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Top Republican lawmakers
have signaled they are ending
their inquiries into a controver-
sial U.S. military strike on an al-
leged drug smuggling vessel in
the waters off Venezuela.

Sen. Roger Wicker, R-Miss.,
chair of the Senate Armed Ser-
vices Committee, said in a state-
ment Thursday that he had seen
“no evidence of war crimes” in
the Sept. 2 operation that killed
two survivors of an initial U.S.
attack on their boat. He ex-
pressed confidence that the
Trump administration’s mili-
tary campaign around Latin
America, responsible to date for
the deaths of nearly 100 people,
has been conducted “based on
sound legal advice.”

His comments come a day af-
ter Rep. Mike D. Rogers, R-Ala.,
who leads the House Armed
Services Committee, said he
will shutter a parallel inquiry.
Rogers told reporters that he,
too, was “satisfied” that mem-
bers of his panel had been able
to directly question the military
officials who oversaw the Sept.

2 strike, which killed 11 people
in all, and that he had concluded
the operation followed a “lawful
process.”

Wicker’s statement does not
specify that his probe is ending
immediately or whether he
would seek any additional mate-
rials from the Defense Depart-
ment related to the operation.

Democrats, deeply disturbed
by the episode, have urged their
Republican colleagues to ex-
pand the scope of both inquiries.

Sen. Jack Reed of Rhode Is-
land, the Senate Armed Servic-
es Committee’s senior Demo-
crat, said he was “entirely dis-
satisfied” with the administra-
tion’s engagement and called
for a formal investigation into
the Sept. 2 strike, listing out doc-
uments the Pentagon still hadn’t
provided.

Rep. Adam Smith of Wash-
ington, top Democrat on the
House Armed Services Com-
mittee, said through a spokes-
person he wasn’t done looking
into the incident “and the com-
mittees shouldn’t be done ei-
ther.”

Wicker and Rogers launched
the probes soon after a Wash-
ington Post report detailing De-
fense Secretary Pete Hegseth’s
authorization ahead of the first
attack to kill the boat’s crew and
a top military officer’s order of a
second strike that resulted in
the deaths of the two survivors.

Adm. Frank M. Bradley, the
Navy officer who oversaw the
Sept. 2 strike, met privately
Wednesday with members of
the House and Senate Armed
Services Committees, his sec-
ond trip to Capitol Hill to an-
swer questions about his deci-
sion-making that day. Lawmak-
ers watched video of the attack,
and Bradley discussed how he
determined that the survivors
were not “shipwrecked,” or out
of the fight, a status that would
have granted them special pro-
tection under the law of armed
conflict.

In his closed-door meetings
with lawmakers, Bradley has
argued that the survivors were
lawful targets because he could
not rule out that the drugs on
their boat were destroyed in the

initial attack, or that the men
could have radioed for help or
floated to their expected
rendezvous point with another
vessel, The Post reported last
week.

Retired military lawyers
have cast doubt on the rele-
vance of those factors in deter-
mining whether the strike sur-
vivors were “shipwrecked,”
which the law of armed conflict
defines as people who “are in
peril at sea” as a result of mis-
fortune affecting their vessel
“and who refrain from any act
of hostility.” Experts also argue
that analyzing the strikes for
“war crimes” obscures a more
important point about the mili-
tary’s ongoing campaign in La-
tin America: that criminal drug
traffickers aren’t enemy com-
batants, as the Trump adminis-
tration contends.

While speaking with lawmak-
ers this week, Bradley said that
he consulted with the top lawyer
advising him at least twice dur-
ing the September operation,
according to two U.S. officials
familiar with his conversations. 

GOP ending probes into drug boat strike
The Washington Post 

References in U.S. Coast
Guard policy calling hate sym-
bols “potentially divisive” were
removed Thursday, and a U.S.
senator said she was lifting a
hold she had placed on a nomi-
nation for the service’s top job.

Homeland Security Secreta-
ry Kristi Noem, whose agency
oversees the Coast Guard, said
on social media that the latest
changes were made so no one
can “misrepresent” the
branch’s position.

“The pages of superseded

and outdated policy will be com-
pletely removed from the rec-
ord so no press outlet, entity or
elected official may misrepre-
sent the Coast Guard to politic-
ize their policies and lie about
their position on divisive and
hate symbols,” Noem said. 

The move appears to cap off
back-and-forth revisions to
Coast Guard policy on swasti-
kas, nooses and other hate sym-
bols, which has sparked an
uproar. The Department of
Homeland Security has said
there “was never a ‘down-

grade’” in policy language.
Noem’s announcement came

a day after Sen. Jacky Rosen, D-
Nevada, said she was holding up
the nomination of Adm. Kevin
Lunday for Coast Guard com-
mandant because leadership
appeared to have “back-
tracked” on a commitment that
swastikas and nooses are consi-
dered hate symbols and prohib-
ited from display.

Rosen said Thursday on so-
cial media that she was lifting
the hold and looked forward to
working with Lunday to contin-

ue strengthening anti-harass-
ment policy at the Coast Guard. 

“While I continue to have res-
ervations about the process by
which this happened and the
confusion created by leadership
at the Department of Homeland
Security, I am pleased to see
that the policy now directly re-
fers to stronger language
against swastikas and nooses,”
she said.

Noem called the delay of Lun-
day’s nomination a “politicized
holdup,” saying it had gone on
long enough. 

Coast Guard once again tweaks policy on swastikas
Associated Press 
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WASHINGTON — The U.S.
military said Thursday that it
had conducted two more strikes
against boats it said were smug-
gling drugs in the eastern Pacif-
ic Ocean, killing five people.

U.S. Southern Command
posted on social media, “Intelli-
gence confirmed that the ves-
sels were transiting along

known narco-trafficking routes
in the Eastern Pacific and were
engaged in narco-trafficking
operations,” though it did not
provide evidence. 

It posted videos of each boat
speeding through water before
being struck by an explosion.

The military said three peo-
ple in one vessel and two in the
other were killed. 

