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By the time Karen Julieth Ojeda Rodríguez was sixteen, they were already calling her "La Muñeca." It was the way she carried herself, they said, like a china doll that someone forgot to put back on the shelf. She was small and pale and had these lashes so thick and dark they looked fake, the way girls in her school sometimes glued cheap drugstore strips to their lids. But Karen’s were real. Real enough to make the other girls hate her, and the boys want things from her they couldn’t even name.

She wasn’t popular, but she was feared in the quiet way people fear wild dogs. It wasn’t that she bit, but that she might. She had this smile — narrow and amused — that always seemed to say, "Go ahead, see what happens."

This was in Barrancabermeja, a town soaked in oil money and old blood. A place where kids grew up fast and died faster. Karen spent most of her time alone, in the back row, leaning her chair on two legs, cigarette burns on her fingers even though they weren’t supposed to smoke on school property. Teachers gave up trying to discipline her. They called her mother — no answer. They sent notes home — no response. After a while, they just left her to her silence.

Then came Rosa.

Rosa was plump and short, with skin the color of overripe mango. She had a mouth that worked overtime, always talking, always confessing. Karen liked her because Rosa was scared of everything. Boys. Teachers. God. The future. Life itself. They made an odd pair — the doll and the ghost — but they walked the hallways together, Karen’s shoulder pressed slightly ahead, Rosa hurrying to keep up.

It was Rosa who told Karen about Andrés. She said his name like a curse word, spit between teeth. Andrés was a boy from the older grades, handsome in the lazy way of rich kids. His father owned two fuel stations and his mother stayed drunk on boxed wine. He followed Rosa home from school, whispered things through the fence, said he wanted to touch her, said he wanted more. She hadn’t told anyone else — not her parents, not her priest — just Karen.

They were sitting on the roof of Karen’s building, passing a cigarette back and forth, legs dangling over the edge. Rosa said it like a joke. Like something you say when the world feels too big and your heart feels too small.

"I wish someone would kill him."

Karen didn’t laugh. She took the cigarette from Rosa’s hand and held it between her own fingers, the ash trembling in the breeze. "Okay," she said.

"What?"

"I’ll do it."

Rosa giggled, then stopped. Karen wasn’t smiling. Her lashes flickered. She looked down at the street below, where two stray dogs were tearing at a plastic bag, growling low and vicious.

Rosa tried to change the subject. She talked about a new boy band, about her mother’s bad knee, about the math test they were both going to fail next week. But Karen had already decided.

It took her three days to find him. Andrés spent most afternoons in the lot behind the gymnasium, leaning on his motorcycle, letting girls take turns riding on the back while he smoked menthols and hummed to himself. Karen didn’t approach him directly. She watched. Waited.

The night she did it was humid, the air thick with mosquito hum and gasoline. Andrés had stayed late at school for detention — fighting or cheating, something boys like him always did. Karen followed him halfway home before stepping out of the alley. She was wearing Rosa’s school uniform, the skirt too tight, the blouse stretched across her chest. He didn’t recognize her at first — thought she was a girl from another school, maybe a freshman who wanted his attention.

He grinned at her. He said something about her legs. She didn’t answer.

Karen had a knife — a small one — blade no longer than her palm. She got it from her brother’s drawer, the one he kept his joints and condoms in. It wasn’t sharp, but it didn’t have to be.

She put it between his ribs the first time. Quick. The way you’d stab a tire to let the air out. Andrés made this small sound, like a hiccup. He looked down, confused, at the red stain blooming on his white shirt.

The second time, she aimed higher. Collarbone. Shoulder. His mouth opened but no words came out. He dropped to his knees and grabbed her wrist, but Karen just stared down at him, that same narrow smile stretched across her face.

The third time, she cut his throat. Just to be sure.

The police found him the next morning, slumped against the brick wall, blood dried like tar across his collar. They asked questions at school. Teachers. Students. Friends. But no one knew anything. Andrés had plenty of enemies, and the police didn’t look too hard.

That afternoon, Karen found Rosa in the bathroom, hands shaking, eyeliner smeared down her cheeks.

"I did it," Karen said.

Rosa stared at her. "What?"

"I killed him."

It was supposed to be a joke. A fantasy. A secret wish whispered into the air and carried away on cigarette smoke. But Karen wasn’t joking. Her fingers were still sticky. Her shirt was still stained. She held out her hand.

