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WASHINGTON — The Senate on
Wednesday approved a $895 billion defense
policy that will give junior enlisted troops a
historic 14.5% pay raise and all other service
members a 4.5% pay bump in January.

The National Defense Authorization Act
passed the Senate in an 85-14 vote despite
opposition from some Democratic senators
over a provision that bans coverage of cer-
tain gender-affirming care for the transgen-
der children of troops.

“This year’s NDAA is not a perfect bill,
but it nonetheless has some very good
things,” said Majority Leader Chuck
Schumer, D-N.Y.

The bill outlines $850 billion in expendi-
ture for the Pentagon, including the signif-
icant pay increase for E-1 to E-4 service
members. It also authorizes $33.5 billion for
nuclear weapons programs in the Energy
Department and $11.6 billion for defense-
related spending across other agencies.

The Senate Armed Services Committee
had sought to add another $25 billion to the

total $895 billion spending plan, but law-
makers ultimately stuck to the amount re-
quested by President Joe Biden and man-
dated by last year’s debt limit deal.

Sen. Roger Wicker of Mississippi, the top
Republican on the committee, led the push
for a higher topline, arguing it was needed
to fund missile defense, shipbuilding, coun-
ter-drone technology and other moderniza-
tion programs.

“We are currently experiencing the most
dangerous national security moment since
World War II — one need only scroll
through the headlines summarizing this
year’s world events,” Wicker said Wednes-
day. “Congress needed to respond in kind at
every possible opportunity.”

Sen. Mitch McConnell of Kentucky, the
Senate Republican minority leader, said the
legislation represented a “tremendous
missed opportunity” to boost defense
spending and forced lawmakers to give ju-
nior troops a large pay raise at the expense
of investments in critical weapons and mu-
nitions.

“If this NDAA offers any valuable lesson,

it’s that we have a tremendous amount of
work to do,” he said.

The 14.5% pay raise for junior troops was
a compromise between the Senate and the
House after months of negotiations. House
lawmakers had lobbied for a 19.5% pay hike,
citing steep inflation and the rising cost of
living, while the Senate countered with a
5.5% pay raise.

The White House opposed singling out ju-
nior troops for extra pay, warning of billions
in added costs and premature changes to
military pay tables that are due to be re-
vised next year.

Junior enlisted service members now
earn as little as $24,000 in basic pay but are
also provided various allowances, including
housing. The Pentagon announced last
week that the housing allowance will in-
crease by an average of 5.4% next year.

Lawmakers drafting this year’s defense
policy bill made a concerted effort to focus
on improving troop quality of life. Other
provisions to meet that goal include invest-
ments in new barracks and family housing,
child care centers and health care.

Senate gives approval to $895B defense bill
BY SVETLANA SHKOLNIKOVA
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WASHINGTON — Corrup-
tion may be slowing the pace of
China’s military modernization
program despite significant im-
provements and growth since
2023, the Pentagon said in a re-
port Wednesday. 

In the second-half of 2023, 15
high-ranking Chinese military
officials and defense industry
executives were ousted, several
of whom oversaw equipment
development projects related to
modernizing China’s ground
based nuclear and conventional
missiles.

Corruption touched every
service in the People’s Libera-
tion Army, according to the
Pentagon’s annual report to

Congress on the state of military
developments in the People’s
Republic of China. 

“This wave of corruption-re-
lated investigations and the re-
moval of senior leaders may
have disrupted the [People’s
Liberation Army] toward its
2027 goal” of having the capa-
bility to take over Taiwan, a se-
nior defense official told report-
ers on the condition of anonym-
ity. 

As a result, China’s military
saw frequent turnover and re-
placement of high-level person-
nel followed by time-consum-
ing, deep investigations to de-
termine the extent of the cor-
ruption, the official said. The
most prominent removal was
that of PRC Minister of National

Defense Li Shangfu in October
2023.

Li led the Central Military
Commission Equipment Devel-
opment Department from 2017
to 2022, where he would have
signed off on all weapons acqui-
sitions. 

“There is a bit of a spiraling
kind of effect where it drives in
additional officials who are con-
nected to the one official origi-
nally at the center of the investi-
gation,” he said. 

Still, a key takeaway from the
Pentagon’s assessment is that
China is continuing its rapid nu-
clear buildup. 

The congressionally mandat-
ed report is meant to update
lawmakers on China’s latest
military developments and ac-

tivities, including the growth of
its nuclear program, hypersonic
missiles, increased internation-
al influence and expansion into
other countries. 

China’s strategy continues to
be to achieve “the great rejuve-
nation of the Chinese nation” by
2049 to match or surpass U.S.
global influence and power, dis-
place U.S. alliances and securi-
ty partnerships in the Indo-Pa-
cific region and revise the inter-
national order to be more ad-
vantageous to Beijing’s
authoritarian system and na-
tional interests. 

“This policy largely under-
states the [People’s Republic of
China] objective of revising the
international order in support of
its interests,” the official said.

DOD report: Corruption may be slowing China’s military
BY CAITLYN BURCHETT
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YOKOTA AIR BASE, Japan
— Ladeania Jackson, an Air Na-
tional Guard master sergeant,
and three others who completed
a 14-day challenge in the South-
ern Alps of New Zealand shared
a $1 million prize on the reality
TV show “The Summit.” 

The 16 contestants who started
the show carried a share of the
prize money in their backpacks
but, as they dropped out, surren-
dered it to those who carried on.

Jackson — known as “Punkin
Jackson” on the show — said she
has been an avid reality TV fan
since childhood. When she found
out about auditions for “The
Summit” through an Instagram
post, she seized the opportunity.

“We had no idea what exactly
we were signing up for,” she told
Stars and Stripes in an interview
Tuesday at Yokota, an airlift hub
in western Tokyo. “I just thought
it would be a great experience

and a great opportunity.”
A native of Columbus, Miss.,

Jackson serves with the 194th
Air Support Operations Group at
Camp Murray, Wash. But her
home is at Yokota with her
spouse, Senior Master Sgt. Tami-
ka Boler of the 374th Logistics
Readiness Squadron. 

