

OFF COURSE

Not Every Light Leads Home

WILLIAM PICKREL





Off Course: Not Every Light Leads Home
© 2026 by William Pickrel. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in printed reviews.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

unseentruthbooks.com
unseentruth.org

First Edition





A NOTE TO THE READER

Off Course is a work of Christian fiction — a story about obsession, loss, and the long way home. Telling it honestly means moving through some hard country: a marriage worn down by years of obsession, the grief of absent loved ones, a deception that wears familiar voices, and real danger and injury in the mountains. The book takes its spiritual conflict at full weight: the light Jacob follows is not what it pretends to be, and the road back is a matter of faith in Christ.

If any of that touches a wound you are still carrying, read gently, and in your own time.





A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I am not an author. In fact, I couldn’t put two words together to make a sentence.

I am a person, just like you. I have hurts. I have pains. I have wounds.

I do, however, have forgiveness — and with that forgiveness, my heart has a message and a mandate: to show others the way of healing, the way of living and moving forward. Just as my story hasn’t ended, yours can be just beginning.

You may not find all my words eloquent, but you will find a message of hope and redemption.

I pray you are ready to choose this day.

— William Pickrel




PROLOGUE

The summer of 1969 was the summer America looked up.

Jacob Hale was seven years old. He did not fully understand what he was watching, but he understood that every adult in the room had gone quiet in a way they never went quiet for anything else — not for the news, not for baseball, not for the weather rolling in off the ridge. His father stood behind the couch with both arms folded across his chest and his jaw set the way it got when something mattered. His mother sat on the edge of the cushion nearest the television with her fingers pressed to her lips.

On the screen, a man in a white suit descended a ladder toward a gray and barren world.

The picture was blurry and magnificent.

That’s one small step for man, the voice said through the static. One giant leap for mankind.

Jacob’s father exhaled through his nose — a sound he made at church sometimes, at the end of something that had gone the way it was supposed to go. His mother was crying and did not seem to know it. His older sister had already gone to bed. Jacob sat cross-legged on the floor three feet from the set, close enough that the picture dissolved into individual dots of light when he leaned in, close enough that the sound of the moon filled the whole room around him.

He stayed there long after his parents went to bed.

The television stayed on. NASA footage. Reporters at desks. Men in short sleeves bent over consoles beneath banks of flickering screens. Jacob watched all of it. He did not know what he was waiting for. He knew he was waiting for something.

It came four days later.

He was in the backyard when his father called him inside. His father was standing by the radio on the kitchen counter — the same radio that carried the ball games — and he was listening with the particular stillness he reserved for things that troubled him.

A reporter’s voice filled the kitchen. Something about the astronauts. Something about the return journey.

Something they had seen.

Jacob stood in the doorway with his sneakers still on, which was against the rules, and listened.

Buzz Aldrin had seen it first. A light. Not a star — stars did not keep pace with a spacecraft traveling twenty-five thousand miles an hour. Not a reflection — they had checked. Something else. Something at distance, keeping formation, moving with them through the dark between the moon and home. The crew had discussed it quietly among themselves before reporting it. NASA had reviewed the data. The official explanation was a panel from the Saturn V rocket that had separated earlier in the mission — four of them, drifting at roughly the same velocity.

Aldrin would say, years later, that he was not certain that was what it was.

Jacob’s father turned the radio off.

“Don’t go getting ideas,” he said.

Jacob went back outside. He stood in the yard and looked up at the sky — blue-white July sky, an ordinary afternoon — and something settled inside him that he did not have words for yet.

The men who had touched the moon had seen something on the way home.

Something that kept pace with them.

Something that watched.

He reached down and picked up a washer from the dirt near the garden shed — a small flat ring of metal his father had dropped during some repair and never retrieved — and turned it between his fingers. Cool metal. A circle with nothing at its center.

He looked up at the sky for a long time.

He did not know, standing there in the yard with dirty sneakers and a metal washer in his hand, that he would spend more than fifty years looking up. He did not know what the looking would cost him. He did not know about the road in the Appalachian Mountains waiting twenty years ahead, or the blue light that would find the hunger he was building and use it like a door.

