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Not Only When It’s Dark

By Alex Bruneau for Rolling Stone

On March 10, when Karla Conway opened her eyes in the shower after squeezing suds from her hair and found a dark figure standing on the other side of the shower doors, she screamed and threw herself back against the cool tiles of the shower stall. Then the figure was gone, and she was rubbing her eyes, sure she’d gotten soap in them. 

She hadn’t. 

Kyle Adleer, Sully Lapere, Sahana Rishnan, and Sota Shimizu would soon be reporting a similar experience. Simultaneously, all over the globe, the same thing was happening. And not just when it was dark, or at the witching hour, or in houses built on top of graveyards. Not just in showers. 

It happened in foyers, at bus shelters, at gas stations, in between aisles of greenery at plant nurseries, on blustery observation platforms next to telescopes you needed a quarter to use, behind delicatessens near dumpsters filled with half-consumed plates of whitefish and pastrami sandwiches, in restrooms at Welfare offices, between dusty shelves of bound periodicals at public libraries. In baseball dugouts, faculty lunchrooms, DJ booths, and behind one of the make-up counters at Sephora on the Champs Elysees. In tattoo parlors, Michelin-starred restaurants, and between a yellow Ektorp sofa and a green Poäng chair at the Ikea in south Philly across the river from Camden (also one in Conshohocken). 

People had seen them in Reykjavik, Quetta, Ashgabat, and Paramus. Inside, outside. At all latitudes and longitudes....
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Joe Rogan (transcript, podcast date 4/6/26, guest Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson) 

JR: Come on, man. Would this even be a thing if Kris Jenner hadn’t said she saw one as she was putting on her Manolo Blahniks or whatever? Would anyone be talking about this, saying they’re “seeing apparitions” if a Kardashian hadn’t tweeted it? Seriously, man, until you came out I was thinking, how do we know it isn’t some fucked-up symptom of menopause, or a vitamin D deficiency? But then when I heard about you...tell us about what happened.

DJ: (chuckling) I hear you, buddy. I was right there with you, but then I was doing arm curls in my gym­­–

JR: No doubt crushing your workout, man.

DJ: Right. Right. But I looked up at the mirror and there was this shadowy figure behind me. I could see my Zoa on the counter behind it. Joe, man, I don’t know what to tell you. I could see through it.

JR: And you’re sure this wasn’t just you sweating out an extra shot of Teremana, which, hey people, check it out, Dwayne’s got a fantastic tequila called Teremana. 

DJ: Appreciate the love, man. I wondered the same thing at first, but the figure didn’t go away after I wiped the sweat from my eyes. Then I thought maybe it was an aitu, ‘cause, you know, in Polynesian societies, there are these things called aitu. Basically, bad spirits. So I thought that’s what I was seeing. 

JR: Seriously, man, you must have wondered if you’d lost your shit.

DJ: Right, right. Say what you want about Kim and Kris– and I love those ladies, think they’re great – it was only because I read Kim’s TikTok about her mom’s sighting that made me realize I’d experienced the same thing.

Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

...were those who hadn’t come forward, fearing they wouldn’t be believed. Stephen King, for instance, who knew people would think he was doing some sort of pre-publicity for a new novel, or Johnny Depp, whose media team told him that 1) people would just assume he’d fallen off the wagon, and 2) they were so close to rehabilitating his image after the whole Amber fiasco, did he really want to blow it?

But once two trusted media personalities like Oprah and The Rock ‘fessed up, other celebrities - Alton Brown, Lionel Messi, Justin Trudeau, Empress Masako of Japan - were willing to own up to their own experiences. After Cesar Millan posted an account on his Instagram, the skeptics realized they were fighting a losing battle and washed their hands of the whole thing.

That’s when reports really began pouring in...
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Public Statement from the Stanford Research Institute, April 17, 2026

“In light of the hundreds of sightings and the mystery surrounding them, we have to ask ourselves what the common denominator is between these witnesses. To this end, we have dispatched researchers to collect oral histories...”

––––––––
[image: ]


Excerpt from the 4/26/26 statement from the office of Bernie Sanders, Honorable Senator of the State of Vermont. 