The attacks brought the total
number of known boat strikes to
28 while at least 104 people have
been killed, according to num-
bers announced by the Trump
administration. 

President Donald Trump has
justified the attacks as a neces-
sary escalation to stem the flow
of drugs into the United States
and asserted the U.S. is engaged

in an “armed conflict” with
drug cartels. 

The administration is facing
increasing scrutiny from law-
makers over the boat strike
campaign. 

The first attack in early Sep-
tember involved a follow-up
strike that killed two survivors
clinging to the wreckage of a
boat after the first hit.

2 strikes on alleged drug boats kill 5 in eastern Pacific
Associated Press 

MOSCOW — President Vla-
dimir Putin emphasized Friday
that Moscow’s troops were ad-
vancing across the battlefield in
Ukraine and voiced confidence
the Kremlin would achieve its
goals militarily if Kyiv doesn’t
agree to Russia’s conditions in
peace talks.

Speaking at his tightly or-
chestrated annual news confe-
rence that lasted about 4½
hours, Putin declared that Rus-
sian forces have “fully seized
strategic initiative” and would
make more gains by year’s end.

In the early days of 2022, Uk-
raine’s forces thwarted an at-
tempt by Russia’s larger, bet-
ter-equipped army, to capture
the capital of Kyiv. But the fight-
ing soon settled into grinding
battles, and Moscow’s troops
have made slow and steady pro-
gress over the years. Putin fre-
quently touts this progress —
even though it’s not the light-
ning advance many expected.

“Our troops are advancing all
across the line of contact, faster
in some areas or slower in some
others, but the enemy is retreat-
ing in all sectors,” Putin said at
the live news conference, which
is combined with a nationwide
call-in show that offers Rus-
sians across the country the op-
portunity to ask questions of
their leader.

Putin, 73, has ruled the coun-

try for 25 years and uses the
event to cement his power and
air his views on domestic and
global affairs during a broad-
cast that mixes criticism of the
West with promises of more so-
cial payments. Although he is
sometimes asked about his per-
sonal life, he gives scant details.

This year, the news confe-
rence took place against the
backdrop of a peace plan in Uk-
raine put forward by President
Donald Trump. Despite the ex-
tensive diplomatic push, Wash-
ington’s efforts have run into
sharply conflicting demands
from Moscow and Kyiv.

While the event has previous-
ly focused heavily on domestic
questions — and has offered Pu-
tin a chance to expound on top-
ics from the price of eggs to wa-
ter cuts — Ukraine dominated it
this year. Since it is highly cho-
reographed, that could reflect
the Kremlin’s desire to assuage
the public after nearly four
years of fighting.

Putin praised Trump’s peace
efforts and reaffirmed that
Moscow was ready for a peace-
ful settlement that would ad-
dress the “root causes” of the
conflict, a reference to the
Kremlin’s tough conditions for a
deal. He said he has agreed to
make “certain compromises”
and “uneasy decisions” at the
Alaska summit with Trump in
August but didn’t elaborate.

Putin: Military goals will be met in Ukraine
Associated Press 

BRUSSELS — European
Union leaders agreed on Fri-
day to provide a massive in-
terest-free loan to Ukraine to
meet its military and econom-
ic needs for the next two
years, but they failed to
bridge differences with Bel-
gium that would have allowed
them to use frozen Russian
assets to raise the funds.

After almost four years of
war, the International Mone-
tary Fund estimates that Uk-
raine will need $161 billion in
2026 and 2027. The govern-
ment in Kyiv is on the verge of
bankruptcy, and desperately
needs the money by spring.

The plan had been to use
some of the $246 billion worth
of Russian assets that are fro-
zen in Europe, mostly in Bel-
gium. 

The leaders worked deep
into Thursday night to reas-
sure Belgium that they would
protect it from any Russian
retaliation if it backed the
“reparations loan” plan, but
as the talks bogged down the
leaders eventually opted to
borrow the money on capital

markets.
“We have a deal. Decision

to provide 90 billion euros
($106 billion) of support to
Ukraine for 2026-27 ap-
proved. We committed, we
delivered,” EU Council Presi-
dent António Costa said in a
post on social media.

Not all countries agreed to
the loan package. Hungary,
Slovakia and the Czech Repu-
blic refuse to support Ukraine
and opposed it, but a deal was
reached in which they did not
block the package and were
promised protection from
any financial fallout.

Hungarian Prime Minister
Viktor Orbán, who is Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s
closest ally in Europe and de-
scribes himself as a peace-
maker, said “I would not like
a European Union in war.”

“To give money means
war,” Orbán said.

French President Emma-
nuel Macron said the deal was
a major advance, saying that
borrowing on capital markets
“was the most realistic and
practical way” to fund Uk-
raine and its war efforts.

European leaders agree
on huge loan to Ukraine 

Associated Press 
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SAN FRANCISCO — TikTok
has signed agreements with
three major investors — Oracle,
Silver Lake and MGX — to form
a new TikTok U.S. joint venture,
ensuring the popular social vid-
eo platform can continue oper-
ating in the United States.

The deal is expected to close
on Jan. 22, according to an inter-
nal memo. In the communica-
tion, CEO Shou Zi Chew con-
firmed to employees that Byte-
Dance and TikTok signed the
binding agreements with the
consortium.

“With these agreements in
place, our focus must stay
where it’s always been—firmly
on delivering for our users, cre-
ators, businesses and the global
TikTok community,” Chew
wrote in the memo to em-
ployees. 

Half of the new TikTok U.S.
joint venture will be owned by a
group of investors — among
them Oracle, Silver Lake and
the Emirati investment firm
MGX, who will each hold a 15%
share. A total of 19.9% of the new
app will be held by ByteDance
itself, and another 30.1% will be
held by affiliates of existing By-
teDance investors, according to
the memo. The memo did not
say who the other investors are
and both TikTok and the White
House declined to comment. 

The U.S. venture will have a
new, seven-member majority-
American board of directors,
the memo said. It will also be
subject to terms that “protect
Americans’ data and U.S. na-
tional security.” 

