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NOWA DEBA, Poland — U.S. soldiers are
training alongside Polish and Romanian
forces on a counter-drone system rushed to
NATO’s eastern flank after a recent spate of
unmanned aerial incursions across Europe.

U.S. and NATO officials, drawing lessons
from the war in Ukraine, have long argued
that the alliance needs cheaper ways to coun-
ter drones, since firing traditional air-de-
fense systems at them is too expensive and
often impractical. That urgency grew after
about 20 unmanned aircraft crossed into
Polish airspace in September, followed days
later by an incursion into Romania.

NATO blamed Russia for those violations,
which proved to be the final push for Poland
and Romania to purchase the U.S.-made Me-
rops counter-drone system. The system has
been battle-tested in Ukraine, where local
forces have used it to shoot down Russian-
made Shahed drones and other incoming
threats, according to U.S. military officials.

Poland and Romania received their first
Merops systems this month, and training
alongside U.S. soldiers began here at one of
Poland’s largest military training areas a lit-
tle over a week ago.

“It’s very lethal, very effective, but the key
piece here is that it’s cost effective,” said
Brig. Gen. Curtis King, head of the 10th Ar-
my Air and Missile Defense Command.

During a demonstration Tuesday, the Me-
rops system sat in the back of a midsize pick-
up truck. Once launched, its interceptor shot
through the air at speeds officials said ex-
ceeded 150 mph, identifying drones and
passing within feet of them in flight.

Officials said that in a real-life scenario,
the interceptor would carry explosives and
detonate to destroy its target. Each intercep-
tor costs about $15,000, and the system over-
all is roughly one-tenth the price of the
Shahed drones Moscow builds and employs,
they said.

That matters because, until now, respon-
ding to incursions often meant scrambling
NATO fighter jets, which cost tens of thou-
sands of dollars per flight. And in a conflict
like the one playing out in Ukraine, large
numbers of interceptors would be needed to
counter repeated drone swarms.

Another advantage of Merops, made by
the company Project Eagle, is its ability to
use artificial intelligence to navigate even
when satellite and electronic communica-
tions are jammed, according to the company.

“This is one of many capabilities that NA-
TO nations are going to have to look to em-
ploy to defeat the drones,” King said, adding
that the war in Ukraine shows how quickly
modern warfare evolves and how weapons
development must keep pace.

U.S. Army Europe and Africa says Merops
is the first system fielded since the an-
nouncement of the Eastern Flank Deter-
rence Line, a concept unveiled earlier this
year by commander Gen. Christopher Do-
nahue. The plan envisions a mix of manned
and robotic forces linked by a shared data
network to repel any attack on NATO territo-
ry.

Under the concept, low-cost, easily re-
placeable hardware and software feed live
targeting data to front-line robotic plat-
forms, which can strike enemy drones and
ground forces while absorbing the first wave
of an assault. The goal is to deter an attack or
blunt one long enough for NATO’s manned
units to regain the initiative and launch a
counteroffensive.

Army officials say the approach is meant
to be scalable and repeatable across the east-
ern flank, using rapidly deployable technol-
ogies that can overwhelm an adversary and
deny key terrain.

NATO allies turn to low-budget lethality
BY PHILLIP WALTER WELLMAN
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WASHINGTON — The num-
ber of major accidents involving
military aircraft spiked in 2024,
internal Pentagon figures show,
and a series of high-profile avia-
tion mishaps with deaths and the
loss of aircraft in 2025 suggest
the disturbing trend may be con-
tinuing.

Across the military, the rate of
severe accidents per 100,000
flight hours rose 55% in the 2024
budget year compared with four
years earlier. The Marine Corps
saw the highest increase, nearly
tripling its rate over the same pe-
riod.

The data, which was released
by the Defense Department to

Congress and provided exclu-
sively to The Associated Press,
tracks Class A mishaps — the
most serious accidents, which
result in death or a permanent
full disability.

An aviation expert noted that
broader worsening trends are
unlikely the result of a single fac-
tor but rather a reflection of mul-
tiple smaller issues that accumu-
late to create an unsafe culture.
These issues include increased
operational demands, riskier air-
craft like the V-22 Osprey and in-
terruptions like the COVID-19
pandemic, which led to a signifi-
cant curtailing of flying time
across the military.

But the rising number of seri-

ous accidents has some in Con-
gress looking for answers.

The data was released to Sen.
Elizabeth Warren, a Massachu-
setts Democrat, in January after
her office asked for the figures
after a spate of deadly mishaps
involving the V-22 Osprey tilt-ro-
tor aircraft. Warren’s office pro-
vided the data to the AP, which
reviewed it independently.

The statistics cover the full
budget years 2020-23 and then
the first 10 months of the 2024
budget year, through July 31. In
those 10 months of last year, 25
service members and Defense
Department civilian employees
were killed and 14 aircraft were
destroyed.

The Osprey, which flies like a
plane but converts to land like a
helicopter, has been among the
most dangerous aircraft, as the
AP has reported extensively.

In addition, the new Defense
Department data shows the
Apache helicopter had about 4.5
times the rate of the most serious
Class A accidents during the
2024 budget year compared with
four years earlier. The C-130
transport plane, a workhorse of
the military, nearly doubled its
rate over the same period, even
as it reported safer years in be-
tween.

The Pentagon, when asked
about these trends, did not im-
mediately respond.

US military sees spike in aircraft accidents in 2024
Associated Press
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STUTTGART, Germany —
The U.S. Army’s top two leaders
will arrive in Ukraine this week
for unannounced high-level
talks expected to focus on boost-
ing efforts to negotiate an end to
the country’s war with Russia.

President Donald Trump dis-
patched Army Secretary Dan
Driscoll and Army Chief of Staff
Gen. Randy George to Ukraine,
where discussions on hastening
an end to the 3-year-old conflict
were expected to get underway
Wednesday, The Wall Street
Journal and Politico reported. 