“...and as these honorable men and women have risked their reputations and, in numerous cases, their jobs to speak out publicly about their experiences, they must be extended the protection of the law just as any whistle-blowing group would be. I therefore propose this legislation to protect the witnesses from punitive action by their employers...”
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Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

For days after the first sightings, the debate centered around the question of why these people. If it was some mass hallucination, why hadn’t everyone had it? What made these people, soon to be known as First Sighters, special?

And then came the second wave of sightings.

If it hadn’t been for the Stanford Oral History Project, no one might even have realized that anything had changed, but an alert graduate student putting the information into Stanford’s data base late one night noticed that the descriptions of the figures differed among Sightings of the Second Kind, as they came to being called. In the morning, she took it upon herself to make some calls to First Sighters to verify her observations (her graduate funding was on the line), then she took it to her advisor. 

Together, they wrote up a paper which, given the sense of urgency, didn’t go through the usual peer review and was immediately picked up by science reporters - and paranormal podcasters – everywhere.

Excerpt from “Global Visual Phenomena Differ Between First and Second Wave” in Nature. Max Krauss, Ph.D. and Jessica Brooks, Stanford University.

“Whereas the visual phenomena experienced by the first group had been strictly opaque, the phenomena experienced by the second group appeared to be less dense and indistinct. This allowed the second group of experiencers to differentiate details which the first group had not been able to. 

Moreover, witnesses from the first group described the humanoid shape of the phenomena with words like “flat” and “indistinct.” Meta-level language analysis of both sets of interviews found the words “shadow” and “shadowy” occurred 64% more often in Group 1 interviews, whereas, the words “person” and “people” appeared 83% more often in Group 2 interviews. The vaguer word “figure” was more likely to appear in the Group 1 descriptions of the event, while action words associated with human behavior, such as “standing,” “watching,” and “waiting” increased by half in the second group of witnesses. 

As one Group 2 witness described the figure which appeared to her: ‘Imagine if you pressed your face against one of those sliding pin boards that capture shapes. It was like that. It was black and mostly undefined, but some details you could make out, like, I could see the shape within the blackness of the figure. That’s how I knew it was a person.’”
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“As New Sightings Continue, More Details Become Discernable” in The Christian Science Monitor (5/16/26)

“With each manifestation, the Phenomena becomes more three-dimensional. Witnesses now report the indentation of an eye socket or the jutting out of a nose, whereas witnesses of the First through Third Sightings described the Phenomena in more general terms. While these details of anatomy reveal themselves in subsequent manifestations, the world’s scientists and media pundits struggle to find a way to explain the ongoing manifestations, even as the debate about what they actually are continues. Some describe the process of revelation as similar to a microwave re-heating of food that melts away congealed fat to reveal the original shape of the leftovers underneath. Others, more culturally literate, refer to Michelangelo’s idea of freeing figures from blocks of marble....”
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“Photo of Crazy Phenomena Caught for the First Time!” from Perez Hilton website (posted 5/17/26)

“That’s right! We’ve got the first photo evidence of the world-wide phenomena that has people freaking out. Ever since news broke that these manifestations were ongoing, people have been on high alert and are keeping their cell phone cameras ready. And today Ross Burton was the first to capture a photograph! Click on the link below to see for yourself. We have to ask: what’s with the head?? Have you caught a photograph of the elusive Phenomena? We’ve got a dedicated webpage for your pictures. Post them here!”

Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

...The detail about the heads, however, was not noted until later when there were photos to compare. There were websites where one could upload photos and one had only to peruse them to see the increasing clarity. 

By this time, investigators had managed to figure out that Sighting Zero was Karla Conway, who, once revealed, became a minor celebrity making the rounds of news shows and podcasts recounting her experience. Her unfortunate decision to also use her unique position as the First Witness to endorse certain consumer products resulted in a social media dragging that was so intense that when she tried to alert the public to the fact that the figure in her bathroom had re-appeared and seemed to be tipping its head back to look at the ceiling, no one listened to her. Instead, Sota Shimizu would go on record as being the first to note this fact. 

(Kyle Adleer and Sahana Rishnan had both refused to go further on record, the first having put his name forward in his local City Council race, and the latter to avoid further “shaming the family name” and an alleged second beating by her father.)