U.S. user data will be stored
locally in a system run by Ora-
cle. 

TikTok’s algorithm — the se-
cret sauce that powers its addic-
tive video feed — will be re-
trained on U.S. user data to “en-
sure the content feed is free
from outside manipulation,” the
memo said. 

TikTok inks
deal to form
new US unit 

Associated Press 

A frantic search for the sus-
pect in last weekend’s mass
shooting at Brown University
ended at a New Hampshire stor-
age facility where authorities
discovered the man dead inside
and then revealed he also was
suspected of killing a Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology
professor. 

Claudio Neves Valente, 48, a
former Brown student and Por-
tuguese national, was found
dead Thursday night from a
self-inflicted gunshot wound,
said Col. Oscar Perez, the Provi-
dence police chief. 

Investigators believe he is re-
sponsible for fatally shooting
two students and wounding nine
other people in a Brown lecture
hall last Saturday, then killing
MIT professor Nuno F.G. Lou-
reiro two days later at his home
in the Boston suburbs, nearly 50
miles from Providence. Perez
said as far as investigators
know, Neves Valente acted
alone.

Brown University President
Christina Paxson said Neves
Valente was enrolled there as a
graduate student studying
physics from the fall of 2000 to
the spring of 2001. 

“He has no current affiliation
with the university,” she said.

Neves Valente and Loureiro
previously attended the same
academic program at a univer-
sity in Portugal between 1995
and 2000, U.S. attorney for Mas-
sachusetts Leah B. Foley said.
Loureiro graduated from the
physics program at Instituto Su-
perior Técnico, Portugal’s pre-
mier engineering school, in
2000, according to his MIT fac-
ulty page. The same year, Neves
Valente was let go from a posi-
tion at the Lisbon university, ac-
cording to an archive of a termi-
nation notice from the school’s
president in February 2000.

Neves Valente had come to
Brown on a student visa. He
eventually obtained legal per-
manent residence status in Sep-
tember 2017, Foley said. 

After officials revealed the
suspect’s identity, President
Donald Trump suspended the
green card lottery program that
allowed Neves Valente to stay in
the United States.

There are still “a lot of un-
knowns” in regard to motive,
Rhode Island Attorney General
Peter Neronha said. “We don’t
know why now, why Brown,
why these students and why this

classroom,” he said.
Police credited a person who

had several encounters with
Neves Valente for providing a
crucial tip that led authorities to
him.

After police shared security
video of a person of interest, the
witness — known only as
“John” in a Providence police
affidavit — recognized him and
posted his suspicions on the so-
cial media forum Reddit. Reddit
users urged him to tell the FBI,
and John said he did.

John said he had encountered
Neves Valente hours earlier in
the bathroom of the engineering
building where the shooting oc-
curred and noticed he was
wearing inappropriate clothing
for the weather, according to
the affidavit. He again bumped
into Neves Valente a couple
blocks away and saw him sud-
denly turn away from a Nissan
sedan when he saw John.

His tip pointed investigators
to a Nissan Sentra with Florida
plates. That enabled Providen-
ce police to tap into a network of
more than 70 street cameras op-
erated around the city by sur-
veillance company Flock Safe-
ty. Those cameras track license
plates and other vehicle details.

Suspect in Brown shootings,
MIT prof’s death found dead

Associated Press 

MILWAUKEE — A jury
found a Wisconsin judge ac-
cused of helping a Mexican im-
migrant dodge federal author-
ities guilty of obstruction Thurs-
day, marking a victory for Pres-
ident Donald Trump as he
continues his sweeping immi-
gration crackdown across the
country.

Federal prosecutors charged

Milwaukee County Circuit
Judge Hannah Dugan with ob-
struction, a felony, and conceal-
ing an individual to prevent ar-
rest, a misdemeanor, in April.
The jury acquitted her on the
concealment count, but she still
faces up to five years in prison
on the obstruction count.

The jury returned the ver-
dicts after deliberating for six
hours. Dugan faces up to five

years in prison when she’s sen-
tenced, but no date had been set
as of late Thursday evening.

The case inflamed tensions
over Trump’s immigration
crackdown, with his adminis-
tration branding Dugan an ac-
tivist judge and Democrats
countering that the administra-
tion was trying to make an ex-
ample of Dugan to blunt judicial
opposition to the operation.

Judge found guilty of obstruction for
helping immigrant evade federal agents

Associated Press 
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PHOENIX — A simmering
battle over the future of Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s political
movement exploded on one of
the right’s biggest stages Thurs-
day, as prominent conservative
influencers used Turning Point
USA’s annual youth conference
to attack each other and their
competing visions. 

The feuding threatened to
eclipse efforts to memorialize
Charlie Kirk, the organization’s
charismatic founder who was
assassinated in September,
even as participants insisted
they were honoring the legacy
of a unifying figure within the
Republican Party. 

First up was Ben Shapiro,
who described Tucker Carlson
and others as grifters and char-
latans, guilty of misleading their
audiences with falsehoods and
conspiracy theories. Shapiro
sharply criticized Carlson, a for-
mer Fox News host, for inter-
viewing outspoken antisemite
Nick Fuentes on his podcast,
calling it “an act of moral imbe-
cility.”

Barely an hour later, Carlson

took the same stage and mocked
Shapiro’s attempt to “deplat-
form and denounce” people
who disagree with him. 

“I watched it,” he said. “I
laughed.”

The raw bitterness on the
opening night of the four-day
conference reflected deep divi-
sions over the meaning of
“America First” and next steps
for the “Make America Great
Again” movement defined
more by the force of Trump’s
personality than loyalty to a par-
ticular ideological project. 

It could also foreshadow
more schisms within an in-
creasingly fractious Republi-
can Party, something that Erika
Kirk, Charlie Kirk’s widow and
Turning Point’s new leader,
warned about in her opening re-
marks. 

Since the assassination, she
said, “we’ve seen fractures;
we’ve seen bridges being
burned that shouldn’t be burnt.”

