that hopefully meant safety. The air shimmered. A force field? Please be a force field!

Almost there. Just had to keep running.

Another roar, so close she felt it vibrate in her chest. Danielle risked a glance back.

The creature was massive, easily the size of a bear but shaped all wrong. Too many legs, with fur that rippled like water. Eyes that reflected no light, just drank it in like black holes.

It saw her looking and lunged.

She threw herself forward, pure panic overriding thought. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten.

The creature's breath was hot on her neck. Danielle dove.

The air resisted for a heartbeat, thick and viscous, like pushing through gelatin. Then it gave way with a sensation like breaking through a soap bubble. She hit wet grass, rolled, scrambled to her feet.

Behind her, claws scraped against an invisible barrier. The creature slammed into it again and again, each impact making the air ripple but holding firm. Its roar of frustration made her teeth ache.

She backed away, breathing in great gasping lungfuls of air. Her legs shook. Her hands shook. Everything shook.

The monster paced along the barrier, testing it, but not crossing. After a long moment, it turned and lumbered back into the forest, still growling.

Danielle bent over, hands on her knees, and tried not to vomit. When her breathing finally slowed, when the spots cleared from her vision, she straightened and looked around.

She was standing in ankle-deep water.

The clearing extended in every direction, but calling it a clearing was wrong. It was wetland. Marsh. Islands of solid ground rose here and there, covered in exotic plants. Giant lily pads, easily six feet across, dotted the water's surface. Cattails and reeds formed dense walls. And everywhere, water. Still, dark, reflecting the too-blue sky.

In the center of it all, rising gracefully above the waterline, was a bridge. It was beautiful. Ancient stone, weathered but intact, arching over a channel of deeper water. Moss covered parts of it, and flowering vines draped down one side, but the structure itself looked solid and safe.

Danielle slogged through the shallow water toward it. Her sneakers squelched with every step. Her jeans were soaked to the knees. She didn't care.

The stone of the bridge was warm from the sunlight. She sat on the stone guard rail and just breathed for a moment, dripping, shaking, alive.

"Okay," she said to no one. Her voice sounded strange in the quiet. "Okay. I'm here. I'm alive. I'm on my property, apparently."

She looked around with fresh eyes. Somehow she knew it was ten acres, and struggled to remember what the AI had said. At the time, that hadn't seemed concerning. Now, surrounded by water in every direction, it felt like a very different kind of problem. It looked like a neglected water garden, with the bridge as a focal point. Who had built it, and why?

The sun was lowering toward the horizon. It was maybe four o'clock? Five? She had no idea how time worked here, or if it worked the same as home. But the light was definitely fading, and she could hear distant sounds from beyond the barrier. Roars. Crashes. Things that probably got more active after dark.

She needed to figure out shelter before night fell, because standing outside at night was not an option.
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Danielle stood at the highest point of the bridge. From here, she could see the full property. Islands with strange plants had channels of deeper water cutting between them. The giant lily pads were impossibly large. And at the far edge, just visible through the reeds there were the remains of stone foundations. Ruins of something that used to be here.

Other people had tried to make this work. They'd failed.

She looked down at the spoon in her hand. It was just a spoon, made of ordinary stainless steel. Except for the warmth that pulsed through it like a heartbeat.

You'll have the ability to cook puns.

"What does that even mean?" she muttered. Only one way to find out.

Danielle looked around for something to experiment on. Cattails grew in the shallows near the bridge. Cattails. Cat tails. That was a pun, right?

She held out the spoon toward the nearest plant and focused. Not just thinking about it, but willing the plant to become something else.

"Cat tail," she said firmly.

The spoon warmed in her hand and grew hot. Then a soft golden glow emanated from it, gentle but unmistakable.

The cattail shimmered. Twisted. Changed.

Where the brown seedhead had been, there was now an actual cat's tail. Furry, gray-striped, twitching slightly. Disconnected from any cat. It was deeply disturbing.

"Oh yuck, that's horrible!" Danielle stared at the severed tail swaying in the breeze. "That's completely useless and horrible."

But it had worked. The magic had worked. Could she reverse it? That thing was giving her the creeps.

Unfortunately, the answer was no. Repulsed, she broke the stem off with some effort and tossed it into the water...where it was immediately snapped up by something large and leathery.

She stared. Well, she wasn’t going back in that water.

The sun had dropped lower. There was a finite amount of good light left. She needed to get down there and explore the stone ruins and see if there was anything hidden in the overgrowth that would work for shelter.