"You owe me," she said.

Rosa laughed — high, thin, nervous. "I don’t have anything."

Karen tilted her head. "That’s not my problem."

From then on, Rosa was hers. She carried Karen’s books. Did her homework. Bought her lunch. When Karen wanted a new pair of earrings, Rosa stole them from the market. When Karen wanted someone to make out with at a party, Rosa found her a boy. It was a debt Rosa could never repay, and Karen never let her forget it.

Years later, after Karen had become La Muñeca, after her name filled the newspapers, Rosa would still wake up in the middle of the night, gasping, dreaming of blood and blades and Karen’s narrow smile. She’d cross herself and whisper a prayer for Andrés. And for herself.

Because debts like that, they don’t go away. They follow you. They curl up in the dark corner of your life and wait.

And somewhere, Karen was still waiting too.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


She was eighteen years old and already had that look in her eye, the one that made men think twice before whistling or winking at her. Something burnt out behind the lashes, something that flickered but never quite caught fire. By then, everyone in Barrancabermeja knew her name. Not her full name—the one her mother gave her—but the new one, the street name, the kind whispered in alleys or scratched into prison walls with cigarette ash and rusted nails. La Muñeca.

She was a doll, they said, a little porcelain thing with a face you could almost love if you didn’t know better. But the men in Los de la M knew better. They heard the stories. They knew about Andrés, about the knife, about the blood drying under her fingernails while she sat in class like nothing had happened, taking notes on history while someone’s son rotted in the alley behind the gym.

Los de la M didn’t recruit girls. Not really. They kept women close, sure—wives, girlfriends, mothers who washed the blood from their shirts—but girls like Karen? Girls who didn’t cry at funerals? That was something else.

The invitation came from a man named Leopoldo, a soldier in the crew with a face like a broken nose and hands like a butcher. He caught her outside a pool hall where she was betting on teenage boys slapping each other until one bled. He didn’t smile. Leopoldo never smiled. He just told her to get in the car.

The ride was silent except for the sound of the tires eating up gravel. They drove past the oil fields, past the edge of town where the lights gave up and the jungle leaned in close, listening. Karen didn’t ask where they were going. She just lit a cigarette and watched her reflection in the window, pale and flat like a ghost riding shotgun.

The house was nothing—a shack with a tin roof and a crooked porch, half-swallowed by weeds. Inside, a single lightbulb swung from the ceiling, painting the walls with slow shadows. There were three men waiting, all of them armed, all of them watching her like they were trying to figure out what made her special. Leopoldo tossed her a plastic bag. Inside was a revolver—old, heavy, the kind of gun that leaves your hand smelling like iron and cordite.

“You want in?” Leopoldo said. “You do this.”

“This” turned out to be a boy. Seventeen, maybe eighteen, tied to a chair with a rag stuffed in his mouth. His face was swollen, one eye closed, nose cracked open like a ripe fruit. Karen didn’t ask what he did. It didn’t matter. In Los de la M, someone always needed killing. That was the way of things.

She took the gun, held it in both hands, and pressed the barrel to the boy’s forehead. His good eye rolled toward her, wide and glassy with fear. He tried to speak through the rag, but it came out wet and useless. Karen stood there a long time, longer than anyone expected. Leopoldo was about to say something when Karen lowered the gun.

“Too easy,” she said.

The men laughed. It wasn’t a friendly laugh. It was the laugh men give to girls who don’t know their place. Leopoldo stepped forward, ready to yank the gun from her hand and end the joke. But Karen wasn’t joking.

She reached into her back pocket and pulled out a box cutter—just a little thing, the kind men keep in their glove compartments to slice open bags of cocaine. She clicked the blade out, shiny and thin, and set the gun down on the floor.

“Bullets are for cowards,” she said.

She started at the throat, a quick line from ear to ear, and the blood came fast, hot and black in the bad light. The boy kicked the chair over, thrashing like a fish on the floor, but Karen didn’t stop. She knelt beside him, legs folded neatly under her like a girl saying her prayers, and worked the blade up and down his body. Arms. Chest. Stomach. Small, deliberate cuts, as if she was searching for something hidden under the skin.

The men stopped laughing.

It took nearly five minutes for him to die, and by the end, Karen was covered in him—blood on her hands, her knees
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