Tyler Robinson, the 22-year-
old charged with shooting and
killing Kirk while he spoke at
Utah Valley University in Sep-
tember, appeared in court last

week. Robinson has not entered
a plea. Authorities say he told
his romantic partner that he
killed Kirk because he “had
enough of his hatred.”

The last time Turning Point
held its AmericaFest confe-
rence, weeks after Trump’s
comeback victory, the mood
was ebullient as Republicans
prepared for a new era of total
control in Washington. The or-
ganization is known for highly
produced events that feel more
like rock concerts or mega-
church services than political
rallies, complete with pyrotech-
nics and floor-shaking bass.

Now the party faces challeng-
ing midterm elections, with
Trump constitutionally prohib-
ited from running again and his
more ideologically motivated
acolytes positioning themselves
for after he leaves office. 

Meanwhile, conservatives
have been roiled by conflicts
over antisemitism in its ranks,
which Trump has declined to
mediate.

Shapiro said too many of his
fellow conservatives are failing
their audiences by winking at

conspiratorial claims and
claiming they’re “just asking
questions.”

He also continued his criti-
cism of Carlson for his friendly
interview with Fuentes, whose
followers, known as “groypers,”
see themselves as working to
preserve a white, Christian
identity in America. 

Shapiro said Charlie Kirk
“knew that Nick Fuentes is an
evil troll, and that building him
up is an act of moral imbecility,
and that is precisely what Tuck-
er Carlson did.”

In response, Carlson said
Shapiro’s position would be an-
tithetical to Kirk, who was killed
while debating students on a
college campus. 

“To hear calls for deplatform-
ing and denouncing people at a
Charlie Kirk event, I’m like,
what?” Carlson said. “This is hi-
larious.”

Carlson denied being anti-
semitic, saying it is immoral to
hate people for how they were
born. He then downplayed the
problem of anti-Jewish hate by
claiming it’s less pervasive than
bias against white men. 

Conservatives clash at Turning Point USA 
Associated Press 

WASHINGTON — The
Trump administration will ap-
peal a federal judge’s order re-
versing billions of dollars in
funding cuts to Harvard Uni-
versity, extending a standoff
over the White House’s de-
mands for reforms at the Ivy
League school.

The Justice Department filed
a notice of appeal late Thursday
in a pair of consolidated law-
suits brought by Harvard and
the American Association of
University Professors. 

The case has tested the gov-
ernment’s power to sway the na-
tion’s oldest and wealthiest uni-
versity, which has resisted a

pressure campaign targeting
elite colleges around the coun-
try.

U.S. District Judge Allison
Burroughs ruled in September
that the Trump administration’s
sweeping funding cuts violated
Harvard’s First Amendment
rights. The judge said the gov-
ernment put unconstitutional
conditions on Harvard’s federal
funding and failed to follow fed-
eral procedures allowing the
government to sanction univer-
sities for civil rights violations.

The Trump administration
cut more than $2.6 billion from
Harvard over allegations that it
had been slow to deal with anti-
Jewish bias on campus. 

Administration to appeal
order to undo Harvard cuts 

Associated Press 
FORT COLLINS, Colo. —

Crews were mopping up Thurs-
day and bracing for more after
hurricane-force wind downed
power lines and fanned wild-
fires along the Colorado Front
Range.

Wind that in places topped
100 mph late Wednesday ar-
rived after Xcel Energy protec-
tively cut off power through
much of eastern Colorado. The
goal was to prevent downed
lines from starting fires — and
lines were indeed blown down.

By Thursday afternoon, pow-
er was about 60% restored to the
almost 700 miles of power lines
the utility de-energized. 

Some 37,000 Xcel customers
on the Front Range and into the
Rocky Mountains were still
without power. 

While crews worked to re-
store power to customers al-
ready affected, even longer out-
ages were likely Friday, the
head of Xcel Energy-Colorado
cautioned in a news conference.

In central Denver, the power
was out overnight, furniture
was blown off apartment balco-
nies and the ground was littered
with branches Thursday.

Winds fanned wildfires in
eastern Colorado, burning at
least 14,000 acres in Yuma
County, local emergency man-
agement officials reported.

Strong wind downs power
lines, fans Colorado fires

Associated Press 
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CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Greg
Biffle was picked by NASCAR
as one of its top 75 drivers in his-
tory. He was a Hall of Fame
nominee for the stock car series
and he drove for 18 years at the
top of the sport.

Yet for all the races and the
handful of memorable wins, he
is perhaps best remembered for
his selfless and tireless work
helping others as a helicopter
pilot supplying aid a year ago in
the devastation left behind by
Hurricane Helene.

Biffle loved flying and he was
in the air again Thursday,
aboard a small jet that crashed
at the Statesville airport north of
Charlotte, authorities said. 

He was believed to be among
seven people killed, including
his wife and two children. He
was 55. 

“This tragedy has left all of
our families heartbroken be-
yond words,” said a joint state-
ment released on behalf of the
victims. “Greg and Cristina
were devoted parents and ac-
tive philanthropists whose lives

were centered around their
young son Ryder and Greg’s
daughter Emma. Emma was a
wonderful human being with a
kind soul who was loved by
many people. Ryder was an ac-
tive, curious and infinitely joy-
ful child.”

The statement identified the
others on board as Dennis Dut-
ton, his son, Jack. and Craig
Wadsworth, all “beloved by
many in the NASCAR commun-
ity.” 

“Each of them meant every-
thing to us, and their absence
leaves an immeasurable void in
our lives,” the statement said. 

Biffle won championships in
both the lower-tier national
Truck and Xfinity Series — the
first driver to do so — and spent
almost his entire career driving
for Roush Fenway Racing,
headquartered about 40 miles
south of the crash site.

“I have lost a dear friend and
partner in our NASCAR pro-
gram,” team owner Jack Roush
said on social media. 

“His contributions to our race
team over the years are im-

measurable.”
Anguish swept across the

closely-knit auto racing com-
munity, from drivers to team
owners like Chip Ganassi. 

North Carolina Gov. Josh
Stein singled out Biffle for his
“courage and compassion” and
for helping the hurricane vic-
tims. So did NASCAR.