He only knew that something had been up there.

And that it had been watching.

He slipped the washer into his pocket and went inside for dinner.

· · ·


THE SEARCH


CHAPTER 1

The Road to 1989

Rain swept steadily across the windshield as Jacob Hale guided the old Buick deeper into the Appalachian Mountains. The wipers pushed muddy water aside in uneven strokes while fog moved past the trees beyond the narrow road. Every few minutes, lightning flashed behind the ridges, briefly revealing steep drop-offs and endless walls of timber before darkness closed around them again. Rebecca sat curled beneath a red blanket in the passenger seat with her shoes kicked off on the floorboard. She watched rainwater slide across the glass while turning the gold wedding ring around her finger.

“We should have stayed in Asheville,” she said.

Jacob smiled without looking away from the road. “Three hours ago, you said the mountains felt romantic.”

“They did three hours ago. Now they feel haunted.”

He laughed. “That is usually not included in the honeymoon package.”

Rebecca leaned against his shoulder for a moment. “This was supposed to be fireplaces and little cabins in the woods.”

“It still can be.”

“We are driving through a storm in a car held together by hope.”

The Buick rattled over a pothole. Jacob steadied the wheel while Rebecca laughed despite herself.

“There,” he said. “That sounded expensive.”

“You sounded expensive when you promised this thing was reliable.”

A soft country song drifted through the radio beneath the sound of rain tapping against the roof. Steel guitar and slow southern harmonies filled the car while the headlights carved narrow tunnels through the fog ahead of them. For a few moments, everything was peaceful again.

Rebecca glanced toward him and smiled. “You know what I like about this?”

“The weather?”

“The quiet.”

Jacob nodded. Back home, everything always felt rushed. Phones ringing. Traffic. Deadlines. Noise. Out here, the mountains felt separated from the rest of the world. The radio crackled through static. The singer’s voice stretched strangely before fading beneath rising interference. Rebecca adjusted the dial, but nothing answered except static.

Then a preacher’s voice burst through the speakers loud enough to startle both of them.

“…not every light comes from Heaven…”

The signal crackled sharply.

“…some things wear beauty like a mask…”

Jacob frowned and lowered the volume while Rebecca stared uneasily at the dashboard.

“…be careful what calls your name in the dark…”

Then the country song snapped back into place as though nothing had happened.

Rebecca looked toward him. “That was strange.”

“Probably some mountain preacher broadcasting through the storm.”

“Sounded more like a warning.”

Thunder rolled across the mountains. The deeper they traveled, the stranger the atmosphere became. The rain no longer fell evenly. It drifted through the headlights in slow, uneven waves while fog thickened between the trees. A dull vibration rumbled beneath the floorboards.

Rebecca rubbed one ear. “Do you feel that pressure?”

Jacob hesitated, then nodded. The smell reached them moments later. Sulfur. Faint beneath the scent of rainwater and wet pine.

Rebecca wrinkled her nose. “What is that?”

“Probably the engine.”

“You keep saying probably.”

Lightning flashed again. For the briefest instant, Jacob thought he saw something standing among the trees beyond the road. Tall. Motionless. Then darkness obscured it again. The Buick coughed once, then again. The dashboard lights flickered amber.

Rebecca sat upright. “Jacob.”

The engine died.

Silence enveloped the mountains so completely that it felt wrong. No insects. No wind. Even the storm seemed distant now. Jacob guided the car onto a narrow gravel shoulder overlooking the dark forest below. The headlights dimmed before fading out altogether.

Rebecca lowered the blanket from her lap. “I do not like this.”

“It’s alright,” Jacob said. “Probably electrical.”

But he no longer believed it.

He checked his wristwatch. The second hand had stopped moving.

7:14.

Rebecca noticed. “Your watch stopped.”

Jacob turned the ignition again.

Nothing.

Fog drifted across the road ahead. Then Rebecca whispered his name.

“Jacob…”

He lifted his gaze.

A massive disc hovered directly above the road.