Broadcast on every public television screen in Japan, Sota Shimizu’s TV interview was mesmerizing. In Tokyo, people on the sidewalks did the unthinkable and stopped to watch as Sota demonstrated, letting his head fall back to bare his neck to the camera in imitation of what he’d seen the shadowy figure do. The camera zoomed in tight on Sota and viewers could see the way he struggled to swallow with his head tipped back so far that his chin pointed straight up into the air. Sota tried to answer the probing questions of the interviewer while holding this position, but the muscles in his neck began to strain from the weight and he finally had to lift his head, finishing the interview as he massaged the back of his neck with one hand. 

Yes, he had been startled to see the figure a second time.

Yes, he felt sure that this figure was the same one which had visited him before. It had appeared at the same time, and in the same place in his foyer next to his work shoes.

No, he didn’t think there was anything special about him in particular.

Yes, the details of the figure were clearer this time: it was clearly female under her yukata. Slim wrists. Long neck. From what he could see of her face, kogao.

No, the figure didn’t seem to be aware of him necessarily.

Why necessarily? Because it seemed to Sota that the figure’s eyes remained fixed on him, even as its head tilted back. Yet, simultaneously, he did not feel that he in particular was seen.

Yes, he knew it seemed strange. How could someone’s eyes be fixed on you but not see you? Nonetheless (here he rubbed his jaw ruefully), he just felt that the figure’s eyes were generally, rather than specifically, fixed on him. As if they looked in a direction, rather than at a specific thing.
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“Karla Conway Sued for Breach of Contract!” on TMZ website (posted 5/28/26)

“The Houston native is being hauled into court for breaking her contracts with SC Johnson, EssilorLuxottica, and Home Depot, the parent companies of Windex Glass Cleaner, Pearle Vision, and The Company Store, respectively. You’ll remember that Conway leveraged her experience as the First Witness into lucrative work shilling for products from the same companies now suing her for breach of contract. Only when Conway, a would-be Real Housewife, realized that her work as a paid endorser of these commercial products was making people call her account as an Experiencer into question did she disassociate herself from the brands and the commercial endorsements she’d done for them. The parent companies immediately filed suit against Conway for breach of contract. Sources tell us that Home Depot has even demanded the Body Wrap Towels with Velcro that they gave Conway as part of her deal be returned...”

Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

...learning that some previous Sighters were re-experiencing their sightings, moved quickly to take advantage. There was a rush on motion-activated cameras (thus, the photos after this point in time became clearer, more centered, better exposed). Wildlife photographers, used to sitting and waiting for long periods of time to capture pictures of animals, caught some of the best images. Scientists of all stripes set up instruments to read magnetic, molecular, radiation level, and a host of other things in anticipation of the reappearance of the figures.

Other than visually, the figures registered in no scientific way at all.

What was becoming clear was that these figures were people. They had fingers and ears. They wore saris and clogs and dashikis and kippah and ponchos and turbans and tool belts. They had no hair and lots of hair, long, short, curly, and straight. They had broad noses and bucked teeth and bowed legs. All of it becoming clearer with each subsequent appearance. Every one of them straining at the neck, heads tipped back, and Sota was right, their eyes strained to keep contact with the witnesses no matter how far back their heads were craned.

Excerpt from Report 56543-89 to the U.S. House of Representatives, Committee of Homeland Security, Rep. Mark E. Green, TN, Chair. Francis DeSouza, Chief Operating Officer of Google Cloud. Submitted June 2, 2026.

“...as requested. Using Google Cloud’s NextGenAI technology, Google submitted each photographic image to our facial recognition program. It was the hope that with individuated faces now visible in images, NextGenAI would be able to identify who these people are. 

What we feel assured telling you, given the capability of our program, is that these people – if that is what they actually are – are no one who has ever lived on this planet and had an image made or taken of them....”

Excerpt from testimony by Director of National Intelligence Gabriel Dominguez to the United States Senate Committee of Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs, Sen. Paul Toler, Kentucky, Chair (Closed door session, June 4, 2026)

DNI Dominguez:  Negative hits.

Sen. Toler:   None at all? 

DNI Dominguez:  None.

Sen. Toler:   How is that possible, Director?

DNI Dominguez:  Senator, the uncomfortable answer to that question is we have no idea. The good news is that if we don’t, no one else does, either.

Sen. Toler:   That hardly makes me feel better, Director.