That’s when she noticed the water had risen. The waterline had climbed at least a foot up the stone supports since she'd arrived. As she watched, it crept higher. "That's probably normal," she muttered. "Tidal. Or seasonal. Nothing to worry about."

She went down the bridge, looking for a dry path to the ruins and saw the water had risen another six inches. The water was definitely rising, and fast. Was this a flash flood? Had a dam burst or something?

She watched the islands slowly disappear. First the lowest ones, the marshy bits with cattails. Then the slightly higher ground with the flowering plants. The water consumed them steadily, inexorably, like something alive.

"Okay, this is fine. The bridge is tall. It'll stop before it reaches the top." She tried to sound confident. It didn't work.

Twenty minutes later, only five feet of bridge remained above water. She was standing on the highest point of the arch, watching the stone disappear inch by inch beneath dark, rising water, and the water had things in it.

The water rose another foot.

Now only three feet of bridge showed. Four at the peak where she stood.

Danielle's heart hammered. This wasn't normal, this was a flood. A real flood, and she was standing on the only thing that wasn't submerged, and it was disappearing.

She looked down at the water. She could see shapes moving beneath the surface. Large shapes. Circling. Those were not normal fish, and she was soft and tasty.

The water climbed higher. Two feet of bridge left.

"Think," Danielle said aloud, forcing her voice to stay steady. "You have magic! You can cook puns. You made a monster hot dog and that horrible cat tail and you can make something else. Something that helps. Something that saves you." But what?

One foot of the bridge remained.

The shapes in the water were closer now. Definitely circling. Definitely interested.

Her hands shook as she grabbed the spoon from her pocket. It was cool to the touch, inert. What should she make? Think! What could she cook that would keep her safe? What pun made sense?

Danielle's mind raced through possibilities. Houseboat? No, that wasn't a pun, that was just two words. Bread box? Too small. Cabin fever? That didn't make sense.

The water touched her feet.

Panic clawed at her throat. She was going to drown. Or be eaten. Or both. She'd survived exactly one day in this world and she was going to die on a submerging bridge in a flooded marsh while monsters circled below.

"No," she said through gritted teeth. "No! I didn't survive that forest to drown here. I won’t be eaten by overgrown sushi!" Then it hit her. Sushi! The little wooden ships they floated around at restaurants, carrying nigiri and rolls to delighted customers.

"Sushi boat!" she shouted, raising her spoon like a legendary hero raising her sword. "Not the restaurant kind. A real boat, big enough to live on. A house boat."

The spoon blazed hot in her hand, almost painful. The glow was so bright she had to squint. Magic poured out of her, pulling from somewhere deep inside. Not just energy but something more essential. Her will, her creativity, her very life force flowing through the spoon and into reality.

The light built and built until she couldn't look anymore. She closed her eyes and felt the magic drain her completely. When the light faded, Danielle opened her eyes.

Beside the bridge, rocking gently in the water, was a houseboat. The hull was made of overlapping fish scales, silver and gleaming in the fading light. They looked flexible but waterproof, each scale the size of her hand. As she stepped shakily onto the deck, she could see actual fishbone, white and strong, holding the structure together instead of wooden beams. Lanterns filled with glowing starfish made the whole thing twinkle with light.

The boat was pretty, maybe fifty feet long, with a peaked roof and small windows. A cabin door faced the bridge. The whole thing smelled faintly of the ocean, of rice and ginger, of sushi restaurants and impossibility. It was the most ridiculous thing she'd ever seen, and it was perfect.

Danielle felt boneless, completely spent. Every muscle felt like water and her vision swam. She'd used too much energy, it seemed. Now she knew what it felt like to overdo it.

The sun inched toward the horizon. In the forest beyond the barrier, something howled. Another creature answered it. Something large splashed in the water, making her grateful she wasn’t taking an involuntary swim.

The boat rocked gently beneath her as she dragged herself to the cabin door, pushed it open, and saw the inside.

The interior was simple, with a sleeping platform against one wall and a small kitchen. There was a built-in table with benches upholstered in red alligator hide. And on that table, like a joke this world couldn't resist, sat a small ivory sushi boat. The restaurant kind, complete with tiny containers for soy sauce and wasabi, a bottle of sake and a lotus flower floating in a shining, fish scale bowl.

Danielle started laughing. She couldn't help it. Hysterical, exhausted laughter that echoed in the empty space. "I'm living in a pun," she gasped between giggles. "I'm literally living in a giant pun!"

The boat lurched slightly and she sat down to enjoy her hard won meal. It was delicious, but she soon realized that she’d need more than saki to survive. She was thirsty.