The top Army leaders also
were expected to discuss how to
move forward with a potential
deal on exchanging drone tech-
nology with Ukraine, which has
become an innovator of such
weapons systems during the
war, the news organizations re-
ported Tuesday, citing uniden-
tified U.S. officials. 

The meeting in Kyiv comes at
a critical time for Ukraine,
which has faced an onslaught of
Russian drone and aerial bom-
bardment attacks in recent
weeks. 

Ukraine also has been scram-
bling to deal with a growing
manpower crisis as more mili-
tary-aged men flee to the West
to avoid fighting. 

“We have huge problems with
soldiers, with human resourc-
es,” Kyiv Mayor Vitali
Klitschkotold Politico last week.

Although Trump has called
for an end to the war, there has
been little indication that Rus-
sia is prepared to end the con-

flict. However, the administra-
tion has quietly been negotiat-
ing with Moscow, Washington-
based news organization Axios
reported Tuesday. 

A 28-point peace plan is being
drafted, Axios said, citing U.S.
and Russian officials. The pro-
posal is said to involve security
guarantees for Ukraine, but it’s
unclear how territorial control
of eastern Ukraine would be
handled. 

The U.S. has begun briefing
Ukrainian and European offi-
cials about the concept, the re-
port said.

Separately, there are other
signs of cooperation between
the U.S. and Ukraine. 

On Tuesday, the State De-
partment cleared a potential
sale of Patriot air defense sys-
tem sustainment gear to Uk-
raine for an estimated $105 mil-
lion. 

Ukraine has requested the
equipment, which includes up-
graded launchers, to strengthen
its ability to defend against Rus-
sian attacks.

The U.S. is also poised to bol-
ster gas supplies to Ukraine,
which has faced repeated at-
tacks on its energy infrastruc-
ture. 

The American Embassy in
Vilnius, Lithuania, said Tues-
day that a shipment of liquefied
natural gas from the U.S. had ar-
rived this week in the country,
where it will be processed for
onward movement.

“This will mark the first Uk-
raine-bound shipment of natu-
ral gas to come through Lithua-
nia,” the embassy said. 

Trump sending
DOD officials to
Ukraine for talks

BY JOHN VANDIVER
Stars and Stripes 

Sticking with the theme of
this year’s Army-Navy game —
Dec. 13 in Baltimore — the Mid-
shipmen on Tuesday revealed
their uniforms that pay tribute
to 250 years of service. 

“The goal of this year’s uni-
form was to tell a compelling
story that seamlessly combines
the history of the U.S. Navy, the
(service’s original) six frigates
and the United States Naval
Academy,” Navy athletics said
in a statement.

The Navy last month cele-
brated its 250th birthday, which
traces its founding to an Oct. 13,
1775, resolution by the Second
Continental Congress that “a
swift sailing vessel to carry ten
carriage guns” be established
and dispatched to protect colo-
nists’ ships from British forces
in the early days of the Revolu-
tionary War.

The washed navy uniform
color ties to the original uni-
forms issued by the Naval Com-
mittee to sailors at the time. The
Navy woodwork and number
font on the jersey are inspired
by the typography found
throughout the “Act to Provide
Naval Armament” document,
according to the Navy athletics
announcement. The 1794 docu-
ment authorized the construc-
tion of the original six frigates
and marked a significant step in
the development of the United
States Navy and its transition to-
ward becoming a maritime
power.

Embedded into the sleeves
and collar of the jersey are six
ropes, representing the original
six frigates and mimicking the
ornate detailing found through-
out the USS Constitution’s bow.
Within these ropes, there are
250 knots to honor the 250th an-
niversary of the Navy.

Navy also honors 250 years
with Army-Navy uniforms

BY MATTHEW ADAMS
Stars and Stripes 

NAPLES, Italy — A hard-
charging fighter pilot who led
the Navy in the Middle East took
the helm of the service’s top job
in Europe and Africa this week
from a submariner credited
with helping to reshape the way
the U.S. military fights wars. 

Adm. George Wikoff took
command of U.S. Naval Forces
Europe-Africa and Joint Force
Command Naples from Adm.
Stuart Munsch on Wednesday
during a ceremony at the NATO
installation in Naples. 

Wikoff most recently led U.S.
Naval Forces Central Com-
mand/U.S. 5th Fleet, coming in-
to the role in February 2024 as
tensions soared in the Middle

East and Navy forces in the Red
Sea came under fire from Ira-
nian-back Houthi militants in
Yemen. 

Gen. Alexus Grynkewich, the
head of U.S. European Com-
mand and NATO Supreme Al-
lied Commander Europe, and
Gen. Dagvin Anderson, com-
mander of U.S. Africa Com-
mand, presided over Wednes-
day’s ceremony. 

With war raging in Ukraine,
Russian threats in the High
North and China’s increasing
activity in the Arctic, Wikoff as-
sumes command of Naval Forc-
es Europe at a time when U.S.
and NATO adversaries are
working together in ways un-
imaginable just a few years ago,
Grynkewich said.

Wikoff takes command
of Navy in Europe, Africa 

BY ALISON BATH
Stars and Stripes 
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COLUMBIA, S.C. — A South
Carolina bill that would allow
judges to sentence women who
get abortions to decades in prison
and could restrict the use of IUDs
and in vitro fertilization has
stalled after failing to get out of a
legislative subcommittee Tues-
day.

Four of the six Republicans on
the subcommittee refused to vote
on the bill, which would ban all
abortions unless the woman’s life
is threatened. The three Demo-
crats were then able to vote
against sending the bill forward.

The proposal is not dead, but
the effort did reveal a lack of sup-
port for the most extreme posi-
tions among groups opposing
abortions. If the bill had been
sent to the full Medical Affairs
Committee, it would have gone

further than any other such pro-
posal across the U.S. since the Su-
preme Court overturned Roe v.
Wade in 2022.

In declining to vote on the bill,
Republican state Sen. Jeff Zell
said he wants to stop as many
abortions as possible but that
most people aren’t interested in
such extreme positions. He said
other issues are more important
to South Carolina residents.