Jackson went home with
$250,000 and plans to use the
money to expand her family. It
will cover some of the cost of in
vitro fertilization, she said in a
Facebook message Wednesday.

Jackson said the competitors
weren’t told what they had
signed up for until the first day of
filming.

They were given 14 days to
scale a mountain while carrying
an equal share of a $1 million
prize in addition to all their gear.
Anyone who made it to the top
would win a share of the prize
money, but if no one completed
the journey, all the money would
be lost.

“Hearing those words was a
shock, to say the least,” Jackson
said. “None of us had any kind of
hiking experience or mountain
climbing experience, so it was
going to be challenging for sure. I
was getting what I signed up for,
achallenge.”

As their trek wore on, contes-
tants were eliminated through
votes and challenges until the fi-
nal three reached the summit of
Mount Head.

“We all had a goal to make it to
the top, and to be one of the three
that made it, win the game and
accomplish that goal, was an
amazing feeling that is truly hard
to describe,” Jackson said.

The show averaged 2.1 million
viewers per episode, according
to TV tracker tvseriesfi-
nale.com, but earned mixed re-
views. 

“The Summit” ends up a cheap
knockoff of the CBS network’s
defining reality show, “Survi-
vor,” said Kelly Lawler, TV critic

for USA Today.
The show is “too physically

difficult for most of its contes-
tants and full of nonsensical
twists and rules that make it hard
to understand, let alone get
sucked into,” she wrote Sept 27.
“There’s very little suspense to a
show where it seems clear the
biggest guy is probably going to
be the winner.”

Joel Keller of the Decider
website was kinder. “The vistas
in that part of the world are spec-
tacular,” he wrote Sept. 29. “The
show is worth watching just to
show this group going from the
lush greenery at the base of the
mountain to the Arctic condi-
tions near the top.”

Jackson hopes to compete on
more reality TV shows and is ea-
ger for the next challenge.

“Your mind is your biggest ob-
stacle,” she said. “If you can get
over that, you can accomplish
any dream or goal you set out to
accomplish.”

Master sergeant wins $250K on TV show
BY JEREMY STILLWAGNER
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The first contingent of Ma-
rines moving from Okinawa to
Guam will bunk at Andersen
Air Force Base, Naval Base
Guam or off-base, not the
Corps’ Camp Blaz, a 4,000-acre,
multibillion construction pro-
ject still in the works.

About 100 logistics support
troops from III Marine Expedi-
tionary Force have begun mov-
ing from the III Marine Expedi-
tionary Force on Okinawa to
Guam, according to a joint
statement by the Marine Corps
and Japan’s Ministry of De-
fense on Saturday.

Their transfer has been un-
derway for several months, Ma-
rine Corps Headquarters
spokeswoman Capt. Brenda
McCarthy said by email

Tuesday.
The first 100 Marines should

be in place by 2025, according
to a report Saturday by Kyodo
News that cited the Defense
Ministry.

They are the first of more
than 4,000 Marines expected to
move from Okinawa under the
Defense Policy Review Initia-
tive, a 2012 agreement between
the two allies to reduce the mil-
itary presence on Okinawa,
where nearly 30,000 of the
55,000 U.S. service members in
Japan are stationed.

Blaz — the first new Marine
Corps installation in 72 years —
is still largely under construc-
tion. It’s expected to eventually
house rotational units that are
moving from Okinawa.

About 1,300 Marines from III
MEF may be permanently sta-

tioned on Guam, while another
3,700 Marines may be on the is-
land as a rotational force.

The recently arrived logistics
Marines are considered perma-
nently stationed on Guam, Blaz
spokeswoman Maj. Diann Ro-
senfeld said Wednesday. She
said staff sergeants and above
who are permanently stationed
on Guam will live on the Air
Force and Navy bases or in the
local community.

The rotational force will be
quartered at Camp Blaz re-
gardless of rank, Rosenfeld
said.

Marines, sailors and civilians
included in the relocation, re-
gardless of their place of resi-
dence, may work at spots
around the island, including
Blaz, Andersen or the naval
base, Rosenfeld said.

Blaz was officially activated
in 2020 and has remained un-
der construction since.

At least 22 projects have been
completed across the island,
mostly at other installations.
Another 32 are expected to be
completed in fiscal year 2025,
Rachel Landers, a spokeswo-
man for the Office in Charge of
Construction Marine Corps
Marianas, said Dec. 10.

The Defense Policy Review
Initiative relocates some Ma-
rine assets from Okinawa to
Guam, and elsewhere, includ-
ing Hawaii. Japan is providing
approximately $3 billion of the
estimated $8.6 billion to build
Blaz and its surrounding infras-
tructure.

McCarthy did not elaborate
on a timeline for coming troop
arrivals on Guam.

Base on Guam a work in progress as Marines arrive
BY ALEX WILSON
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WASHINGTON — Members
of the House Intelligence Com-
mittee left a classified briefing
on Tuesday largely satisfied
that there was nothing nefari-
ous behind the recent uptick in
alleged drone sightings over
New Jersey that have sparked
concerns and speculation from
the press, social media users,
Congress and the president-
elect in recent weeks.

Committee ranking member
Jim Himes, D-Conn., told re-
porters following the briefing
that there was zero evidence of
any laws being broken by the al-
leged drones, and that govern-
ment officials assured lawmak-
ers there were no federal oper-
ations taking place over the
New Jersey area.

“There are 800,000 regis-
tered drones in this country,
and then millions and millions
of unregistered drones. And so
some combination of those
things, and stars and Starlink
satellites probably account for
the vast majority of what people
are seeing,” Himes said.

Rep. Josh Gottheimer, D-
N.J., said the briefing gave
members a full sense that there
was no threat to public safety.