“Greg was more than a cham-
pion driver, he was a beloved
member of the NASCAR com-
munity, a fierce competitor, and
a friend to so many,” the series
said. “Beyond his racing career,
he gave of himself for the better-
ment of our community. Most
notably, Greg spent countless
hours of his time helping the ci-
tizens of North Carolina during
the disasters that followed Hur-
ricane Helene. His tireless
work saved lives.”

Anative of Vancouver, Wash.,
Biffle made more than 800
starts across NASCAR’s three
series and won the Truck Series
title in 2000 and the Xfinity title
in 2002. 

In all, he won 54 races across
NASCAR’s three national cir-

cuits, including 19 at the top Cup
Series level. 

Biffle finished second in the
championship standings to To-
ny Stewart in 2005, his best sea-
son, and three years later be-
come the first driver to win two
playoff races in a single year.

Biffle made his Cup debut in
2002. He earned his slot with
Roush through its old “Gong
Show” method of picking driv-
ers in which candidates would
go head-to-head trying to earn a
job with one of the top teams in
NASCAR. 

He transitioned into semi-re-
tirement in 2016, but returned in
2022 to run five races, including
the Daytona 500. He was 52 at
the time. 

“I had such tremendous re-
spect for Greg as a driver, and
we shared countless tough bat-
tles on the track,” retired Hall of
Fame driver Jeff Gordon wrote
on social media. 

“Like so many others, I was
inspired by his tireless relief
work during Hurricane Helene.
My heart goes out to the Biffle
family and everyone hurting.”

NASCAR mourns Biffle, killed in jet crash
Associated Press

Two-time AL Cy Young
Award winner Tarik Skubal, of
the Detroit Tigers, has agreed to
pitch for the United States in the
World Baseball Classic, joining
a staff that includes reigning NL
Cy Young winner Paul Skenes
of the Pittsburgh Pirates. 

The U.S. staff for the 2023
tournament did not include any
pitchers who received 2022 Cy
Young votes. Japan won the
championship game 3-2. 

All-Star relievers Mason
Miller of the San Diego Padres
and David Bednar of the New
York Yankees also have been
added to the U.S. roster for this
tournament, to be played from
March 5-17.

They join a pitching staff that
includes Clay Holmes and No-
lan McLean of the New York
Mets, and Joe Ryan of the Min-
nesota Twins.

In addition, pitchers Matthew
Boyd of the Chicago Cubs and

Garrett Whitlock of the Boston
Red Sox said they have been
picked for the roster.

In 2023, each 30-man roster
was required to include at least
14 pitchers, and the U.S. carried
15.

Staff depth is important be-
cause of pitcher restrictions. In
2023, a pitcher was limited to 65
pitches in the first round, 80 in
the quarterfinals and 95 in the
championship round, with the
right to exceed the limit to finish

a plate appearance.
In addition, four rest days

were required after throwing 50
pitches and one day after 30
pitches. No one was allowed to
pitch on three straight days.

U.S. position players include
catchers Cal Raleigh and Will
Smith, infielders Gunnar Hen-
derson, Brice Turang and Bob-
by Witt Jr., outfielders Corbin
Carroll, Pete Crow-Armstrong
and Aaron Judge and designed
hitter Kyle Schwarber.

Skubal joins Skenes on US pitching staff for WBC
Associated Press
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SEATTLE — Mike Macdo-
nald was in no mood to play for a
tie, and the Los Angeles Rams’
defense had no interest in let-
ting Sam Darnold connect with
any of his top receiving options. 

After Darnold hit Jaxon
Smith-Njigba for a touchdown
in overtime, Macdonald en-
trusted his quarterback to win it
for Seattle.

Darnold did just that, hitting a
wide-open Eric Saubert for the
2-point conversion, and the Sea-
hawks overcame a 16-point
fourth-quarter deficit to stun
the Rams 38-37 on Thursday
night for a one-game lead in the
NFC West.

“It was something we talked
about throughout the season
and particularly for this game
because of the playoff situa-
tion,” Macdonald said. “You
know, you play for the tie and
lock up a playoff seat, but I just
felt great about our play and I
trusted our guys.”

The Seahawks became the
first NFL team to win on an
overtime 2-point conversion.
They attempted two other 2-
point conversions and convert-
ed both, none more improbable
than the one that tied it at 30 in
the fourth quarter. 

Darnold’s deflected pass in-
tended for Zach Charbonnet
was initially ruled incomplete,
but after a replay review was
determined to be a backward
pass. Charbonnet, who had ca-
sually picked up the loose ball in
the end zone, was credited with
the points.

“I’m glad Charbs picked it
up,” Darnold said, “and that ob-
viously was a game-changing
play.”

So, too, was Rashid Shaheed
returning a punt 58 yards for a
touchdown with 8:03 remaining
in the fourth, which was fol-
lowed by Darnold connecting
with Cooper Kupp for the 2-
point conversion.

“It just takes one play,” Kupp
said. “... It’s that one punt, Rash-
id takes it to the house and we’re

in a situation where you can
convert a 2-point conversion,
and suddenly it’s a one-score
game. And those little momen-
tum shifts, the energy in the sta-
dium has changed.” 

After a three-and-out by the
Rams, Darnold found tight end
AJ Barner for a 26-yard TD, and
Charbonnet tied it on the quirky
2-point play.

The Rams got the ball first in
overtime and Matthew Stafford
connected with Puka Nacua,
who cruised untouched into the
end zone for a 41-yard touch-
down to make it 37-30. Nacua
finished with 12 catches for 225
yards and two TDs, and Stafford
had 457 yards passing — the
third-most of his career — and
three scores as the Rams’ of-
fense totaled 581 yards without
a turnover.

Nonetheless, the Seahawks
came up with some big stops in
the fourth quarter. The Rams
had four punts and a missed
field goal on their final five pos-
sessions of regulation.

Seattle (12-3) clinched a
playoff spot and moved into po-
sition for the top seed in the
NFC, while LA (11-4) faces a
road playoff opener if it can’t
overtake the Seahawks.