“Say what you want. Play your
politics. I’m not interested in that.
What I’m interested in is speak-
ing on behalf of South Caroli-
nians and they’re not interested
in this bill right now,” Zell said.

South Carolina already bans
abortions after cardiac activity is
detected, which is typically six
weeks into a pregnancy, before
many women know they are
pregnant. The state allows abor-

tions for rape and incest victims
up to 12 weeks.

Tuesday’s vote came after two
failed attempts to either lessen or
eliminate a proposal in the bill to
punish a woman who gets an
abortion and anyone who helps
them with up to 30 years in pris-
on. An attempt to remove a provi-
sion making it a crime to tell
someone where they could ob-
tain an abortion or taking them
someplace where the procedure
is legal also failed.

The bill also appeared to ban
any contraception that prevents
a fertilized egg from implanting,
which would ban intrauterine
devices and could limit in vitro
fertilization.

Providing information about
abortions would be illegal, leav-
ing doctors worried they couldn’t
suggest places where the proce-

dure is legal.
Republican Sen. Richard

Cash, who sponsored the bill and
is one of the Senate’s most stri-
dent voices against abortion,
wanted to keep the criminal pe-
nalties. 

He said that before Roe v.
Wade was overturned, abortion
opponents did not consider all
the ramifications of banning
abortion, like how to treat em-
bryos.

“We never even thought about
it. And now we do,” Cash said.

Democratic Sen. Brad Hutto
said he is glad this bill isn’t ad-
vancing because it had so many
bad components. But he expects
abortion to be an issue again
when the regular General As-
sembly session starts in 2026.

“I say, if it’s January, there’s an
abortion bill,” Hutto said.

Abortion bill with penalties stalls in SC
Associated Press

ANNAPOLIS, Md. — The loss
of electrical power from a loose
wire caused a huge cargo ship to
lose propulsion and steering be-
fore crashing into Baltimore’s
Francis Scott Key Bridge, caus-
ing it to collapse last year and kill
six construction workers, Nation-
al Transportation Safety Board
officials said Tuesday.

The board approved the find-
ings and a set of recommenda-
tions to prevent similar tragedies
during a hearing in Washington. 

Investigators managed to iden-
tify one loose wire out of thou-
sands on the container ship called
the Dali. The label on the wire slid
down too close to the end and pre-
vented it from being fully inserted
into the terminal.

The board also found the crew
didn’t have enough time to recov-
er propulsion and avoid collision
because the Dali was so close to
the bridge when it lost power.

“The crew’s actions were as
timely as they could be, and they

were appropriate and also im-
pressive considering the circum-
stance,” board member Michael
Graham said.

The Dali was leaving Balti-
more for Sri Lanka when it
crashed into a supporting column
of the bridge about 1:30 a.m. on
March 26, 2024, causing the
bridge to collapse into the Patap-
sco River. Six men on a road crew,
who were filling potholes, fell to
their deaths.

The Dali, which sailed under
the Singapore flag, experienced
two power blackouts on its way
out of Baltimore. The crew got the
power back on after the first
blackout, but a second shortly
thereafter was caused by a lack of
fuel because the flushing pump
used to supply the generators
doesn’t restart automatically the
way the main pumps do. 

The flushing pump must be re-
started manually by a crew mem-
ber leaving the engine room and
heading down two decks in dark-
ness to reach that pump.

Probe: Ship had 2 blackouts
before hitting Md. bridge

Associated Press
WASHINGTON — A jovial

President Donald Trump held a
warm and friendly meeting with
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman at the White House,
packed with plenty of handshakes
and back pats. He brushed aside
questions about Saudi Arabia’s
human rights record, praised the
prince for his statesmanship and
announced hundreds of billions of
dollars in new Saudi investment
in the United States.

The White House rolled out
plenty of pomp for the Saudi royal
on Tuesday, dispatching fighter
jets that the two leaders watched
from a red carpet, parading out an
honor guard on horseback and
giving a lavish dinner in the East
Room.

In a sitdown in the Oval Office
that took place just seven years af-
ter Prince Mohammed was impli-
cated by U.S. intelligence agen-
cies in the killing of journalist Ja-
mal Khashoggi, Trump and the
prince took numerous questions

from reporters — one of whom
was repeatedly insulted by
Trump — on everything from
commerce to the sale of advanced
F-35 fighter jets to Riyadh.

Trump had previewed his deci-
sion to sell F-35s on Sunday but
formalized it before the prince on
Tuesday when he said the ap-
proval was complete and that Is-
rael’s fears about maintaining its
qualitative military edge in the
Middle East would be addressed. 

Details of the deal were not im-
mediately clear, but some in the
Pentagon and other agencies
have opposed the sale because of
the potential for advanced tech-
nology being shared with China,
which also has close ties with Sau-
di Arabia.

Trump also said the U.S. and
Saudi Arabia would complete a
broader agreement on military
and security issues during the vis-
it and that the U.S. would proceed
with a civilian nuclear agreement
with Saudi Arabia, about which
Israel also has raised concerns.

On visit, Saudi prince and
Trump finalize F-35s sale

Associated Press
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TEL AVIV, Israel — The Is-
raeli military on Wednesday
warned two villages in southern
Lebanon to evacuate buildings
close to what it said are Hezbol-
lah sites, as tensions between Is-
rael and militant groups esca-
late.

At least 14 people were killed
in Lebanon in the past day by Is-
raeli strikes on what the mili-
tary said were sites belonging to
groups associated with Hezbol-
lah and Hamas.

Earlier Wednesday, an Israe-
li airstrike on a car in southern
Lebanon killed one person and
wounded 11 including students
aboard a nearby bus, the Leba-
nese Health Ministry said. 

The strike in the village of Tiri
followed an Israeli drone attack
on the Palestinian refugee camp
of Ein el-Hilweh in southern Le-
banon that killed 13 people and
wounded several others. The
Tuesday night strike was the
deadliest among scores of Israe-
li attacks since a ceasefire in the
Israel-Hezbollah war a year
ago. 

