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	PROLOGUE: The River Remembers

	The Spokane River cuts through eastern Washington state like a silent, relentless vein. It rises in the rolling hills of Idaho, winds through the city of Spokane, and finally empties into Franklin D. Roosevelt Lake. Along its course, it flows past pine forests, abandoned factory buildings, and the backyards of those living on the margins of society. The river sees everything. It remembers everything. And it forgets nothing.

	 

	In February 1990, the river began to reveal its secrets.

	 

	It was a cold, gray morning when a walker along the banks of the Spokane River stumbled upon something that would change him forever. A body lay among the bare willow branches and the murky water. The corpse of a young woman. She was partially covered by damp leaves and debris, as if the river had tried to conceal her, as if even the water itself was unwilling to reveal the truth it held within.

	 

	The woman was Yolanda Sapp. Twenty-six years old. A daughter, a friend, a human being with dreams and fears, with a past she tried to hide, and a future that had now been taken from her forever. She had worked as a sex worker, a term that, in police reports and local newspaper headlines, reduced her identity to a single, condemning category. But Yolanda Sapp was more than that. She was a woman who had fought, who had survived, who was part of a community that promised to protect one another.

	 

	But the river had taken her. And it would take more.

	 

	Just a few weeks later, in March 1990, another body was discovered. Nickie Lowe, 34 years old, had also been found on the banks of the Spokane River, not far from where Yolanda Sapp had been found. The pattern was beginning to emerge, but the Spokane police were not yet ready to accept the shocking truth: a serial killer was at work in their midst.

	 

	Nickie Lowe was a woman with a friendly smile and a heavy burden. She, too, was part of the vulnerable community of sex workers, existing on the margins of society, invisible to most, vulnerable to all. She had allied herself with Yolanda and other women to protect each other, for they knew only too well that the police had little interest in them, that society looked the other way, and that danger was ever-present.

	 

	In May 1990, the third body was found. Kathleen Brisbois, thirty-eight years old, was also discovered on the riverbank. Three women, three lives, three murders, all in the same year, all in the same area, all killed with the same brutal indifference. The investigation began, but it led nowhere. The perpetrator was a phantom, a shadow that vanished into the darkness.

	 

	The women had been part of a close alliance, a pact they had sworn to protect one another. They knew they were in danger, that they could trust no one but themselves. They met in seedy motels and lonely corners of the city, exchanging information about dangerous clients, watching over each other. Their oath was sacred. And yet, in the end, it was powerless. The river had taken them, and no one had been able to stop it.

	 

	For twenty-two years, the murders remained unsolved. The files gathered dust in the basements of police headquarters; the names Yolanda, Nickie, and Kathy were forgotten by the public, ignored by the media. Society had turned away, for it was easier to forget the dead than to confront the hardships of their lives. They had been sex workers, and in the eyes of many, they were therefore less valuable, less worthy of mourning, less missed.

	 

	But the river did not forget. It flowed on, tirelessly, its water cold and dark, and it waited.

	 

	In 2012, twenty-two years after the murders, something happened that would change the case forever. Modern DNA technology, unavailable in the early 1990s, had advanced rapidly. The Spokane Police Department archives still contained evidence that had never been examined: minute traces of blood, skin cells, and bodily fluids left behind by the victims and their killer. A forensic technician reviewing the cold case sent the samples to a laboratory capable of analyzing even the smallest trace of DNA.

	 

	The results came back. A hit. A name that hadn't appeared on investigators' radar for two decades: Douglas Perry.

	 

	Douglas Perry was a repeat offender, with prior convictions for assault and other violent crimes. He was a man with a dark past, a brutal temper, and deep-seated rage. But there was a problem, a puzzle that investigators initially considered impossible: At the time of the DNA match, Douglas Perry was incarcerated in Carswell, Texas. In a women's prison.

	 

	The confusion was immense. How could a man be incarcerated in a women's prison? The answer that eventually emerged was as shocking as the murders themselves. Douglas Perry had undergone gender reassignment surgery in 2000 and had lived as a woman ever since. He had changed his name. He was no longer Douglas. He was Donna Perry.

	 

	Investigators were faced with a puzzle that pushed them to the limits of their understanding. Had the man they had been searching for for two decades changed his identity to evade justice? Or had the gender reassignment been an honest attempt to combat the violence within him, to conquer his inner demons? Donna Perry herself provided an answer: She told investigators that the transition had been a permanent way to control her violence. "Douglas didn't stop," she explained during questioning. "Donna stopped."

	 

	But the evidence told a different story. Donna Perry wasn't just Douglas with a new name. She was the same killer who murdered three women on the Spokane River in 1990. She had changed, but the monster inside her remained.