Darnold, who threw four in-
terceptions against the Rams in
a 21-19 loss on Nov. 16, had two
in this one, including by 297-
pound defensive end Kobie Tur-
ner. But he made clutch throws
in the fourth quarter and OT,
finishing with 270 yards passing
and two TDs.

Double trouble 
Smith-Njigba and Nacua en-

tered the evening as the NFL’s
leading and second-leading re-
ceivers in total yardage. By the
end of the night, Nacua had the
NFL’s receptions lead with 114.

Smith-Njigba, meanwhile, in-
creased his total yards receiv-
ing to 1,637 in 15 games. He also
set the Seahawks’ single-season
franchise record with his 101st
catch of the season. Smith-Njig-
ba pushed the total to 104.

Seahawks stun Rams for NFC West lead
Associated Press

SEATTLE — Los Angeles
Rams receiver Puka Nacua’s
tumultuous Thursday started
with an apology, and ended
with more controversial re-
marks.

In between, he had a ca-
reer-best performance.

Nacua apologized Thurs-
day for performing a gesture
that plays upon antisemitic
tropes on an internet live-
stream, then stayed in the
spotlight Tuesday night as he
caught 12 passes for 225
yards and two touchdowns in
the Rams’ 38-37 overtime
loss to the Seattle Seahawks.

After the game, he ex-
pressed frustration on social
media with a post that refer-
enced referees before re-
moving it.

“It’s just a lack of aware-
ness and just some frustra-
tion,” Nacua said about the
postgame post. “I know there
are moments when I feel,
man, you watch other games
and you see the calls some
guys get, and you wish you
could get some of those — but
that’s just how football is
played.”

Earlier Thursday, Nacua
posted his apology in an In-
stagram post.

“I had no idea this act was
antisemitic in nature and
perpetuated harmful stereo-
types against Jewish people,”
he said. 

“I deeply apologize to
anyone who was offended by
my actions as I do not stand
for any form of racism, bigot-
ry or hate of another group of
people.”

Nacua appeared on a lives-
tream earlier in the week
hosted by internet personali-
ty Adin Ross, who suggested
that Nacua perform the ges-

ture as a touchdown celebra-
tion. The football player said
he would and demonstrated
how it would look.

Nacua’s comments on the
livestream and after the
game overshadowed his per-
formance in postgame dis-
cussion, but Rams coach
Sean McVay dismissed the
idea it was a distraction.

“It wasn’t a distraction at
all,” McVay said. “Did you
think his play showed he was
distracted? I didn’t think so
either. He went off today.”

In addition to setting a ca-
reer high for receiving yards,
Nacua reached 4,000 yards in
career receiving in 42 games,
tying him with Odell Beck-
ham Jr. and Justin Jefferson
for the fastest. 

California congressman
Eric Swalwell was among
those who criticized Nacua,
saying it was especially in-
sensitive in light of the attack
in Sydney, Australia, that
killed 15 people at a Hanuk-
kah celebration.

“The Los Angeles Jewish
community is on edge after
the Bondi Beach massacre,”
Swallwell wrote on X. “He
promises an antisemitic
touchdown dance for his
Thursday night game. He
should apologize or be
dropped.”

The NFL issued a state-
ment condemning “all forms
of discrimination and derog-
atory behavior directed to-
wards any group or individu-
al.”

“The continuing rise of
antisemitism must be ad-
dressed across the world, and
the NFL will continue to
stand with our partners in
this fight,” the league said.
“Hatred has no place in our
sport or society.”

Los Angeles wide receiver Nacua 
apologizes for antisemitic gesture

Associated Press
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SALT LAKE CITY — Luka Doncic had 45
points, 14 assists and 11 rebounds in his fifth
triple-double of the season as the Los An-
geles Lakers used a big fourth quarter to
beat the Utah Jazz 143-135 on Thursday
night.

LeBron James had 28 points and 10 as-
sists for the Lakers, who outscored the Jazz
41-29 in the final quarter.

Los Angeles was up by 12 in the fourth,
but the Jazz cut it to 134-130 before Doncic
found Jaxson Hayes for his final assist and
the cushion the Lakers needed to clinch the
victory.

The Jazz played without leading scorer
Lauri Markkanen (groin), while the Lakers
were without starters Deandre Ayton (el-
bow) and Austin Reaves (calf).

Keyonte George scored 33 points, his
third straight game with more than 30. Roo-
kie Ace Bailey added 19 for Utah, which
hasn’t won three straight games all season.

The Lakers won for the third time in four
games. 

Raptors 111, Bucks 105: Brandon In-
gram scored 29 points and Scottie Barnes
added 24 as visiting Toronto beat slumping
Milwaukee, which has lost 12 of its past 15.

The Raptors have back-to-back road vic-
tories to bounce back from a four-game
skid. They won 106-96 at Miami on Monday
night.

Milwaukee played a fifth consecutive
game without Giannis Antetokounmpo, as
the two-time MVP recovers from a right
calf strain. 

Bobby Portis scored 24 points, Kevin Por-
ter Jr. 22 and Myles Turner 21 for Milwau-
kee. Porter also had 13 assists and seven
turnovers, while Portis had 12 rebounds.

Hornets 133, Hawks 126: LaMelo Ball
hit seven first-half 3-pointers in his return
from a right ankle injury, and host Charlotte
had 18 in the opening 24 minutes to match
the NBA and franchise records in a victory
over Atlanta.

After missing three games, Ball was 7 of 9
from 3-point range in the first half. He fin-
ished 8 of 11 on 3s and had 28 points and 13
assists in just over 29 minutes. Charlotte al-
so made 18 3s in a half on March 14 at San
Antonio. Six teams have done it once.

The Hornets spoiled Atlanta star guard
Trae Young’s return from a knee injury.
Young had eight points and 10 assists in 20
minutes. He sprained the MCL in his right
knee in a game at Brooklyn on Oct. 29.

Jalen Johnson just missed a triple-double

for Atlanta, finishing with 43 points, 11 re-
bounds and nine assists.