At first it appeared silver, but the surface shifted constantly — lines bending and folding the way reflections move beneath dark water. Rings of violet light rotated along the underside, spilling a cold eerie glow through the fog and trees. Raindrops hung motionless in the air around it like beads of suspended glass.

Jacob froze.

“Something is wrong with it,” Rebecca whispered.

He barely heard her.

The violet deepened into crystalline blue. The humming reached him then — not through the car but through his chest, through some frequency he did not know his body could receive. And with it came the calm. Not a natural calm. A replacement. As though something had reached inside him and quietly folded his fear into a drawer.

“It’s beautiful,” he whispered.

Rebecca turned toward him. She studied his face for a long moment the way a person watches someone they love standing too close to an edge.

She did not look at the disc again.

Instead she slid across the seat until her shoulder pressed against his. She placed one hand on his forearm and kept it there.

Not holding. Anchoring.

“Jacob.” Her voice was low and careful. “I need you to look at me.”

The light wrapped around his thoughts, smoothing away everything rough and fearful until the world felt quiet and weightless.

Then the radio crackled.

A voice pushed through the interference — faint, distorted, almost swallowed by the hiss, as though struggling to reach them from somewhere very far away.

“…be careful what answers…when you call into…the dark…”

The signal collapsed. Gone.

Jacob leaned toward the dashboard. “They’re trying to communicate,” he murmured.

Rebecca kept her hand on his arm. “Who?”

The blue light intensified. Shapes moved within the fog. Tall figures drifting between the trees. When Jacob looked directly toward them their outlines blurred like reflections in troubled water.

To him, they appeared luminous. Almost welcoming.

Rebecca saw something different.

She did not look away from his face.

She knew, from the way his breathing had slowed and his eyes had gone distant and reverent, that whatever was outside the glass was speaking to him in a language she could not hear and he could not resist.

Long fingers brushed across the passenger door beside her.

Rebecca did not flinch. She pressed her shoulder harder against his. Her hand tightened on his arm.

“Come back,” she said. “Right now. Come back to me.”

The humming deepened.

Jacob opened the door.

“Jacob, don’t —”

Her voice sounded distant now.

He stepped into the rain. The blue glow flooded the forest, bending through the trees in impossible patterns.

And it was beautiful. That was the terrifying part. Not violent. Not monstrous. Beautiful.

The peace inside him grew so overwhelming that tears formed at the corners of his eyes. For one impossible moment every fear and loneliness he had ever carried seemed to dissolve completely.

The glow pulsed like a heartbeat.

Calling.

Inviting.

At the edge of the trees, where the glow did not reach, a figure stood.

A man, or the shape of one — still where everything else drifted, dark where everything else shone. It did not call. It did not beckon or pulse or promise. It only stood at the tree line and watched, and waited.

For half a second Jacob’s eyes caught on it.

But it wanted nothing from him, and the light wanted him entirely — and so he turned back toward the light.

Jacob twisted the wedding ring on his finger.

Then another memory broke through the haze.

Rebecca laughing beneath church lights.

Her trembling hand during their vows.

The warmth of her fingers wrapped around his.

Reality snapped back into focus.

Jacob turned toward the car.

Rebecca was standing half outside the passenger door.

She was not looking at the disc or at the figures or at the blue impossible glow.

She was looking at him.

“Come back,” she said again. Nothing dramatic. Just the truth of it.

The humming weakened.

The blue light flickered.

Then something tapped against the Buick’s roof.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Dark fingers curled over the windshield.

One of the figures turned toward him. It had no face. Only smooth darkness where features should have been. The sulfur smell thickened beneath the rain. The blue light behind Jacob brightened violently.

Rebecca screamed his name.

And in the same instant she saw it — past Jacob, past the faceless thing, back at the tree line. The still figure. Watching. The only thing in all that light that was not reaching for them. She did not understand it. She only knew, the way she knew her own name, that it was not one of them — and the knowing held her steady even as she screamed.

Jacob pressed the wedding ring hard into his palm. Cold metal. Real weight. The smell of wet pine cutting through the sulfur, ordinary and clean. His hands. His car. His wife’s voice cutting through all of it like something blunt and true.