State-run National News
Agency said a school bus with
students happened to be pass-
ing near the car that was hit
Wednesday morning. The bus
driver and several students
were wounded, the report said.
The identity of the person who
died in the car wasn’t immedi-
ately clear. 

In the Ein el-Hilweh refugee
camp, just outside the port city
of Sidon, life appeared normal
Wednesday but Lebanese au-
thorities prevented journalists
from entering.

At the scene of the strike, pa-
ramedics searched for human
remains around a wall that was
stained with blood. Several cars
were burnt and broken glass
and debris littered the ground. 

On Tuesday night, the Israeli
military said it struck a Hamas
training compound that was be-
ing used to prepare an attack
against Israel and its army. It
added that the Israeli army
would continue to act against
Hamas wherever it operates.

Hamas condemned the attack

and denied in a statement that
the sports playground that was
hit was its training compound.

Palestinian factions in Leba-
non’s 12 refugee camps earlier
this year began handing over
their weapons to the Lebanese
state. The government has said
that it will also work on disarm-
ing Hezbollah but Hezbollah
has rejected it as long as Israel
continues to occupy several
hills along the border and car-
ries out almost daily strikes. 

The U.S. has recently in-
creased pressure on Lebanon to
work harder on disarming Hez-
bollah and canceled a planned
trip to Washington this week by
Lebanese army commander
Gen. Rudolph Haikal.

Israel military warns of more strikes in Lebanon
Associated Press 

DUBAI, United Arab Emir-
ates — Iran on Wednesday re-
leased a Marshall Islands-
flagged tanker with all its 21
crew members aboard days af-
ter Tehran seized the ship with-
out explanation, the vessel’s
managers said.

Tehran had no immediate
comment on the release of the
Talara, which marked the first
ship seizure by Iran in months.
The Middle East remains tense
after its 12-day war in June
with Israel.

“We have informed their
families, and the vessel is now
free to resume normal oper-
ations,” the firm said.

Ship-tracking data analyzed
by The Associated Press
showed the Talara traveling
away from Iran. 

On Friday, Iran’s military
seized the vessel as it traveled
through the Strait of Hormuz,
the narrow mouth of the Per-
sian Gulf through which 20% of
all oil traded passes. 

The ship had been traveling

from Ajman, United Arab
Emirates, onward to Singa-
pore.

The U.S. Navy has blamed
Iran for a series of limpet mine
attacks on vessels that dam-
aged tankers in 2019, as well as
for a fatal drone attack on an Is-
raeli-linked oil tanker that
killed two European crew
members in 2021. 

Those attacks began after
President Donald Trump in his
first term in office unilaterally
withdrew from Iran’s 2015 nu-
clear deal with world powers. 

In May 2022, Iran took two
Greek tankers and held them
until November of that year. 

Iran also seized the Portu-
guese-flagged cargo ship MSC
Aries in April 2024.

Those attacks found them-
selves subsumed by the Ira-
nian-backed Houthis assaults
that were targeting ships dur-
ing the Israel-Hamas war in the
Gaza Strip, which drastically
reduced shipping abilities
throughout the crucial Red Sea
corridor.

Iran releases seized
tanker and crew

Associated Press TOKYO — Firefighters and
army helicopters battled a fire
Wednesday that burned
through a neighborhood of old
wooden houses in a fishing town
in southwestern Japan, killing
one person, injuring another
and forcing more than 170 peo-
ple to evacuate.

A man in his 70s was unac-
counted for and firefighters lat-
er found a body, possibly of the
missing man, and a woman in
her 50s suffered a minor injury,
the Oita prefecture disaster re-
sponse team said.

Dozens of fire engines and
more than 200 firefighters were
mobilized to battle the fire,
which was not still fully under
control more than a day after it
started. The Ground Self-De-
fense Force dispatched two
UH-1 army helicopters to assist.

It may take a few more days
before the fire is completely ex-
tinguished, town mayor Shinya
Adachi told reporters after he
visited the devastated neighbor-
hood Wednesday.

At least 170 homes have been

damaged or burned down, the
disaster response team said.
The residential section struck
by the fire is close to the coastal
area of Oita known for mackerel
fishing but not near the prefec-
ture’s popular hot spring re-
sorts, called onsen, and historic,
thatched-roof homes.

The fire started during strong
winds Tuesday evening near a
fishing port in the Saganoseki
district of Oita City on the south-
ern main island of Kyushu. The
blaze spread to a forest, affect-
ing about 12 acres, the Fire and
Disaster Management Agency
said. There was an advisory for
strong winds when the fire
broke out. 

A firefighter told the Kyodo
News Agency the firefighting
operation was hampered by
narrow backstreets where fire
engines could not enter. There
were also abandoned homes in
the rapidly aging and shrinking
neighborhood, Kyodo said.

The local network YTV noted
that the narrow alleyways
where the fire burned had old
wooden houses. 

Fire in Japan ruins 170
homes, forces evacuations

Associated Press
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Dad charged with murder
of sons missing since 2010

MI ADRIAN — A Michi-
gan man charged

with murder in the Thanksgiv-
ing weekend disappearance of
his three sons made his first ap-
pearance in court Monday, the
latest turn in a saga that has un-
settled a small town for 15 years.

John Skelton was taken to Le-
nawee County from a state pris-
on. He was close to finishing a
sentence for failing to return 9-
year-old Andrew, 7-year-old
Alexander and 5-year-old Tan-
ner Skelton to their mother on
the day after Thanksgiving in
2010.

Skelton, 53, now is facing
three counts of murder and
tampering with evidence. The
boys have never been found, de-
spite searches in Michigan and
Ohio and tips from across the
country, but the father has long
been identified by police as the
culprit.

Skelton appeared in court and
was returned to jail on a $60 mil-
lion bond.

Lawsuit filed over deaths
in air ambulance crash

PA PHILADELPHIA —
The families of two of

the eight people killed earlier
this year when an air ambu-
lance crashed in Philadelphia
filed a lawsuit on Monday,
claiming the medical air trans-
port company and others negli-
gently caused their deaths.