	 

	The trial that eventually took place revealed the full tragedy of the case. The victims' families, who had been kept in the dark for years, finally received answers. But the questions the case raised were bigger than the crime itself. How can a person so fundamentally change their nature and yet still harbor the same brutality? Can a monster truly conquer its inner self, or is the transformation nothing more than a more sophisticated disguise?

	 

	The river has kept its secret. To this day, it flows through Spokane, silent and relentless, carrying within it the memory of Yolanda, Nickie, and Kathy. Their voices have fallen silent, but their stories are not forgotten. The river remembers. And now the world remembers. This is their story.

	


CHAPTER 1: The First Corpse

	February in Spokane is a cruel month. The winter chill settles over the city like a heavy blanket, and the gray sky seems to press down on the roofs and streets below. Snowfall is frequent, but so too is freezing rain, which turns sidewalks into sheets of ice and makes the streets dangerous for anyone venturing out. On the morning of February 22, 1990, the temperature was just below freezing, and a thin layer of frost covered the bare branches of the trees lining the Spokane River.

	 

	That morning, a man named Robert Williams decided to take his usual walk along the riverbank. Robert was a former factory worker who had spent his entire life in Spokane. He knew the river like the back of his hand, every bend and curve, every hidden spot where the water pooled and the fish congregated. The winter walks had become a ritual for him, a way to escape the confines of his small apartment and feel the cold air on his face. He didn't expect to find anything out of the ordinary. He didn't expect to find a body.

	 

	Robert later told the police that something felt wrong when he first set out on the path. The river was still that morning, eerily still, as if the water itself were holding its breath. The usual sounds of birds and rustling leaves were absent. The world seemed frozen, frozen in a moment of terrible anticipation. He walked for about ten minutes before he saw it: a dark figure huddled near the water's edge, partially concealed by a clump of willows.

	 

	He called out, assuming it might be a homeless person seeking shelter from the cold. No answer. He called again, his voice echoing off the riverbank. Still nothing. A knot of dread formed in his stomach as he drew nearer, his footsteps crunching on the frost-covered grass. As he came closer, the figure began to take shape, and with a shock that shook him to his core, he realized it was a woman. She lay on her side, her face turned away from him, her body half-submerged in the shallow water.

	 

	Robert Williams didn't touch her. He didn't need to. He could see she was dead. The stillness of her body, the unnatural angle of her limbs, the way the water lapped against her motionless form—all of it told him what he already knew. He staggered backward, his heart pounding against his ribs, and ran for help.

	 

	The first officers to arrive at the scene were from the Spokane Police Department. They cordoned off the area with yellow tape and began the grim task of documenting the crime scene. The woman was young, with dark hair and a slim build. She was wearing a faded denim jacket, trousers, and worn boots. Her face was pale, her lips blue from the cold water that had partially covered her body. The officers noted the absence of any visible signs of a struggle, no defensive wounds on her hands, and no torn clothing. It was as if she had simply lain down and waited to die.

	 

	But there was something else. Something that made the officers exchange uneasy glances. The woman had been shot dead. A small-caliber gunshot wound to the back of her head, just above the neck, was the cause of death. The killer had acted efficiently, precisely, and in cold blood. The shot had been fired at close range, the kind of shot that suggested familiarity with firearms, a lack of hesitation, and clinical detachment.

	 

	The woman was identified through fingerprints and dental records. Her name was Yolanda Sapp. She was twenty-six years old, born and raised in Spokane, and worked as a sex worker. The police report would record these facts in dry, unembellished language, but the truth of Yolanda's life was far more complicated than any report could capture.

	 

	Yolanda grew up in a working-class neighborhood in South Spokane. Her mother worked as a waitress, and her father was a long-haul truck driver who was rarely home. Money was tight, and the family lived hand to mouth, scraping by with whatever they could earn. Yolanda was a bright child, curious and full of energy, but her circumstances made it difficult for her to escape the cycle of poverty that trapped so many in her community.

	 

	She left school at sixteen, not because she wanted to, but because she had to work. She took a job in a fast-food restaurant, then in a shop, then in a factory that assembled electronic components. The wages were low, the hours long, and the future seemed bleak. At eighteen, she entered the world of prostitution, not out of desperation, but out of necessity. It was a choice she made, but one born of limited options and the desire to survive.

	 

	Yolanda wasn't a victim in the traditional sense. She was a survivor. She had learned to navigate the dangerous streets of Spokane, to read the faces of the men who approached her, to sense the threat before it became real. She was part of a community of women who looked out for each other, who shared information about dangerous suitors, who had each other's backs. They had an agreement, a pact, a tacit oath to protect each other from the dangers that lurked in the shadows.

	 

	But on the night of February 21, 1990, this pact failed.

	 

	Yolanda was last seen around 8:00 p.
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