The three-hour briefing, led
by 28 officials who represented
the departments of Defense,
Justice and Homeland Security,
the FBI and the intelligence
community, was the latest in a
monthlong saga that has
stumped local law enforcement
and prompted lawmakers to call
for more transparency and to

introduce legislation.
On Monday, President-elect

Donald Trump hinted that the
government may know more
about the station than officials
were letting on.

“The government knows
what is happening,” Trump said
during a news conference. “For
some reason, they don’t want to
comment.”

White House officials have
maintained there is no national
security threat stemming from
the alleged drones, and that
most of the sightings can be ex-
plained by manned aircraft,
hobbyist drones, satellites and
stars, among other common
phenomena.

Emerging from the briefing,
Rep. Chrissy Houlahan, D-Pa.,
who is also a member of the

House Armed Services Com-
mittee, panned some of her fel-
low lawmakers and the media
for “scaring the public” by fur-
thering the drone story, but also
said that the incident was an op-
portunity for Congress to renew
legislation that would help ad-
dress such situations in the fu-
ture.

“We have some work to be
done to make sure that people
have the authorities and the tech-
nologies to be able to respond to
this. There’s only going to be
more drones in our airspace this
Christmas. There will be more
drones under people’s trees —
but once we have the permis-
sions that different organizations
need, hopefully we’ll be able to
have less of a worry concerning
this,” Houlahan said.

Intelligence panel: Skies safe despite drones
CQ-Roll Call 

WASHINGTON — Congres-
sional leaders have unveiled a
stopgap spending bill that will
keep the federal government
funded through March 14 and
provide more than $100 billion
in emergency aid to help states
and local communities recover
from hurricanes Helene and
Milton and other natural disas-
ters.

The measure would prevent a
partial government shutdown
set to begin after midnight Fri-
day. 

It would kick final decisions
on this budget year’s spending
levels to a new Republican-led
Congress and President-elect
Donald Trump. The continuing
resolution generally continues
current spending levels for
agencies.

Passage of the measure is one
of the final actions that lawmak-
ers will consider this week be-
fore adjourning for the holidays
and making way for the next
Congress. It’s the second short-

term funding measure the law-
makers have taken up this fall
as they struggled to pass the
dozen annual appropriations
bills before the new fiscal year
began Oct. 1, as they typically
do.

The bill will provide $100.4
billion in disaster relief, with an
additional $10 billion in eco-
nomic assistance for farmers
struggling with low commodity
prices and high input costs.

“We have to be able to help
those who are in these dire
straits,” House Speaker Mike
Johnson, R-La., told reporters.

Net farm income is projected
to decline 4.1% this year after
falling 19.4% the year before
from the record highs reached
in 2022. Johnson indicated more
farm aid could be delivered in
the next Congress, saying “we
can’t do all it right now.”

“Congress is doing the best it
can under difficult circum-
stances, and I think it will be a
big boost for the industry,”
Johnson said.

US funding deal provides
over $100B in disaster aid

Associated Press 
CAPE CANAVERAL, Fla. —

NASA’s two stuck astronauts
just got their space mission ex-
tended again. That means they
won’t be back on Earth until
spring, 10 months after rocket-
ing into orbit on Boeing’s Star-
liner capsule. 

NASA announced the latest
delay in Butch Wilmore and Su-
ni Williams’ homecoming on
Tuesday. 

The two test pilots planned on
being away just a week or so
when they blasted off June 5 on
Boeing’s first astronaut flight to
the International Space Station.
Their mission grew from eight
days to eight months after NASA
decided to send the company’s
problem-plagued Starliner cap-
sule back empty in September.

Now the pair won’t return un-
til the end of March or even
April because of a delay in
launching their replacements,
according to NASA. 

A fresh crew needs to launch
before Wilmore and Williams

can return and the next mission
has been bumped more than a
month, according to the space
agency. 

NASA’s next crew of four was
supposed to launch in February,
followed by Wilmore and Wil-
liams’ return home by the end of
that month alongside two other
astronauts. 

But SpaceX needs more time
to prepare the brand new cap-
sule for liftoff. That launch is
now scheduled for no earlier
than late March.

NASA said it considered us-
ing a different SpaceX capsule
to fly up the replacement crew
in order to keep the flights on
schedule. But it decided the best
option was to wait for the new
capsule to transport the next
crew. 

NASA prefers to have over-
lapping crews at the space sta-
tion for a smoother transition,
according to officials.

Most space station missions
last six months, with a few
reaching a full year.

2 astronauts face longer
delay; return set for March

Associated Press 
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Russia’s security service said Wednesday
that it has detained a suspect in the killing of a
senior general in Moscow. 

The suspect was described as an Uzbek citi-
zen recruited by Ukrainian intelligence ser-
vices.

Lt. Gen. Igor Kirillov was killed Tuesday by
a bomb hidden in a scooter outside his apart-
ment building in Moscow, a day after Uk-
raine’s security service leveled criminal
charges against him. His assistant also died in
the attack. A Ukrainian official said the ser-
vice carried out the attack.

Russia’s Federal Security Service, or FSB,
didn’t name the suspect, but said he was born
in 1995. According to a statement by the FSB,
the suspect said himself that he was recruited
by Ukrainian special services. The Associated
Press cannot confirm the conditions under
which the suspect spoke to the security servic-
es.

The FSB said the suspect had been promis-
ed a reward of $100,000 and permission to
move to a European Union country in ex-
change for killing Kirillov. The agency stated

that acting on instructions from Ukraine, the
suspect traveled to Moscow, where he picked
up a homemade explosive device. He placed
the device on an electric scooter and parked it
at the entrance to the residential building
where Kirillov lived.

The suspect then rented a car to monitor the
location and set up a camera that livestreamed
the scene to his handlers in the central Ukrai-
nian city of Dnipro. Once Kirillov was seen
leaving the building, the suspect detonated the
bomb. The suspect faces a sentence of up to life
imprisonment, the FSB said.

The suspect was detained in a village in the
Moscow region, according to Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs official Irina Volk, who was
quoted by Russian state news agency TASS. 