DNI Dominguez:  I understand.

Sen. Toler:   The Chair recognizes the Honorable Senator from Missouri.

Sen. Ketchum:  Thank you, Senator. Director, I can’t help thinking we are focusing on an 

immaterial matter by trying to identify who these people are. It seems to me we ought to be focused on what they are, would you agree?

DNI Dominguez:  I would.

Sen. Ketchum:  And what conclusions has the NSA reached about that?

DNI Dominguez:  Again, Senator, none. We are pursuing that question from every conceivable angle. What we can say at this time is that neither we, nor any of our sister intelligence agencies, nor the intelligence agencies of our allies have been able to tie these phenomena to activities of hostile foreign governments or nation-states. And though hacktivist collectives have not been completely ruled out, the sheer diversity and preponderance of these manifestations in every portion and society of the globe, whether technologically-advanced or not, suggests it is not humans who are causing these phenomena.

Sen. Toler: (pause)  Are you suggesting that this is an extra- or ultra-terrestrial phenomena, 

Director?

NSI Dominguez:  We are considering every possibility, however speculative.
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Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

...what were these things? The paranormal and UFO communities stepped in to fill the breach at this point. Perhaps the figures were ghosts of some kind, a theory that was immediately discounted since ghosts were spirits of the once living and none of these figures could be identified as having once been alive. The alien conspiracists suggested that perhaps aliens were beaming their images to our planet, while those into the philosophy of string theory suggested that what we were seeing were visitors from the multiverse. 

Whatever the phenomena were, they had no auditory component; they were purely visual. Experiencing the Phenomena was deeply unnerving and became more so as more of them appeared in the torturous position of their heads being tipped backward so aggressively that their chins became extensions of their necks. Details of their eyes had become visible now, wild, like the rolling eyes of horses trying to see past their blinders, trying to locate and hold the gaze of the witness. 

Experiencers always recalled this detail with a shudder, finding they hadn’t the words to describe how deeply unsettling and upsetting their experience was, and not just because the appearance itself had startled them. 

The figures’ bodies were stiff. The arms remained locked at their sides. There was the unnerving sense that the figures were somehow bound, that this weird tipping of the head was being forced upon them, that the only free movement they had was their eyes. The universal consensus was that they seemed to be trying to hold the gaze of the experiencer, as if trying to send a message through their eyes. People described this gaze as helpless, pleading, warning, and most of all, afraid.

In the absence of scientific explanation of what these things were, and with an abundance of conspiracy theories about what their intent was, an emergency G8 summit was called...
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“G8 Countries Meet to Discuss Global Phenomena, Struggle to Find Direction,” New York Post (June 26, 2026)
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“Galvanized by the international nature of the phenomena, the leaders of the world have for once been inclined to act as one and have drafted a resolution - more symbolic than actionable – that is designed to calm growing panic. It states that there are no indications that the phenomena are harmful, or have any intent at all, really. Further, that there are no signs that it is either an alien invasion (or incursion or exploratory probe) or delusional disorder.”

Excerpt from “‘But Is It Good For Us?’: The Intersection of the Phenomena, Global Religion, and Politics.” Panel at the World Religions Conference. July 2, 2026. 

Panelists: Father Jon Ser, Professor of Religion and Popular Culture, Loyola University; 

Prof. Keshav Randhawa, Inaugural Distinguished Scholar of Indian Religions and 

Philosophy, University of Nebraska; Candice Llewellan, Professor Emerita of Sociology, Bowling Green State University. Moderator: Zaid Al-Khatib, Professor of Comparative Politics, McGill University
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Zaid Al-Khatib:  How would you categorize the response? Keshav, why don’t you go first?

Keshav Randhawa:  Not surprisingly, the robustness of religious response correlates to how integrated religion and politics are in the first place. In some cases, the response has been robust. In others, I think lackluster would be the better word. 

Zaid Al-Khatib: Jon?

Father Jon Ser:  That’s what our studies indicate, too. We’re seeing attendance at 

church services of all kinds climb as worshippers look for pastoral guidance.

Zaid Al-Khatib: Candice, would you say you’re also seeing an increase in cult activity?