The wrongful death case was
filed by the estates of Dr. Raul
Meza Arredondo, a pediatri-
cian, and Lizeth Murillo Osuna,
the mother of a girl who was fly-
ing home to Mexico after being
treated at a Philadelphia hospi-
tal. 

All six people on board the
Learjet 55 were killed, along
with two people on the ground.
More than 20 people were hurt. 

About a minute after takeoff
from Northeast Philadelphia
Airport on Jan. 31, the Tijuana,
Mexico-bound plane crashed
into a busy neighborhood,
“erupting in a massive explo-
sion that engulfed multiple veh-
icles and houses and sent fiery
debris raining down on terrified
and helpless bystanders,” the
plaintiffs alleged in the lawsuit.

The National Transportation
Safety Board has said the voice
recorder on the plane was not
working and that the crew made
no distress calls to air traffic
control.

The defendants are the Gua-
dalajara air ambulance compa-
ny Med Jets S.A. de C.V., which
does business as Jet Rescue,
along with unspecified others
who were responsible for the
plane’s design, manufacture,
maintenance and inspection.

Homeowner charged in
fatal shooting of maid

IN LEBANON — An Indi-
ana homeowner ac-

cused of killing a house cleaner
who mistakenly arrived at his
front door was charged with vol-
untary manslaughter Monday
in a case that could test the lim-
its of stand-your-ground laws.

Curt Andersen, 62, could face
anywhere from 10 to 30 years in
prison and a $10,000 fine if he’s
convicted. He was being held in
the Boone County Jail pending
an initial court hearing.

Officers found Maria Florin-
da Rios Perez De Velasquez, 32,
dead on the front porch of a
home in Whitestown, an Indi-
anapolis suburb, on Nov. 5. Au-
thorities said the Guatemalan

immigrant was part of a clean-
ing crew that went to the wrong
house just before 7 a.m.

Andersen shot her through
the front door with no warning
about a minute after hearing
someone trying to unlock the
door, according to a probable
cause statement.

Indiana is one of 31 states with
a stand-your-ground law that
permits homeowners to use
deadly force to stop someone
they believe is trying to unlaw-
fully enter their dwelling. But
police said that there’s no evi-
dence Rios entered the home
before she was shot.

Police: Man sets fire to a
woman on L train, flees

IL CHICAGO — A man
doused a woman with a

fluid and set her on fire on a Chi-
cago L train, leaving her in crit-
ical condition, authorities said
Tuesday.

The attack happened Monday
night on a Blue Line train, police
said. Witnesses told investiga-
tors that the 26-year-old woman
and a man believed to be in his
40s began arguing, and that the
man then doused her with a li-
quid and set her alight.

When the train pulled into the
Clark and Lake stop, the man
fled and the woman stumbled
out and fell on the ground, po-
lice said, noting that she was
taken to a hospital in critical
condition. The hospital declined
to discuss her condition.

A person of interest in the at-
tack was taken in custody, po-
lice said later Tuesday. 

Like many other major cities,
Chicago has seen a drop in vio-
lent crime after a pandemic-era
spike. Urban crime has been a
hot topic of late following Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s charac-

terization of several Democrat-
ic-led cities, including Chicago,
as crime-ridden wastelands in
need of federal intervention. Lo-
cal officials have pushed back
against that narrative.

No prison time for pilot
who tried to cut engines

OR PORTLAND — A
former Alaska Air-

lines pilot won’t serve prison
time for trying to cut the engines
of a flight in 2023, a federal
judge ruled Monday.

U.S. District Court Judge
Amy Baggio in Portland, Ore.,
sentenced Joseph Emerson to
time served and three years’ su-
pervised release, ending a case
that drew attention to the need
for cockpit safety and more
mental health support for pilots.

Emerson was subdued by the
flight crew after trying to cut the
engines of a Horizon Air flight
from Everett, Wash., to San
Francisco on Oct. 22, 2023,
while riding off-duty in the
cockpit. The plane was diverted
and landed in Portland with
more than 80 people.

Emerson told police he was
despondent over a friend’s re-
cent death, had taken psyche-
delic mushrooms about two
days earlier, and hadn’t slept in
over 40 hours. He has said he
believed he was dreaming and
was trying to wake up by grab-
bing two red handles that would
have activated the fire suppres-
sion system and cut fuel to the
engines.

He spent 46 days in jail and
was released pending trial in
December 2023, with require-
ments that he undergo mental
health services, stay off drugs
and alcohol, and keep away
from aircraft.

— From wire reports
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LOS ANGELES — LeBron
James certainly didn’t look like
he had been away from an NBA
court for nearly seven months
when he began his unpreceden-
ted 23rd season Tuesday night
— even if his burning lungs told
him otherwise.

After reaching another land-
mark in what is now officially
the longest career in league his-
tory, James was not at all sur-
prised to return from his leng-
thy injury absence by fitting in
seamlessly with the surging Los
Angeles Lakers in yet another
victory.

James had 11 points, 12 as-
sists and three rebounds while
starting and playing 29 minutes
in the Lakers’ 140-126 win over
the Utah Jazz, kicking off his
new season with an impressive
playmaking performance.

“The pace tested me, but I
was happy with the way I was
able to go with the guys,” James
said. “As the game went on, my
wind got a lot better. Caught my
second wind, caught my third
wind. Rhythm is still coming
back, obviously. First game in
almost seven months, so every-

thing that happened tonight was
to be expected.”

That’s because not much can
surprise James at this point in
his basketball odyssey — not
even the work necessary to
overcome injuries.

The 40-year-old James had
been sidelined since the start of
training camp by sciatica, keep-
ing him out of the preseason
and Los Angeles’ first 14 games
of the regular season. James,
who had never missed a season
opener since he started playing
organized basketball three dec-
ades ago, returned to contact
basketball activity last week be-
fore participating in his first
Lakers practice of the new sea-
son Monday.

James realized that some ob-
servers wondered whether his
presence would disrupt LA,
which got off to a 10-4 start
without him. The four-time
NBA champion could only
laugh.