Kirillov, 54, was the chief of the military’s
nuclear, biological and chemical protection
forces and was under sanctions from several
countries, including the United Kingdomand
Canada, for his actions in Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine. On Monday, Ukraine’s
Security Service, or SBU, opened a criminal
investigation against him, accusing him of di-
recting the use of banned chemical weapons.

Russia has denied using any chemical
weapons in Ukraine and has accused Kyiv of
using toxic agents in combat.

Kirillov, who took his current job in 2017,
was one of the most high-profile figures to lev-
el those accusations. He held numerous brief-
ings to accuse the Ukrainian military of using
toxic agents and planning to launch attacks
with radioactive substances — claims that Uk-
raine and its Western allies rejected as propa-
ganda.

An official with the SBU said Tuesday that
the agency was behind the attack. The official,
who spoke on condition of anonymity because
they were not authorized to release the infor-
mation, described Kirillov as a “war criminal
and an entirely legitimate target.”

The SBU official provided video they said
was of the bombing. It shows two men leaving
abuilding shortly before a blast fills the frame.

Russia’s top state investigative agency said
it’s looking into Kirillov’s death as a case of ter-
rorism, and officials in Moscow vowed to puni-
sh Ukraine. The Kremlin said Wednesday
that it was “obvious” Ukraine was behind Ki-
rillov’s killing.

Russia detains suspect in killing of general
Associated Press

JERUSALEM — Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said Tuesday that Israeli forces
will stay in a buffer zone on the Syrian border,
seized after the ouster of Syria’s President
Bashar Assad, until another arrangement is in
place “that ensures Israel’s security.”

Netanyahu made the comments from the
summit of Mount Hermon — the highest peak
in the area — inside Syria, about 6 miles from
the border with the Israel-held Golan Heights.

It appeared to be the first time a sitting Is-
raeli leader had set foot that far into Syria. Ne-
tanyahu said he had been on the same moun-
taintop 53 years ago as a soldier, but the sum-
mit’s importance to Israel’s security has only
increased given recent events.

Israel seized a swath of southern Syria along
the border with the Israeli-annexed Golan
Heights days after Assad was ousted by rebels
last week. Israel’s capture of the buffer zone, a
roughly155-square-mile demilitarized area in
Syrian territory, has sparked condemnation,
with critics accusing Israel of violating a 1974
ceasefire and possibly exploiting the chaos in
Syria in the wake of Assad’s ouster to make a
land grab.

“We will stay ... until another arrangement
is found that ensures Israel’s security,” said
Netanyahu, who had traveled to the buffer
zone on Tuesday with Defense Minister Israel
Katz. Katz said he instructed the Israeli mili-
tary to quickly establish a presence, including
fortifications, in anticipation of what could be
an extended stay in the area.

“The summit of the Hermon is the eyes of
the state of Israel to identify our enemies who
are nearby and far away,” he said.

An Israeli military official, who spoke on
condition of anonymity in line with regula-
tions, said there is no plan to evacuate the Syr-
ians living in villages within the buffer zone.

The buffer zone between Syria and the Is-
raeli-controlled Golan Heights was created by
the United Nations after the 1973 Mideast war.
AU.N. force of about 1,100 troops had patrolled
the area since then.

AU.N. spokesman said Tuesday that the ad-
vance of Israeli troops, however long it lasts,
violates the deal that set up the buffer zone.

That agreement “needs to be respected, and
occupation is occupation, whether it lasts a
week, a month or a year, it remains occupa-
tion,” spokesman Stephane Dujarric said.

Netanyahu says troops to stay in
Syria buffer zone until new deal

Associated Press
One of the last remaining 30 prisoners

held at the Guantanamo Bay detention
center was repatriated Tuesday to Kenya,
the Pentagon announced.

Mohammed Abdul Malik Bajabu, a Ken-
yan national, was arrested by Kenyan au-
thorities in 2007, accused of belonging to
al-Qaida’s branch in East Africa. He was
among the last five detainees to arrive at
the U.S. detention facility in Cuba that
once held hundreds of alleged al-Qaida op-
eratives.

A Pentagon review board said it had
considered Bajabu’s “low level of training
and lack of leadership role in his pre-de-
tention activities,” as well as his family
ties, and compliance while in detention, in
determining he could be transferred.

Babaju and 15 others were cleared for
release a number of years ago by the Peri-
odic Review Board. President Joe Biden
said early in his term that he planned to
close the prison. To do so, the adminis-
tration must negotiate transfer deals with
detainees’ home governments or third
countries.

US sends Gitmo
detainee to Kenya

The Washington Post
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Man sues for wrongful
conviction in robbery

TN MEMPHIS — A man
who spent more than

20 years behind bars before he
was exonerated of robbing a
Memphis music club is suing
the city and 10 police officers,
alleging they made up evidence
that led to his wrongful convic-
tion and a lengthy prison sen-
tence.

The federal lawsuit filed last
week by Artis Whitehead, 61,
says Memphis Police Depart-
ment officers fabricated evi-
dence that led to charges of
armed robbery and kidnapping
in the 2002 robbery of B.B.
King’s Blues Club on Beale
Street. 

Whitehead, who is Black, was
tried, convicted and sentenced
in 2003 to 249 years in prison.
But Whitehead’s conviction and
sentence were thrown out in
December 2023 and he was re-
leased from prison. A Memphis
judge determined that no phys-
ical evidence connected White-
head to the robbery and that po-
lice fabricated information
about the crime.

2 teens killed, 4 injured
at makeshift nightclub

TX HOUSTON — Two
teens were killed and

four were injured — including a
13-year-old girl — in a shooting
at a makeshift club in Houston,
police said Sunday.

Officers arriving at the site
late Saturday night found “a ve-
ry hectic scene — a large crowd
of people running out of a make-
shift club,” Assistant Chief Luis
Menendez-Sierra said at a news
conference.

Police said some witnesses
told detectives that they saw a

man wearing all black, includ-
ing a hooded sweatshirt and a
black mask covering his face,
shoot a pistol into a crowd of
people at the venue.