Candice Llewellan: Absolutely. To some extent, the inability to predict when and where the phenomena would happen initially prevented religious fervor from tipping too dangerously from theory into action. But the tenor of the sermons we’re hearing are becoming increasingly radical as sightings continue and explanations are not forthcoming. People don’t do well in uncertainty. With no answers, someone will step into the void. That’s what cults do exceedingly well.

Father Jon Ser: If I might? I don’t think we can discount what’s happening in popular 

culture, either. The discussion of devas and angels and arda fravaš and daimons have certainly made their way into the popular discourse.

Keshav Randhawa: More than that, we’re seeing what Prof. Llewellan means when she talks 

about the difference between theory and action. We’re now seeing people dropping to their knees, averting their gazes, touching their foreheads to the ground in supplication when one of these figures blinks into existence.
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Not Only When It’s Dark (cont.)

...but then the jaws of these figures began to open. It was weird and disturbing to see these stiff figures, heads cranked back, jaws wrenched wide, eyes rolling and searching. Some witnesses even thought they could see the figures trembling in strain. It was as though everything they did was done against their will, as though a giant pair of invisible hands had pulled their heads back, grasped their upturned chins and tugged their lower jaws apart from their upper and then locked it in place in this unnatural and forced way. 

Even those who didn’t believe in the celestial nature of the beings found themselves turning their eyes away simply because of the tortured appearance of the figures. It was the eyes that kept coming up in the lectures and sermons and TV debates. Simply put, people were haunted by the sight of a fellow human being (for it seemed clear beyond dispute now that the figures either were, or were meant to be, human in form) who appeared to be in anguish, but who also seemed desperately to be trying to make eye contact and/or see what was around them. 

Debates about whether the figures were actually attempting contact grew so intense that violence sometimes broke out. In Tunisia’s Assembly of the Representatives of the People, a full-on fistfight broke out between legislators who disagreed, and in the National People’s Congress in China, a coalition of party members insisted that in light of the phenomena’s attempt to relay some message, China must put aside its global plans and focus instead on interpreting and translating this message. Those party members were hastily removed from the assembly and jailed.

By now, when the figures manifested, they were completely distinct. Every detail about them was clear, down to the color of their eyes and whether or not they had ragged fingernails or triple ear piercings. They appeared solid. It was like having a stranger suddenly deposited before you and then whisked away moments later. Had it not been for their tortured poses, people might have been inclined to try to touch or speak to the figures, but as it was, witnesses were more likely to scream, or close their eyes to wait it out, or run when they came upon a manifestation...
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Anderson Cooper, reporting live from New York’s Times Square

“This seems to be a global event. From what we have learned, all over the world the phenomena have manifested simultaneously and they are not vanishing. It has been over five hours now, and the figures have remained, fixed, rigid. Apparently...it’s...well, to be frank, Wolf, they look stricken. I’m not the first to note that it’s awful to behold. Their necks are straining with the weight of tipped-back heads. This one I’m standing next to, I can actually see its temple quivering with the effort of her jaws being locked open so widely. And as you can see, there is a crowd gathering around us, but it’s not me they are here to see. The curiosity is overwhelming. We’re seeing similar scenes everywhere one of these manifestations has occurred: crowds gathered around them, and if there isn’t one nearby, people are gathered around the screens of their cell phones or televisions in what can only be called fearful anticipation. A quiet to match the silence of the figures has taken hold of the crowds...”

Tik Tok live video, #1

“Look, Mommy.”

“Don’t let go of my hand! What? What is it?”

“Look at its face.”

“Oh my god. Are you seeing this? I said, don’t let go of me, Blaze! Can you see this, everyone? I’ll get a little closer...”

“He’s crying, Mommy. Why is he crying?” 

“I don’t know, baby. Can you guys see this? It’s just, like, a single tear coming from the corner of its eye...” 

Anderson Cooper, reporting live from New York’s Times Square

“...yes, Wolf, actual tears. Just coming from, rolling down her cheek. Wait, hang on, something is happening. The figure has just gone stiff, it’s...she’s, look at her hands! Get back, everyone! Move back! Something is happening. Wolf, the figure’s fingers have straightened suddenly and she has gone stiff as if a current of electricity is running through her. Move away, people! I’m just trying to get the crowd to move back since we don’t know what this is...”