“I can fit in with anybody,”
James said. “I don’t even un-
derstand why that was even a
question. What’s wrong with
these people out here? I can fit
in right away with anybody.

Just watching the guys the first
14 games, I was putting myself
(mentally) in position while I
was watching the games of how
I could help the team and how I
could be successful to help
those guys. I’m still able to gain
a lot of eyes when I’m driving
the ball or have the ball.”

About 30 minutes before ti-
poff, the team confirmed James
would start for the 1,561st time
in his 1,563rd regular-season
game. He got a loud ovation
when he was announced first in
the Lakers’ starting lineup.

James didn’t score in his first
11 minutes on court, but soon
found his rhythm. After hitting
a pair of 3-pointers in the sec-
ond quarter, he recorded eight
assists in the second half — in-
cluding six in just over three
minutes early in the fourth
quarter.

Deandre Ayton was visibly
impressed by James’ passing
during his first chance to play in
a game alongside his new team-
mate. Los Angeles’ new center
noted that the alley-oop pass he
threw down for a dunk was ac-
tually the second lob he had ev-
er received from James — the

first was at James’ basketball
camp in Las Vegas when Ayton,
a future No. 1 overall pick, was
in the eighth grade.

“He played with the right
spirit,” Lakers coach JJ Redick
said of James. “Very unselfish
all night. Was a willing passer.
Didn’t force it. Took his drives
and his shots when they were
there. The defense is going to
pay attention to him, and I just
thought he made a lot of great
decisions tonight. Really great
to have him back.”

James said Monday that his
body isn’t in ideal game shape,
but he was eager to get started
on his latest milestone achieve-
ment in a career packed with
distinction. Redick was also im-
pressed by James’ fitness, say-
ing he could have played more
minutes if LA hadn’t already
run away from Utah.

“LeBron is, for a lot of us that
played with him, or some of
these guys that grew up watch-
ing him, he’s a superhero,” said
Redick, who played 15 NBA
seasons. “What he’s been able
to do in this game, there’s a
handful of guys that have been
able to do it.”

James returns, helps lead Lakers to win
Associated Press

ORLANDO, Fla. — Desmond Bane had 23
points and five steals, Anthony Black came off
the bench to score 21 points and the Orlando
Magic beat the Golden State Warriors 121-113
on Tuesday night.

Six Orlando players scored at least 13
points, offsetting 34 points and nine assists
from Golden State’s Stephen Curry and 33
points from Jimmy Butler.

Franz Wagner had 18 points and eight re-
bounds and Wendell Carter Jr. had 17 points
and 12 rebounds for the Magic, who have won
four of their last five games. Tristan da Silva
had 15 points and Jalen Suggs finished with 13
points and eight assists.

Curry passed Vince Carter on the NBA’s all-
time scoring list, moving into 22nd place. Cur-
ry now has 25,749 points, 21 more than Carter.

Celtics 113, Nets 99:Jaylen Brown scored
29 points, Payton Pritchard had 22 points and

10 rebounds, and visiting Boston beat Brook-
lyn to move above .500 for the first time this
season.

Derrick White added 15 points for the Cel-
tics, who won their third straight game to im-
prove to 8-7. They played the Nets even for
about three quarters before smothering them
defensively in the fourth, allowing just one
basket for the first 10 minutes of the period.

Michael Porter Jr. scored 25 points for
Brooklyn, his career-best seventh straight
game with at least 20. But after his 3-pointer
gave the Nets a 90-89 lead with 9:08 left, they
didn’t make another basket until 1:56 re-
mained.

Pistons 120, Hawks 112: Cade Cunning-
ham returned from injury with 25 points and
10 assists as visiting Detroit won its 11th
straight game over short-handed Atlanta.

Jalen Duren added 24 points for the Pistons
(13-2), who have their best start since going

15-2 out of the gates in 2005-06. That team fin-
ished 64-18 and reached the Eastern Confe-
rence finals. The Pistons have the NBA’s long-
est winning streak this season and their long-
est since an 11-gamer during the 2007-08 sea-
son, the last time they won a playoff series.

Spurs 111, Grizzlies 101: De’Aaron Fox
had 26 points, Harrison Barnes added 23
points and host San Antonio escaped with a
victory over Memphis in a battle of injury-rid-
dled rosters with Victor Wembanyama and Ja
Morant both out.

MRIs revealed Spurs All-Star center Wem-
banyama has a left calf strain and his team-
mate, guard Stephon Castle, has a left hip flex-
or strain. Both Wembanyama and Castle are
expected to miss two to three weeks.

Suns 127, Trail Blazers 110: Devin Booker
scored 19 points and visiting Phoenix pulled
away in the second half for a victory over Port-
land.

Magic get team effort to defeat Warriors, stay hot
Associated Press
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Georgia got a boost to No. 4,
Ohio State, Indiana and Texas
A&M stayed in the top three and,
in what is beginning to feel like a
weekly ritual in the College
Football Playoff rankings, ev-
eryone is wondering what the
heck might happen to Miami.

The Hurricanes were ranked
13th in Tuesday’s playoff reveal
—the best Atlantic Coast Confe-
rence team and a placeholder in
the projected 12-team bracket.
But their two conference losses
make them a long shot to win the
league, and their best chance of
getting into the playoff — with an
at-large berth — hinges on get-
ting some help from above them.

“Miami needs to continue to
win the football games they have
in front of them, and good things

will happen,” explained Hunter
Yurachek, who took over this
week as chair of the selection
committee and answered more
questions about the Hurricanes
than any other team in the rank-
ings.

Clearly, their best chance
would be leapfrogging No. 10
Alabama, No. 11 BYU and No. 12
Utah to move into the same sec-
tion of the bracket as Notre
Dame, ranked ninth this week.
That, in turn, would make Mia-
mi’s win over the Fighting Irish
back in August more relevant to
the committee, which likes to
compare teams in close proxim-
ity to each other.