Police said a 16-year-old male
died at the scene and a 14-year-
old female died at the hospital.
The four who were injured, all
females, were hospitalized. 

Vehicles to warn until
rear riders buckle up

MI DETROIT — Start-
ing in September

2027, all new passenger vehi-
cles in the U.S. will have to
sound a warning if rear-seat
passengers don’t buckle up.

The National Highway Traf-
fic Safety Administration said
Monday that it finalized the
rule, which also requires en-
hanced warnings when front
seat belts aren’t fastened.

The agency estimates that the
new rule will save 50 lives per
year and prevent 500 injuries
when fully in effect, according
to a statement.

The new rule will apply to
passenger cars, trucks, buses
except for school buses, and
multipurpose vehicles weigh-
ing up to 10,000 pounds.

Study suggests Saturn’s
rings also 4.5B years old

FL CAPE CANAVERAL
— New research sug-

gests that Saturn’s rings may be
older than they look — possibly
as old as the planet.

Instead of being a youthful
400 million years old as com-
monly thought, the icy, shim-
mering rings could be around
4.5 billion years old just like
Saturn, a Japanese-led team re-
ported Monday.

The scientists surmise Sat-
urn’s rings may be pristine not

because they are young but be-
cause they are dirt-resistant.

Saturn’s rings are long
thought to be between 100 mil-
lion and 400 million years old
based on more than a decade of
observations by NASA’s Cassini
spacecraft. Images by Cassini
showed no evidence of any dar-
kening of the rings by impacting
micrometeoroids — space rock
particles smaller than a grain of
sand — prompting scientists to
conclude the rings formed long
after the planet.

Through computer modeling,
the Institute of Science Tokyo’s
Ryuki Hyodo and his team dem-
onstrated that micrometeoroids
vaporize once slamming into
the rings, with little if any dark
and dirty residue left behind.
They found that the resulting
charged particles get sucked to-
ward Saturn or out into space,
keeping the rings spotless and
challenging the baby rings theo-
ry. Their results appear in the
journal Nature Geoscience.

Death penalty sought
for 8 charged in killing

AL BIRMINGHAM —
Alabama prosecutors

are seeking the death penalty
for the eight people charged in
the kidnapping, assault and kill-
ing of a 20-year-old mother.

Jefferson County deputy dis-
trict attorney Charissa Henrich
filed notice with the court on
Friday that she would seek the
death penalty if any of the sus-
pects are convicted of capital
murder.

Mahogany Jackson sent a text
to her family the morning of
Feb. 25 that shared her location
and said that she had been kid-
napped, according to Scott
Thurmond, the police chief at
the time. The next day, law en-

forcement found her body on a
street in southwest Birming-
ham. She died from a gunshot
wound.

Birmingham homicide detec-
tive Mark Green testified that
videos taken by the suspects
themselves and submitted by an
unnamed witness show that
Jackson was kidnapped and
physically and sexually assault-
ed before three of the suspects
drove her to where she was shot
and left on a street, AL.com
reported.

10 winners of the ‘I Love
My Librarian Award’ feted 

NY NEW YORK — At
Wisconsin’s Mukwo-

nago Community Library, di-
rector Abby Armour isn’t only
committed to providing books
and other media for local resi-
dents.

Armour, one of 10 recipients
this year of an “I Love My Li-
brarian Award,” has been over-
seeing the cataloging of some
12,000 Native American arti-
facts donated to the library in
the 1960s and making sure they
are returned to the tribes that
have claimed them. Armour’s
efforts led to members of her
community nominating her for
the honor presented by the
American Library Association,
which gives each of the 10 win-
ners $5,000 and a $750 stipend
for an association gathering
next month in Phoenix.

The other librarians cited by
the ALA are based everywhere
from Morgantown, W.V., to
Wailuku, Hawaii.

The award was established
2008, and is sponsored by the
Carnegie Corp. of New York,
with assistance from the New
York Public Library.

— From wire reports
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LAS VEGAS — Damian Lil-
lard and Giannis Antetokounm-
po stood side-by-side during
the celebration after the NBA
Cup final. Antetokounmpo was
holding the MVP trophy. Lil-
lard was holding the bigger tro-
phy.

It was a moment that Lillard
had waited a long time to savor.

He’s been a rookie of the
year, a 3-point contest cham-
pion, an All-Star MVP, even a
member of the league’s 75th
anniversary team. And while
his biggest goal is still winning
an NBA championship, the sig-
nificance of winning the NBA
Cup was not lost on the 13-year
veteran.

“I’ve had a lot of experience
individually where I’ve had ac-
complishments and stuff,” Lil-
lard said after the Milwaukee
Bucks beat the Oklahoma City
Thunder 97-81 on Tuesday
night. “But to have some team
success and win something and
be the last team standing in this
tournament, it feels great.”

Milwaukee has a champion-
ship coach in Doc Rivers, the
core of a team that won a title in
2021 — Antetokounmpo, Khris
Middleton, Brook Lopez, Bobby
Portis and Pat Connaughton
among them — and one of the
game’s elite guards in Lillard.
Starting 1-6 and 2-8 this year
might have raised some eye-
brows, but the Bucks insisted

they never doubted themselves.
They’ve been one of the

league’s hottest teams since
that awful start and rolled
through the in-season tourna-
ment with a 7-0 record. Win-
ning the NBA Cup might be a
reminder — perhaps an unnec-
essary one — of Milwaukee’s
potential.

“I think it reminds us that we
can beat anybody,” Rivers said.
“And we don’t care if it tells ev-
erybody else that. We only care
about us. It’s what I said on the
first day of camp. I also said we
can lose to anybody if we don’t
play right.”

Antetokounmpo and Lillard
are leading the way, and that
can’t be a surprise.

Both are playing at their pe-
rennial All-Star level. They’re
the highest-scoring duo in the
league, combining to average
more than 58 points per game.
They were the best two players
on the floor in the NBA Cup fi-
nal, with Antetokounmpo get-
ting a triple-double — 26 points,
19 rebounds and 10 assists — on
his way to MVP honors and Lil-
lard scoring 23.