Knicks 114, Pacers 113: Jalen Brunson
made a go-ahead 3-pointer with 4.4 seconds
left and scored 25 points, OG Anunoby stole
the ensuing inbounds pass and New York
rallied for a victory at Indiana.

Brunson also had seven rebounds and
seven assists as the Knicks extended their
winning streak to seven games. 

Andrew Nembhard finished with 31
points on 12-of-19 shooting for the Pacers.
The defending Eastern Conference cham-
pions lost their third straight since coach
Rick Carlisle won his 999th game. He needs
one more to become the 11th member of the
exclusive 1,000-win club.

Heat 106, Nets 95: Norman Powell
scored 24 points, Kel’el Ware had 22 points,
12 rebounds and four blocks, and Miami
snapped a five-game losing streak with a
win at Brooklyn.

Jaime Jaquez Jr. added 19 points and
Bam Adebayo had 17 rebounds despite bat-
tling foul trouble as the Heat won for just the
second time in December. 

Michael Porter Jr. scored 28 points for
the Nets.

Thunder 112, Clippers 101: Shai Gilge-
ous-Alexander scored 32 points before rest-
ing in the fourth quarter, and Oklahoma
City bounced back from a rare loss to beat
visiting Los Angeles.

The Thunder lost to the San Antonio
Spurs last Saturday for just their second de-
feat of the season, ending their team-record,
16-game win streak. They recovered on
Thursday after some much-needed rest and
improved to 25-2 overall and 13-0 at home.

James Harden, who leads the Clippers
with 26 points per game, sat out with a
bruised left calf. 

Kawhi Leonard scored 22 points and
John Collins added 20 for the Clippers.

Spurs 119, Wizards 94: Rookie Dylan
Harper had a season-high 24 points as host
San Antonio led for all but 22 seconds in de-
feating Washington to rebound from a dis-
appointing loss in the NBA Cup final.

The New York Knicks rallied from an 11-
point deficit in the final quarter to beat San
Antonio on Tuesday night in Las Vegas to
capture the NBA Cup.

Alex Sarr had 18 points for the Wizards,
and Bub Carrington added 17.

Pelicans 133, Rockets 128 (OT): Saddiq
Bey scored 21 of his season-high 29 points
after halftime, and New Orleans overcame
a 25-point third-quarter deficit to beat vis-

iting Houston in overtime.
The 25-point comeback tied a franchise

high and was the largest second-half come-
back in franchise history, which dates back
to the 2002-03 season.

Kevin Durant scored 32 points and Alpe-
ren Sengun had 28 for Houston, but Sengun
was unable to get off a shot for the win after
dribbling into the paint in the final seconds
of regulation.

Nuggets 126, Magic 115: Nikola Jokic
had 23 points, 13 assists and 11 rebounds to
become the career assists leader among
centers, and streaking Denver beat visiting
Orlando.

Jokic, who has 13 triple-doubles this sea-
son, entered Thursday six assists behind
Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, who had 5,660. Jok-
ic passed him with 6:26 left in the first half
when he fed Jalen Pickett for a 3-pointer.

Orlando’s Paolo Banchero had 26 points,
16 rebounds and 10 assists for his third ca-
reer triple-double.

Mavericks 116, Pistons 114 (OT): Coop-
er Flagg had 23 points and 10 rebounds, An-
thony Davis added 15 points and Dallas beat
visiting Detroit in overtime after blowing an
18-point third-quarter lead.

Flagg, who turns 19 on Sunday, is averag-
ing 25.4 points over his past eight games.
Dallas has won six of its past eight.

Cade Cunningham had 29 points, 10 re-
bounds and 10 assists for his third triple-
double this season for the Pistons.

Suns 99, Warriors 98: Jordan Goodwin
made the go-ahead free throw with 0.4 sec-
onds left, Devin Booker scored 23 of his 25
points in the second half and host Phoenix
escaped with a victory over Golden State.

Stephen Curry hit two free throws to tie it
at 98 with 21.7 seconds left, setting up the
Suns’ final possession. Dillon Brooks
missed badly on a 3-pointer, but Goodwin
was there for the rebound and got fouled on
the putback attempt.

Goodwin missed the first free throw, but
made the second. Brooks had 24 points, and
Collin Gillespie added 16.

Trail Blazers 134, Kings 133 (OT): Deni
Avdija made two free throws with 1.5 sec-
onds left in overtime for the last of his 35
points, and host Portland outlasted Sacra-
mento to open a home-and-home set.

DeMar DeRozan led Sacramento with 33
points, with 22 coming in the fourth quarter
and overtime. 

Shaedon Sharpe added 26 points for Port-
land. Jerami Grant scored 20 points, Dono-
van Clingan 19 and Toumani Camara 17.

Doncic lifts LA with 45, triple-double
Associated Press
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BOSTON — Connor McDavid scored on a
short-handed breakaway and set up Ryan
Nugent-Hopkins’ power-play score, help-
ing the Edmonton Oilers beat the Boston
Bruins 3-1 on Thursday night.

Former Boston University player Quinn
Hutson added his first NHL goal as the Oil-
ers won for the sixth time in eight games.

Edmonton goalie Tristan Jarry left with
an apparent injury with 3:52 left in the sec-
ond period after he slid quickly from his left
to right trying to make a save. He stopped 12
shots in 13 chances, and Calvin Pickard
made 12 saves in relief.

Pavel Zacha had a power-play score for
Boston, which had won five of its last six.
Jeremy Swayman made 22 saves.

Hutson scored off a rebound of Max
Jones’ shot, pushing Edmonton ahead 2-1
with 5:22 left in the second period after
Swayman made a glove stop but couldn’t
handle the puck.

McDavid collected a pass from Nugent-
Hopkins, skated down the middle, shifted to
his backhand and tucked the puck inside the
right post, making it 3-1 just under two min-
utes into the third.

Capitals 4, Maple Leafs 0: Logan
Thompson earned his second shutout of the
season, Jakob Chychrun scored twice and
Washington beat visiting Toronto.