Meanwhile, it’s No. 16 Georgia
Tech and No. 19 Virginia, each
with one ACC loss, that have the
best chance to win the confe-

rence and the automatic bid into
the 12-team field that goes with
it.

Make sense? There are two
more Tuesday night rankings
reveals to position everyone be-
fore the official bracket comes
out Dec. 7.

The playoffs start Dec. 19,
with the title game set a month
later just outside — where else?
— Miami.

No. 10 Alabama fell six spots
after its 23-21 loss to Oklahoma,
which moved up three notches
to No. 8.

Ranking the Crimson Tide be-
low the Sooners was an easy
choice. Why they were below
Notre Dame had a lot to do, Yu-
rachek said, with comparing
losses: The Irish fell to the Hur-
ricanes and Texas A&M, while

Alabama’s Week 1 loss to Florida
State seems to look worse every
week.

Georgia moved up a spot to
No. 4, which would give the Bull-
dogs the last first-round bye in
this week’s projected bracket.
They were followed by Texas
Tech, Mississippi and Oregon.

The No. 3 Aggies overcame a
30-3 halftime deficit to beat
South Carolina 31-30. It came a
week after No. 2 Indiana needed
a late rally to barely beat Penn
State.

“What the committee saw in
both Indiana and Texas A&M is
that good teams find ways to win
even when they don’t play their
best,” Yurachek said.

Meanwhile, nobody has come
within 17 points of No. 1 Ohio
State since Week 1.

Georgia, Miami highlight updated CFP rankings
Associated Press

TAMPA, Fla. — Jake Guentzel scored
three goals for his eighth career hat trick and
the Tampa Bay Lightning beat the New Jer-
sey Devils 5-1 on Tuesday night.

Darren Raddysh had a goal and two as-
sists, and Nikita Kucherov had a goal and as-
sist. Andrei Vasilevskiy finished with 31
saves as Tampa Bay improved to 9-3-0 since
a1-4-2 start.

Nico Hischier scored for New Jersey,
which got Dougie Hamilton, Connor Brown
and Evgeni Dadanov back in the lineup. Ja-
kob Markstrom stopped 24 shots for the
Devils, who lost in regulation for the first
time since Nov. 2 to end a five-game point
streak (4-0-1).

The Lightning played without coach Jon
Cooper, who missed the game for what the
team described as personal reasons. Coop-
er, the head coach for Team Canada at the
Olympics in February, last missed a game
Dec. 21, 2021, at Las Vegas when he tested
positive for COVID. Jeff Halpern served as
the head coach Tuesday.

Guentzel opened the scoring on a break-
away 11:40 into the game, and added his sec-
ond of the game at 10:38 of the second period
with a power-play goal as he shoveled in a
pass from Raddysh. Guentzel completed his
third hat trick in a Tampa Bay uniform at
7:48 of the third period from the left post as

he again shoveled a puck into the net off a
cross-ice pass from Kucherov.

Islanders 3, Stars 2:Bo Horvat scored his
13th goal of the season in the second period
before being ejected for high-sticking in the
third, and visiting New York held on against
Dallas.

Calum Ritchie and Kyle Palmieri also
scored and David Rittich made 22 saves for
the Islanders, who are 5-1 on their seven-
game road swing.

Blackhawks 5, Flames 2:Connor Bedard
scored three more goals, and host Chicago
beat Calgary for its second straight win.

Ryan Donato and Oliver Moore also
scored as the Blackhawks improved to 5-0-1
in its last six games. Arvid Soderblom made
19 saves.

Maple Leafs 3, Blues 2 (OT):William Ny-
lander scored at 4:06 of overtime as under-
performing and injury-ravaged Toronto
picked up a victory over visiting St. Louis to
snap a five-game slide.

Jake McCabe and Steven Lorentz also
scored for the Maple Leafs, who had
dropped five straight, including four in reg-
ulation.

Red Wings 4, Kraken 2: Nate Danielson
had a goal and an assist for his first two NHL
points as Detroit rookies fueled a victory
over visiting Seattle.

Lucas Raymond and Emmitt Finnie

scored in a three-goal second period and Dy-
lan Larkin added an empty-netter as the Red
Wings began a four-game homestand. Da-
nielson, Finnie and defenseman Axel San-
din-Pellikka, all rookies this season, com-
bined for four points in the second period.

Jets 5, Blue Jackets 2: Mark Scheifele
had three assists, Josh Morrissey extended
his scoring streak to six games, and host
Winnipeg defeated Columbus.

Adam Lowry and Neal Pionk each scored
their first goals of the season, Kyle Connor
had a nifty third-period goal to go with an as-
sist, while Logan Stanley capped off the
scoring for the Jets in the third period.

Golden Knights 3, Rangers 2:Rookie for-
ward Braeden Bowman scored his second
career goal and host Vegas defeated New
York.

The Golden Knights improved to 2-0-1 in
their past three games following an 0-2-2
stretch.

Sharks 3, Mammoth 2 (OT):Macklin Ce-
lebrini scored a power-play goal in overtime
to complete his second hat trick of the sea-
son, and host San Jose overcame a blown
third-period lead to beat Utah.

Celebrini scored twice in the first six min-
utes of the game and capped it when he beat
Vitek Vanacek with 2:09 left in overtime af-
ter the Mammoth had been called for too
many men on the ice.

Guentzel gets hat trick as Lightning hold off Devils
Associated Press 
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NEW YORK — Cameron
Boozer had 18 points and 10 re-
bounds, twin brother Cayden
made a couple of big second-
half baskets and fifth-ranked
Duke outlasted No. 24 Kansas,
defeating the undermanned
Jayhawks 78-66 on Tuesday
night in the annual Champions
Classic.

Isaiah Evans scored 16 points
and Patrick Ngongba had 13 on
4-of-4 shooting for the Blue
Devils (5-0).

Kansas (3-2) was still without
its best player, freshman Dar-
ryn Peterson, the nation’s top
recruit and potentially the top
pick in next year’s NBA draft,
because of a lingering hamstr-
ing injury. Peterson has missed
three consecutive games since
hurting himself during a shoota-
round.