The Bucks connected on 17 3-
pointers.

“Everybody did their job,”
Lillard said. “We defended. We
played well from the start of the
game all the way through the
finish. I think it just showed
what we’ve been building. I
think it all came out in our big-

gest game to this point.”
Brook Lopez and Gary Trent

Jr. each scored 13 for Milwau-
kee, which joined the Los An-
geles Lakers as the only cham-
pions of the 2-year-old event.

Shai Gilgeous-Alexander led
the Thunder with 21 points and
Jalen Williams added 18. Okla-
homa City had scored at least
99 points in every game this
season. But they sputtered in
plenty of ways Tuesday, getting
outscored 51-15 from beyond
the arc and shooting only 34%.

It’s a game that only counted
for tournament purposes; the
win, loss and stats won’t count
toward the regular season.

Lillard’s first season with the
Bucks after 11 years in Portland
wasn’t perfect. It was good, not
great. Year 2 is clearly better.
It’s another sign of what might
be for Milwaukee.

“People wanted to put me
with Giannis and think it was
just going to be perfect right
away because we’ve both been
high-level players,” Lillard
said. “But I come from a situa-
tion where I’ve always had the
ball, and he’s had a decade of
him having the ball and playing
a certain way.

“I think time is the No. 1
thing,” he added. “It just took
time for us to get to know each
other better as people. You
can’t just trust somebody that
you’re paired with when you
don’t really know who they are,

how they think and how they
operate. So I think time has
helped us.”

Time has helped Lillard as
well. He averaged 24.3 points
and 7 assists per game last
year. Those are all-world num-
bers for just about anyone. He
didn’t think much of how he
played, though, and he never
got to the point of feeling totally
comfortable in a new role, a
new place, with a new team.

He does now.
“Getting healthy, getting my

training in and having my mind
right coming back into the sea-
son was all it really was for
me,” Lillard said. “When we
lost in the playoffs last year, I
said it right after the game.
‘People will see.’”

Seeing is believing.
There’s still more than two-

thirds of the regular season left.
The Cavaliers — the Bucks’
first opponent when the Bucks
return to regular-season play
on Friday — and the defending
champion Celtics have been the
best two teams in the Eastern
Conference to this point. There
are tons of challenges ahead
and there will surely be plenty
of ebbs and flows.

“I’m so happy for Dame that
we got our first trophy togeth-
er,” Antetokounmpo said. “This
is just the beginning. We have
to keep on improving and get-
ting better, and we will be bet-
ter.”

Bucks’ NBA Cup victory shows potential
Associated Press

ATLANTA — The Atlanta
Falcons are turning to rookie
Michael Penix Jr. as their start-
ing quarterback and benching
veteran Kirk Cousins as they
fight for their first playoff berth
since 2017.

Coach Raheem Morris an-
nounced the decision in a state-
ment Tuesday night.

“After review, we have made
the decision Michael Penix Jr.

will be the Atlanta Falcons’
starting quarterback moving
forward,” Morris said. “This
was a football decision and we
are fully focused on preparing
the team for Sunday’s game
against the New York Giants.”

The Falcons (7-7) ended a
four-game losing streak with
Monday night’s ugly 15-9 victo-
ry at Las Vegas. Cousins passed
for 112 yards with one touch-
down — his first TD pass in five

games — and one interception.
The 36-year-old has thrown
nine picks over the past five
games and leads the NFL with
16 interceptions.

Atlanta signed Cousins to a
four-year, $180 million contract
in the offseason with $100 mil-
lion guaranteed before select-
ing Penix No. 8 overall in the
NFL Draft.

The quarterback move comes
with the Falcons still contend-

ing for the NFC South title. At-
lanta is one game behind divi-
sion-leading Tampa Bay, but
the Falcons hold the tiebreaker
advantage.

Penix has appeared in only
two games, completing 3 of 5
passes for 38 yards. 

He was the Heisman Trophy
runner-up in 2023, when he
passed for 4,903 yards with 36
touchdowns and 11 intercep-
tions for Washington.

Falcons, chasing playoff berth, turn to Penix at QB
Associated Press
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FRISCO, Texas — Seth Heni-
gan had quite a homecoming for
his final game as a four-year
starter for Memphis, tying the
American Athletic Conference
career record with his 104th
touchdown pass and leading the
25th-ranked Tigers to one more
victory. 

Henigan threw for 294 yards
and two touchdowns, and was
one yard short of another score,
as the Tigers held on for a 42-37
win over West Virginia in the
Frisco Bowl on Tuesday night.
They got to 11 wins for only the
second time in 109 seasons of

Memphis football. 
“It’s meant the world to me,

and just to be able to go out with
the win, I feel like that’s a good
way to cap off a pretty good ca-
reer,” Henigan said. 

“And having stayed at the
same university four years, I
hope that’s a testament to who I
am, and about the people
around me.”

The only current four-year
FBS starting quarterback to do
that all with the same school,
Henigan’s 50th game for the Ti-
gers (11-2) came just over 20
miles from his hometown of
Denton, Texas. He completed

18 of 26 passes, including an 89-
yard catch-and-run in the
fourth quarter when DeMeer
Blankumsee was tripped up at
the 1.

Even though Henigan knew
that would have pushed him one
past the 104 touchdowns that
Clayton Tune had for Houston
from 2018-22, he handed off to
Brandon Thomas for a 1-yard
touchdown on the next play. 

Even when he had a run-pass
option. 

“I’m just happy that we came
out with a win,” Henigan said.

West Virginia (6-7) had
scored on six consecutive pos-

sessions (four touchdowns) be-
fore one more chance in the fi-
nal minute after the Tigers
missed a 50-yard field goal. But
the Mountaineers’ final push
ended when Elijah Herring had
an interception. 