Tik Tok live video, #2

“Is anyone else seeing this? Hey! Hey, Mike! Are you seeing this? I don’t know, man. It just started...Did you read anything about an eclipse being predicted for today?”

Anderson Cooper, reporting live from New York’s Times Square

“What is...the ground, it’s trembling, Wolf. Are you all feeling this? Is it an earthquake? Yes, okay, hang on. Hang on, hang on, everybody! It’s a tremor of some kind, but...what is that? There’s some kind of sound coming from the phenomena. It’s...here, hang onto me...it appears to be a sound from the figure, it’s low and I can’t tell you more about it, it’s indistinguishable from...whoa, the ground is starting to shake harder...there, too?...hang on...”

Tik Tok live video, #3

“Stop all that yammering, Jane! Can anyone else see this? What is it?”

“My lord, my lord, protect us ...”

“Quit it, Jane, what...the sun, there’s...are you seeing this? there’s a curtain of darkness just, like, unfurling across it...”

“Lord god, shelter us, keep us safe...”

“It’s not like a...it’s not, there’s nothing...it’s not like an eclipse. It’s like it’s just going out...”

“The ground! It’s shaking! God! God!”

Anderson Cooper, reporting live from New York’s Times Square

“...hard to stay on our feet. Wait, wait, something is happening...its eyes, she’s staring straight up into the sky now. What’s the matter with the sun? Her eyes had been rolling wildly until...and she suddenly looked straight up... AHHH, SHIT!......

“Wolf? Wolf, can you hear me? A sound has just burst out of its mouth...it’s so deafening that people have dropped to their knees and clapped hands over their ears. It’s just impossibly loud, and people...they are just panicking, Wolf. 

“It’s gotten dark here. The sun–my God, what has happened to the sun? David, can you–? Yeah, get a shot of that.

“Wolf? Are you still there? Jesus, my ears! It’s so loud! It’s like a clarion call....Yes, yes, I’m trying to yell. The shaking, it’s getting worse, too, it’s growing. Wait, do you feel...can you feel that? Hang on, Wolf, the shaking has taken on a rhythm. Yes, it’s like horse hoofs striking the dirt, like horses galloping madly towards us....”
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Of my friends, I can’t decide who to call. Charity, my first kiddo, is already four years old, the recommended age to start what is now called Robo Rompers, and I’m nervous. They’ve promised me this generation’s substrate conversion technology is much smoother now that they’ve had five whole years to perfect it and they’ve assured me that the pain jolts down my legs and the intermittent throbbing in the base of my skull is temporary and just because I was a guinea pig: I started converting before the tech, originally called SubFree (short for Substrate Freedom) and developed for the disability community, was commercially available because I didn’t want to die of whatever it was that slowly then quickly wasted my parents away before they could meet their grandlittles. 

The procedurists didn’t have to know what it was to qualify me for the second cohort for the study and so far, the lingering effects of Conversion—the ones I know about anyway—far outweigh what I saw my parents go through, especially toward the end. It helps if I keep telling myself that, anyway. And so do the flashback blockers they implanted in my temples during my days of big pain. But these implants are also why I need to call a friend: they mostly always work, except if the trigger is significant enough, and I don’t want Charity to be alone in case I wig out for a minute. The flashbacks have mostly subsided. It’s just the blades of light entering my skull and veining out into big blood vessels that I could see with the back of my eyes or not even really my eyes that still get me. The procedurists tell me nothing happened, but there are some things I don’t remember now that I think I should. Still: Conversion is totally worth it. I have the genetics my parents who died painfully of something the best medicine couldn’t figure out, so I’ll take any chance that my kids won’t even have genetics that I can get. Even if it is a touch scary. Especially because the procedurists say they can now program behavior, too! Mostly.

Jazzi will be the most excited to jump in and help but the least able to drop everything on a moment’s notice. Katya will have the freest schedule, but that’s because she’s the skeptic and always “what iff-ing” the hello out of everything, so we don’t invite her anywhere without discernment anymore. Who I want with Charity (and me) the most is Morgan—she’s the sweetest thing—but she just became a mom for the first time, so she’s not used to making decisions for totally dependent humans yet. This doesn’t mean she’ll necessarily overanalyze this one and want to spreadsheet the whole thing out, but becoming a mom does unpredictable stuff to you, even if you
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