The Capitals lost at Winnipeg and Minne-
sota by a combined 10-1, but Aliaksei Protas
and Chychrun scored in the first period
against Toronto. Thompson made the early
lead stand up, finishing with 22 saves for his
eighth career shutout.

Chychrun made it 3-0 with a third-period
goal, his 14th of the season, which tied him
with Alex Ovechkin for second on the team
behind Tom Wilson’s 17. Chychrun nearly
completed the hat trick, hitting the post with
about 3½ minutes to play.

Canadiens 4, Blackhawks 1: Zachary
Bolduc scored twice and Lane Hutson had
three assists as host Montreal beat Chicago.

Noah Dobson also scored for Montreal,
Nick Suzuki had an empty-net goal and an
assist, and Jakub Dobes stopped 14 shots.

Frank Nazar scored for Chicago in the
team’s second game without injured star
Connor Bedard. Spencer Knight made 32
saves as the Blackhawks lost their fourth
straight.

Wild 5, Blue Jackets 2: Kirill Kaprizov
and Matt Boldy each had a goal and two as-
sists, and visiting Minnesota beat Columbus
for its sixth straight win.

Joel Eriksson Ek had a goal and an assist,
and Ryan Hartman and Vladimir Tarasen-
ko also scored for Minnesota. Yakov Trenin
had two assists and Jesper Wallstedt
stopped 27 shots.

Zach Werenski scored twice for Colum-
bus, and Jet Greaves finished with 23 saves.
The Blue Jackets have lost six of their past
seven (1-5-1).

The Wild have allowed nine goals during
their win streak, giving up no more than two
goals in any game with one shutout.

Eriksson Ek put the Wild ahead 3-2 with
8:10 remaining, jamming at the puck on the
left side after Greaves stopped his initial at-
tempt.

Kaprizov had an empty-netter with 1:52
left for his 22nd goal of the season, and Bol-
dy added one 38 seconds later.

Kings 2, Lightning 1: Adrian Kempe
scored twice in the second period as Los An-
geles won at Tampa Bay.

Anton Forsberg stopped 31 shots to help
the Kings snap a four-game skid (0-2-2) and
get just their third win in nine games.

Oliver Bjorkstrand scored for the Light-
ning and Andrei Vasilevskiy finished with
18 saves. Tampa Bay has lost three straight
(0-2-1) and seven of its last nine (2-6-1).

The Lightning outshot the Kings 13-3 in
the third period, but couldn’t get the tying
goal past Forsberg.

Senators 4, Penguins 0: Linus Ullmark
made 24 saves for his first shutout of the
season, Brady Tkachuk scored twice and
Ottawa beat visiting Pittsburgh to extend its
losing streak to seven.

David Perron and Claude Giroux also
scored, with Perron reaching 800 career
points.

Arturs Silovs made 22 saves for Pitts-
burgh. The Penguins are 0-3-4 on the seven-
game streak. They last won on Dec. 4.

Early in the second period, Perron redi-
rected Jordan Spence’s shot from the goal
line for a 2-0 lead. Just over three minutes
later, Giroux took a pass in front, spun and
beat Silovs.

Ottawa opened the scoring on the power
play with Tim Stutzle finding Drake Bather-
son down low for a backdoor feed to Tka-
chuk at the side of the net. Tkachuk also
scored in the third.

Sabres 5, Flyers 3: Tage Thompson and
Noah Ostlund scored 2:36 apart in the clos-
ing minutes of the second period, and Buffa-
lo beat visiting Philadelphia for its fourth
straight victory.

Josh Norris, Jack Quinn and Ryan McLe-

od also scored for the Sabres in their first
game since Jarmo Kekalainen took over as
general manager on Monday. In replacing
Kevyn Adams, Kekalainen placed an em-
phasis on players showing character and
the team consistency — two qualities lack-
ing during the franchise’s NHL-record 14-
year playoff drought.

Alex Lyon made 24 saves in accounting
for all four wins during Buffalo’s season-
best run.

Travis Konecny, Cam York and Noah
Cates scored for the Flyers, who lost in reg-
ulation for the first time in six outings (2-
1-3). Samuel Ersson stopped 23 shots.

Rangers 2, Blues 1 (OT): J.T. Miller
scored 2:21 into overtime and New York
won at St. Louis.

Rookie Gabe Perrault scored his first
NHL goal for the Rangers, and Igor Shes-
terkin had 26 saves. New York had lost two
straight and five of six (1-3-2).

Jonatan Berggren, claimed off waivers
from Detroit earlier this week, scored for St.
Louis, which has lost four of six. (2-3-1). Jor-
dan Binnington finished with 28 saves.

Miller was open in the slot and delivered
the decisive goal as New York snapped a
five-game losing streak in St. Louis.

Shesterkin ended a 12-game stretch in
which he had allowed multiple goals in each
game. His last game allowing only one goal
came Nov. 15 in a shootout victory against
Columbus.

Flames 4, Kraken 2: Mikael Backlund
had two goals, and Calgary scored three
times in the third period to beat visiting
Seattle.

Matt Coronato and Nazem Kadri also
scored for the Flames, and Rasmus Anders-
son had three assists. Dustin Wolf had 21
saves to help Calgary improve to 6-1-1 in
their last eight home games.

Chandler Stephenson and Kaapo Kakko
scored for the Kraken, who have lost seven
of eight (1-7-0) in December. Joey Daccord
stopped 42 shots.

Stars 5, Sharks 3: Wyatt Johnston
scored twice as Dallas won at San Jose.

Roope Hintz had a goal and an assist, and
Justin Hryckowian and Jamie Benn also
scored for Dallas. Esa Lindell and Mikko
Rantanen each had two assists, and Jake
Oettinger stopped 30 shots.

Colin Graf had two goals, and Shakir
Mukhamadullin also scored for the Sharks,
who snapped a three-game win streak.
Macklin Celebrini had two assists and Alex
Nedeljkovic finished with 25 saves.

McDavid leads Edmonton past Boston
Associated Press
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