“The ebbs and flows of a foot-
ball game. We did what we
needed to, we found a way,” said
fifth-year coach Ryan Silver-
field, now 4-0 in the bowl games
the Tigers have played. “That’s
kind of the mantra all season.
Just leave no doubt, find a way.”

Garrett Greene was 29-for-40
passing for 328 yards with two
TD passes to Hudson Clement.

Henigan ties AAC record as Memphis wins Frisco Bowl
Associated Press

CHARLOTTE, N.C. — Will
Richard scored 22 points, Alijah
Martin added 19 points and No.
7 Florida held off a furious sec-
ond-half rally by North Carolina
to remain unbeaten with a 90-84
victory Tuesday night in the
Jumpman Invitational.

R.J. Davis had 29 points and
eight rebounds for the Tar
Heels (6-5), who battled back
from a 17-point first-half deficit
to take a four-point lead late in
the second half.

The Gators (11-0) jumped to a
35-17 lead after making 6 of 12
3-pointers, while UNC missed
its first 11 shots from beyond the
arc.

But the Tar Heels closed the
gap to 12 at halftime and then
started the second half on a 11-0
run after stepping up their de-
fensive pressure, creating turn-
overs and cashing in on transi-
tion opportunities. UNC finally
took the lead at 70-68 with 7:56
left when Seth Trimble came up
with a steal and scored on a lay-
up at the other end.

But Florida was strong down
the stretch and Richard’s put-
back off an offensive rebound
with 54 seconds left put the Ga-
tors ahead for good.

No. 1 Tennessee 84, West-
ern Carolina 36: Chaz Lanier
scored 19 points to lead the No. 1
Volunteers to a victory over the
visiting Catamounts.

Tennessee (11-0) tied for the
third-best start in program his-
tory. Jordan Gainey scored 17,
Darlinstone Dubar added 13
points and Zakai Zeigler just
missed a triple-double with 10
points, 10 rebounds and 9 as-
sists.

No. 2 Auburn 100, Georgia
State 59: Chaney Johnson had
a career-high 26 points with
eight rebounds and four assists
as the No. 2 Tigers beat the vis-
iting Panthers after losing cen-
ter Johni Broome to an apparent
shoulder injury.

Broome, who entered the con-
test averaging 19.7 points and a
Division I-leading 12.7 re-
bounds, left the game and went
to the locker room with an arm
injury just 2:17 into the game.
No additional information was
released about the injury. Chad
Baker-Mazara scored 19 points,
and Denver Jones added 17 for
Auburn (10-1).

No. 5 Duke 68, George Ma-
son 47: Freshman star Cooper
Flagg had 24 points and nine re-
bounds as the No. 5 Blue Devils

held the visiting Patriots to just
29.4% shooting in a win.

Flagg, a preseason Associat-
ed Press All-American, shot 7
for 20 from the field but was ac-
tive on the glass. He had four as-
sists and was perfect in eight
trips to the foul line for Duke
(9-2).

No. 17 Mississippi 74,
Southern 61: Jaylen Murray
scored 18 points and was 6 for 7
from 3-point range, and the No.
17 Rebels defeated the visiting
Jaguars.

It was the fourth-straight win
for Ole Miss (10-1). Jaemyn Bra-
kefield had 15 points and Dre
Davis 14 for the Rebels.

No. 18 UCLA 111, Prairie
View A&M 75: Dylan Andrews
scored 21 points, Tyler Bilodeau
added 18 and the No. 18 Bruins
extended their winning streak
to nine games with a victory
over the visiting Panthers.

Eric Dailey scored 14 points,
Kobe Johnson 12 and Trent Per-
ry 11 for UCLA (10-1), which
shot 59% overall and made 10 of
21 3-point attempts. Aday Mara
had 10 rebounds.

No. 20 Michigan State 77,
Oakland 58: Xavier Booker
scored a career-high 18 points,
Jaden Akins had 16 and Jaxon

Kohler added 14 to lead the No.
20 Spartans in a win over the
visiting Golden Grizzlies.

Michigan State (9-2) has won
four straight and seven of its last
eight.

No. 22 Dayton 66, UNLV 65:
Malachi Smith scored five of his
11 points in the final 37 seconds,
including a decisive three-point
play, and the No. 22 Flyers beat
the visiting Runnin’ Rebels.

Nate Santos had 14 points for
Dayton (10-2), which moved in-
to the AP Top 25 poll this week
for the first time this season.
The Flyers extended their ho-
mecourt winning streak to 25
games — the fifth-longest in Di-
vision I.

South Carolina 91, No. 25
Clemson 88 (OT): Collin Mur-
ray-Boyles scored 22 points and
Morris Ugusuk hit a 3-pointer in
overtime to give the host Game-
cocks the lead for good in a vic-
tory over the rival No. 25 Tigers.

South Carolina (8-3) seemed
to have things in hand, ahead
76-69 in the final two minutes of
regulation. But Chase Hunter
had three 3-pointers for Clem-
son (9-3) down the stretch, in-
cluding a bank shot with 0.3 sec-
onds left that tied it at 80 and
forced the extra period.

Florida holds off UNC rally to hit 11-0
Associated Press
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NEW YORK — Outfielder Co-
dy Bellinger was acquired by the
New York Yankees from the Chi-
cago Cubs on Tuesday for right-
hander Cody Poteet.

The Cubs will send the Yan-
kees $5 million as part of the
trade.

The 29-year-old Bellinger,
whose father Clay helped the
Yankees win World Series titles
in 1999 and 2000, could play cen-
ter field next year as Aaron
Judge returns to right following
the departure of Juan Soto to the
Mets. Bellinger can also play first
base, a position that opened when

Anthony Rizzo became a free
agent.

Bellinger is owed $27.5 million
in 2025 under the first of two
player options as part of an $80
million, three-year contract. The
two-time All-Star also has a $25
million player option for 2026
with a $5 million buyout that
would be payable in equal install-
ments Jan. 15, 2026, and Jan. 15,
2027.