Then the mountains disappeared into white.

The fog came before dawn, rolling silently through the mountains until the narrow road became little more than a silver ribbon disappearing into darkness. Jacob Hale gripped the steering wheel tightly as the Buick crept forward through the mist. Rain had faded into a cold drizzle, but the air still carried the faint sulfur smell lingering since the storm.

He did not remember the engine starting again. One moment there had been white light and a silence with no bottom to it. The next, the Buick was rolling forward through the fog as though it had never died on the shoulder at all. He had not let himself ask how.

Rebecca sat curled beneath the blanket beside him, watching the trees.

Neither of them had spoken much since the light.

Jacob kept replaying it in his mind anyway.

The beauty of it.

That was the part he could not escape.

Not the fear. Not the missing time. The peace.

His wedding ring shifted beneath his thumb as he tightened his grip on the wheel. He noticed, after a moment, that his grip on the ring had gone loose without his permission — that he had unconsciously eased the pressure, as though something inside him had begun quietly letting something go.

Rebecca noticed the silence between them.

“You’re thinking about it again,” she whispered.

Jacob stared through the windshield. “I can’t explain what it felt like.”

“You don’t have to.”

But he did.

Somewhere deep inside, he needed someone else to understand that the thing in the woods had not approached like a nightmare.

It had approached like salvation.

Ahead of them, the fog shifted between the trees, and a pale blue glow flickered deep in the forest, pulsing faintly like a distant heartbeat.

Jacob slowed the car before he had decided to.

Rebecca’s hand closed around his arm. “Jacob.”

The pull that had begun reaching for his chest thinned, and let go. He looked down at her hand resting against him, then back at the glow — weaker now, almost uncertain, behind the rain-streaked glass.

Only then did he understand the one thing he would spend the next thirty-four years looking straight past.

The light went quiet whenever she touched him.

He did not know what that meant. He only knew the glow in the trees was not finished with him — that somewhere out there it had found the shape of what he wanted, and that it would wait as long as it took for him to come looking again.

Jacob pressed his foot back onto the gas. The Buick rolled forward through the fog while dawn crept slowly across the Appalachian ridges.

Behind them, the blue light pulsed one final time before disappearing completely.

And then, last of all, the sulfur faded.

A mile on, the trees opened and a small white church stood alone on the shoulder of the mountain road, its windows dark, its bell rope moving in the wind. The bell rang once, thin and flat through the rain.

Jacob pulled over without deciding to. He got out and stood in the wet gravel at the foot of the steps with the rain coming down on him, and did not go in, and did not pray, and could not have said what he was doing there. He only knew that the pressure behind his eyes had eased, the way a hand eases off your chest, and that for the first time since the road he could hear himself think.

When he got back in the car he was calmer. Rebecca looked at him a long moment and did not ask. He put the Buick in gear and drove, and by the time the ridges gave way to farmland he had already stopped thinking about the church at all — because it had been quiet, and small, and had asked nothing of him, and the thing in the trees had been beautiful.


CHAPTER 2

The Decades of Pursuit

The kitchen table looked wrong at two in the morning.

Not the table itself. It was the same oak table they had bought the first year, with the water ring near the corner from a coffee mug Rebecca had forgotten one summer. The table was fine. What was wrong was Jacob at it — files spread edge to edge across the surface where they used to eat dinner, his coat still on, damp from rain, a half-drunk glass of water beside the stack of folders he had driven four hours to retrieve from a storage unit in Virginia.

He had not called ahead. He had simply come home.

The light above the sink was on. It was always on when he traveled. Rebecca left it on so the house would not look empty from the road. He had always told her it was a waste of electricity. Now he sat beneath it at two in the morning spreading government documents across a table meant for dinners and birthday cakes, and the light she left for him was the only warmth in the room.

He heard her on the stairs before he saw her.

She did not say anything when she came into the kitchen. She wore the gray cardigan she slept in during cold months, and she looked at him the way people look at something they have grown used to grieving — not with fresh pain, but with something older and flatter. She crossed to the counter and filled the kettle
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