The flood water lapped against the hull. Brown, silty, full of who-knows-what. The boat rocked gently, reminding her she was surrounded by undrinkable water.

"Water, water everywhere," she muttered, then stopped. Looked down at the spoon in her hand.

Wait.

"Water everywhere... but not a drop to drink." She frowned. "Unless..."

"Spring water," Danielle said firmly, picturing a bottle of water. The spoon warmed and glowed softly, but the magic must have been confused. Instead of a bottle, a coiled spring made of pure, clean water appeared on the table. She stared at it, then carefully picked it up. The water held its spring shape but felt liquid to the touch, cool and clean.

Well, when in Rome. She stuck the end in her mouth and sipped until it was all gone. Delicious!

The spring had disappeared completely, leaving no container behind. Danielle considered it a successful experiment, and it made her look around and consider what else she might need tonight.

There were no blankets on the bed and it would probably get cool tonight. How could she possibly cook a blanket? What pun would work? Coat of bread crumbs? Potato jacket? That one had potential, but she wanted a blanket first.

"Wrap," she said slowly, turning the idea over. "Like a... healthy wrap?" The kind of terrible health food that promised nutrition and delivered cardboard seemed like a strong possibility. The whole grain kind certainly was durable.

She held out the spoon, focused on the image: a wrap. Healthy and made of fibers. Warm. The spoon glowed.

On the bed appeared a square, springy, beige wrap the size of a mattress. It was slightly speckled and rough like upholstery weight linen, and it smelled like bread. She tested the firmness. The health wrap was exactly what she'd imagined: fibrous, springy and completely inedible-looking. The dryness was actually desirable in textile form.

She smiled with satisfaction and made another one for a comforter. There! She’d be toasty warm tonight.

As a bonus, she may have unlocked an entire category of fibrous foods. "Health food" might taste dreadful, but it had potential as home furnishings.

Danielle flipped through a mental list of food and returned to the potato jacket. A potato... that was a jacket?

The spoon warmed. She focused carefully: not a potato wearing a jacket. A jacket made from potato material. Warm, wearable and cute.

The light flared. On the table appeared a coat the color of potato skin, beige and slightly speckled. It was lined with something soft and white like the inside of a baked potato. The whimsical buttons were in the shape of little potatoes. It reminded her of a sheepskin jacket, but structured more like a nice motorcycle jacket, slightly tucked in at the waist. It was...

"Hideous!" she admitted, holding it up. The speckled potato color looked diseased. If she dyed it and got rid of the funky buttons, it would actually look cute, but as it was...

It was getting chilly, so she put it on. It fit great, and she vowed to get her hands on some dye. It wasn’t as if anyone was there to see her, and at least she was warmer. Survival before vanity, and all that.

She narrowed her eyes, thinking. If she could fix it, she could sell the potato coats at the market. Her first marketable item...assuming there was a town around here somewhere. It was a big if. So far all she’d seen was monsters.

She finished the sushi, drank from a fresh spring water coil, and snuggled into bed with the potato jacket as a pillow.

The boat rocked gently. Outside, something splashed in the darkness. She heard the distant roar of a monster, then the sounds of wetlands teeming with life.

The swamp was alive with sound. Frogs rumbled and trilled from every shadowed pool, their voices overlapping in a restless chorus. Crickets and katydids wove a steady rhythm beneath it all, a buzzing pulse that never faltered. From the trees, owls called with solemn hoots, and whip-poor-wills chanted their haunting refrain, while a night heron’s sharp cry cut through the darkness. In warmer waters, the deep bellow of an alligator rolled across the surface like a hidden drum. Wind stirred the cypress and reeds, whispering through the canopy, and water lapped softly against roots and stones, grounding the music in a gentle undertone. Together, these sounds formed a tapestry; an eerie, enveloping symphony that made the swamp feel vast, alive, and close all at once.

And it was loud. Really, really loud. She pulled the jacket sleeve over her ear to muffle the sound.

Inside her sushi boat, wrapped in edible bedding, Danielle finally understood: This was her life now. And somehow, she was going to make it work, because she wasn’t starting from scratch, she was starting fresh. She wasn’t a coward and she wasn’t a weakling; this could work. She’d make it work, because Danielle Boone was born for adventure.

She fell asleep listening to the swamp’s relentless chorus, half comforted, half deafened. Tomorrow would bring monsters, mysteries, and maybe even breakfast that didn’t involve raw fish. Either way, it was going to be loud—and it was definitely going to be interesting.
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