Peterson’s absence was
enough to make a difference at
Madison Square Garden even
though Duke was less consis-
tent than in its last four victo-
ries. The Jayhawks rattled the
Blue Devils with some fast-
break points early before get-
ting worn down by foul trouble

and a depth disparity.
All five Kansas starters had at

least one foul and three had two
apiece in the first half, and Duke
closed it out on a 17-5 run to lead
by eight. The Jayhawks
trimmed their deficit to 67-64 on
Melvin Council Jr.’s 3-pointer
with 4:59 left.

Cameron Boozer scored four
of the eight points in an 8-0 run
by the Blue Devils to pull away.

No. 18 North Carolina 73,
Navy 61: Caleb Wilson had 23
points and 12 rebounds, leading
the host Tar Heels over the Mid-
shipmen.

The Tar Heels led wire-to-
wire, but Navy trimmed the def-
icit to three points midway
through the first half on a layup
from Donovan Draper. UNC re-
sponded with a 14-5 run to re-
take a comfortable double-digit
advantage.

The Midshipmen cut the Tar
Heels’ lead to four points early
in the second half, but North
Carolina answered with a 24-7
run, highlighted by three spec-
tacular transition dunks from
Wilson.

The Tar Heels became the
third program in Division I

men’s basketball to reach 2,400
victories, joining Kentucky and
Kansas.

This victory marked the final
of five consecutive home games
to start the season for North
Carolina, the longest season-
opening home stretch it’s had
since 1918. The Tar Heels won’t
return to the Dean Smith Center
until Dec. 7.

No. 19 UCLA 79, Sacramen-
to State 48: Eric Dailey Jr. had
15 points and 12 rebounds, Xa-
vier Booker scored 12 and the
host Bruins rode a new-look
starting lineup to a home victory
over the Hornets.

Trent Perry, Jamar Brown,
Steven Jamerson II and Bran-
don Williams all started for
UCLA (4-1) after making just
two starts between them in the
first four games of the season.
Booker, Tyler Bilodeau, Dono-
van Dent and Skyy Clark all be-
gan the game on the bench.

The revamped starting unit
helped to hold Sacramento State
scoreless over the opening six
minutes, and the defense over-
all limited the Hornets to 24.1%
shooting for the game.

Perry had 11 points and

Brown added 10 for the Bruins.
Prophet Johnson had 13

points with 10 rebounds and
Jahni Summers scored 11 as
Sacramento State fell to 0-4
against UCLA.

The Hornets (3-3) lost leading
scorer and second-leading re-
bounder Jeremiah Cherry to a
right knee injury with 8:18 re-
maining in the first half. 

Only when Bilodeau, Booker
and Clark entered with 15:17 re-
maining in the half did the Hor-
nets finally score on a jumper
from Brandon Gardner follow-
ing a turnover by Perry.

No. 21 Arkansas 84, Win-
throp 83: Meleek Thomas
scored a career-high 26 points
as the host Razorbacks scored
the final six points to rally past
the Eagles.

Arkansas took their final lead
with 11 seconds left when Nick
Pringle scored at the rim after a
Winthrop turnover. After the
basket, he and the Eagles’ Lo-
gan Duncomb became tangled.
As the officials attempted to
break up the entanglement,
Pringle threw Duncomb to the
floor, leading to a brief delay as
the play went to review.

Boozers, No. 5 Duke defeat No. 24 Kansas
Associated Press 

NEW YORK — Tom Izzo had
some nit-picking to do even af-
ter 17th-ranked Michigan State
pulled away to beat No. 12 Ken-
tucky 83-66 in the Champions
Classic on Tuesday night. The
Hall of Fame coach also pointed
out a major positive.

The Spartans shot 11 of 22
from beyond the arc at Madison
Square Garden after making
just 13 of their first 60 3-point at-
tempts in their first three
games, good for 21.7% and
fourth-worst out of 361 Division
I programs.

“I’m not really sure,” Kur
Teng, who had three of those 11,
said when asked what changed.
“But we can only go up from
here. We’ve just got to make

sure we keep on stacking these
type of performances.”

Izzo recalled telling his wife
and athletic director J Batt that
the previous three days were his
team’s best practices so far this
fall. While rebounding and de-
fending has been a hallmark of
his three decades in East Lans-
ing, this most recent stretch had
a lot to do with trying to ease of-
fensive concerns from missing
shots.

“This entire week we’ve been
really trying to step up our game
in terms of shooting,” senior for-
ward Jaxon Kohler said. “This
week in shooting, we’ve been
shooting very well. The key is to
go into this game and have con-
fidence in your shot.”

It worked. After falling be-

hind 5-0 in the opening minutes,
Michigan State scored its first
12 points by going a perfect 4 of
4 on 3s. The burden lifted from
there.

“The first one went in, and
you just kind of build on that
confidence,” said Kohler, who
made two 3-pointers as part of
his game-high 20 points. “I feel
like that gave a leeway for ev-
erybody to make their shots. Us
as a team, (we) shot the ball
really well tonight.”

Izzo acknowledged the Spar-
tans “weren’t great” other than
their shooting early and took ad-
vantage of some uncharacteris-
tically poor shooting by Ken-
tucky. The lead was 17 at half-
time, and when the Wildcats be-
gan to close the gap, Teng hit

back-to-back 3s to keep the
margin from dipping into single
digits.

“I’d seen them kind of flying
at me for that one 3, so I kind of
up-faked, took a dribble and
knocked it down,” said Teng,
who scored a career-high 15
points. “I just want to make sure
I’m there for my teammates in
them type of moments.”

Izzo, one of the old guard left
on the college sidelines in an era
predicated by the transfer por-
tal and name, image and like-
ness deals, was gratified to see
practice habits pay off. The 70-
year-old joked that having a
couple of sessions a day may be
against the rules, but he was
happy to see the shots fall for a
change.

No. 17 Michigan State tops No. 12 Kentucky with 3-point burst
Associated Press 
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