Bellinger batted .266 with 18
homers and 78 RBIs in 130 games
this year. He was on the injured
list from April 24 to May 7 with a
broken right rib.

He drove in 33 runs in his last

39 games of the season, but the
Cubs finished with an 83-79 rec-
ord.

Bellinger made his major
league debut in 2017 and spent
his first six seasons with the Los
Angeles Dodgers. He was the NL
MVP in 2019, batting .305 with 47
homers and 115 RBIs in 156
games. He also helped LA win
the World Series in 2020.

He was cut by the Dodgers in
November 2022 and signed a
$17.5 million, one-year deal with
the Cubs a month later. He re-
gained his form with the Cubs,
hitting a career-best .307 with 26
homers, 97 RBIs and 20 steals in

130 games in 2023.
Bellinger is a .259 hitter with

196 homers and 597 RBIs in 1,005
games. He turns 30 in July.

Poteet, 30, made his major
league debut with Miami in 2021,
had Tommy John surgery on
Aug. 17, 2022, returned to the
mound with Kansas City’s Tri-
ple-A Omaha farm team on Sept.
23, 2023, was released by the
Royals and signed with the Yan-
kees last January. He went 3-0
with a 2.22 ERA in four starts and
one relief appearance during a
season in which he was sidelined
between June 12 and Sept. 25 by a
strained right triceps.

Yankees get Bellinger in trade with Cubs
Associated Press

MONTREAL — Patrik Laine scored his
first hat trick with Montreal and the Cana-
diens extended the Buffalo Sabres’ winless
streak to 11 games with a 6-1 victory on
Tuesday night.

Juraj Slafkovsky, Joel Armia and Josh
Anderson also scored for Montreal while
Cole Caufield, Nick Suzuki and Lane Hut-
son provided two assists each and Sam
Montembeault stopped 20 shots.

Dylan Cozens scored for struggling Buf-
falo and Ukko-Pekka Luukkonen made 15
saves on 21 shots. Backup James Reimer
stopped all six shots that he faced after en-
tering to start the third.

Armia scored only 19 seconds into the
game, capitalizing on a wide-open net after
Buffalo defenseman Owen Power mishan-
dled the puck off the end boards.

Penguins 3, Kings 2 (OT): Rickard Ra-
kell scored at 1:44 of overtime and host
Pittsburgh rallied to beat Los Angeles.

Rakell deflected Erik Karlsson’s point
shot behind Darcy Kuemper for the winner.

Evgeni Malkin scored, while Matt Grzel-
cyk forced overtime with 5:35 left in the
third period with his first goal as a Penguin.
Michael Bunting had two assists in his 300th
NHL game.

Lightning 5, Blue Jackets 3: Nick Paul
had a goal and two assists to lead host Tam-
pa Bay past Columbus.

Jake Guentzel, Luke Glendening, Bray-
den Point and Mitchell Chaffee also scored
for the Lightning, who have won five of six.
Andrei Vasilevskiy finished with 28 saves.

Adam Fantilli, Cole Sillinger and Mikael
Pyyhtia scored for the Blue Jackets. Jet
Greaves made 27 saves for Columbus,
which has one win in its past nine games.

Hurricanes 4, Islanders 0:Pyotr Kochet-
kov made 32 saves for his first shutout of the
season as host Carolina beat New York.

Sebastian Aho had a goal and an assist,
while Andrei Svechnikov, Jordan Marti-
nook and Tyson Jost also scored. Shayne
Gostisbehere provided two assists.

The Hurricanes won back-to-back games
for the first time since Nov. 25 and 27.

Devils 4, Blues 1: Ondrej Palat and Ste-
fan Noesen scored as New Jersey won at St.
Louis.

Brenden Dillon also scored and Jesper
Bratt added an empty-net goal for the Dev-
ils, who won their third straight game and
fifth out of their last seven. Jacob Mark-
strom made 19 saves.

Jordan Kyrou scored and Jordan Bin-
nington made 24 saves for the Blues.

Predators 2, Rangers 0: Jonathan Mar-
chessault and Adam Wilsby scored and Ju-
use Saros made 25 saves to lead host Nash-
ville to a victory over New York.

The Predators have won two of three fol-
lowing a franchise record-tying eight-game
losing streak.

Igor Shesterkin made 30 saves for the
struggling Rangers, losers of three straight.

Blackhawks 3, Capitals 2: Ryan Donato
scored his team-leading 11th goal with 2:18
left in regulation to cap host Chicago’s
three-goal, third-period rally and lift it to a
win over Washington.

Donato skated out of the right corner and
stuffed a shot past Logan Thompson to hand
the Capitals a second straight loss for only
the second time this season.

TJ Brodie connected with 5:53 left in the
third period to tie it at 2. Ilya Mikheyev
scored the Blackhawks’ first short-handed
goal of the season, connecting 51 seconds in-
to the third to start Chicago’s comeback
from a two-goal deficit.

Bruins 4, Flames 3 (OT): Former Flame
Elias Lindholm had a goal and an assist and
David Pastrnak scored 4:22 into overtime as
Boston came from behind for a victory at
Calgary.

Morgan Geekie and Marc McLaughlin al-
so scored for the Bruins, who have won six
of their last eight.

Matt Coronato, Nazem Kadri and Ryan
Lomberg, with his first of the season, scored
for the Flames.

Senators 3, Kraken 0: Linus Ullmark
made 30 saves and visiting Ottawa beat
Seattle for its fourth straight win.

Shane Pinto broke the scoreless tie 8:02
into the second period, and Noah Gregor
scored a few minutes later to put the Sen-
ators ahead for good.

Jets 4, Sharks 3:Adam Lowry scored the
winning goal with just over a minute left in
regulation, Kyle Connor had two goals and
visiting Winnipeg rallied from a third-peri-
od deficit to beat San Jose.

Gabriel Vilardi, with three assists, and
Mark Scheifele, with a goal and two assists,
each added three points for the NHL’s top
team.

Laine’s hat trick leads Canadiens over Sabres
Associated Press
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