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WASHINGTON — As Pete Hegseth faces
the Senate Armed Services Committee on
Tuesday during his confirmation hearing to
lead the Defense Department, his divisive
views on women serving in combat are ex-
pected to come under intense scrutiny.

Hegseth, a 44-year-old Army National
Guard veteran and former Fox News TV
host, has drawn fierce criticism for saying
women have a place in the military but not in
ground-based combat positions in special
operations, artillery, infantry and armor
units.

“I’m straight up just saying we should not
have women in combat roles,” he argued on
a podcast in November. “It hasn’t made us
more effective, hasn’t made us more lethal,
has made fighting more complicated.”

Hegseth later softened his stance as he
met with senators to shore up support for his
nomination as defense secretary, praising
women as “some of the greatest warriors.”
But his earlier remarks, as well as his writ-
ing, have raised concerns that, if confirmed,
he could roll back opportunities for female
troops and harm morale among the thou-
sands of women in combat jobs. 

“I’d like him to sit down with a group of
women service members and have the same
conversation — would he be willing to tell
them to their face that they’re not tough
enough, that they’re not meeting standards?”
said Allison Jaslow, a former Army captain
and chief executive officer of the nonprofit
Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America.

Women fighting on the battlefield can be
traced to the Revolutionary War, when Mar-
garet Corbin fired a cannon to defend Fort
Washington against invading British troops
and became the first woman to receive a
pension from Congress due to injury. But for
much of U.S. military history, women were
confined to clerical and medical roles. 

That began to change with the more
prominent participation of women in the
Gulf War, which prompted Congress in the
early 1990s to repeal a 1948 statute that had
excluded women from positions that could
be exposed to combat. By 1993, women
gained the right to fly in combat aircraft and
serve on combat ships. 

More than 20 years later, amid the U.S.
war in Afghanistan, then-Defense Secreta-
ry Ash Carter ordered the full integration of
women into the armed forces, without ex-
ceptions. The 2015 decision, resisted most
by the Marine Corps, opened about 230,000
combat positions that were previously off
limits for women.

Today, thousands of women are serving
in Army infantry, armor and artillery jobs,
hundreds are in combat roles in the Marines
and dozens are in special operations posi-
tions across the military.

In addition, more than 150 women have
completed the notoriously grueling training
to become Army Rangers, the service’s elite
infantry. 

Hegseth in November said he was against
women serving in “physical, labor inten-
sive-type” jobs such as the Army Rangers,
Navy SEALs, Green Berets, Marine Forces
Special Operations Command, infantry bat-
talions, armor and artillery.

“I’m talking something where strength is
the differentiator,” he said.

A source close to Hegseth, who is also a
veteran, said his comments were miscon-
strued.

“He’s really focused more so on stan-
dards than gender,” the source said, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity. “This is an is-
sue that has appeared in, for example, the
Ranger Regiment, where leaders have kind
of prioritized and incentivized to see how
many women they can get into combat as
opposed to focusing on how many qualified
Rangers can we get into the regiment and if
women happen to meet that standard.”

Katherine Kuzminski, the director of the
military, veterans and society program at
the Center for a New American Security, a
Washington think tank with close ties to the
Democratic Party, said the only standards
that have changed over time to account for
gender are for the Army’s recently revised
physical fitness test. 

The test was meant to have gender-neu-
tral standards but eventually introduced
different benchmarks for women and asks
service members to do a plank instead of
hanging from a bar and tucking their legs to
their chest, which is especially difficult for
women who have given birth.

Kuzminski noted the test is the bare mini-
mum for being a soldier and additional
physical requirements that are tougher for
women to meet are still needed to join elite
combat units. There are fewer than 10 fe-
male Green Berets and, in the Navy, only
two women are in the Special Warfare com-
bat crew.

“The very small percentage of women
who are in these roles now that they are
open to women I think is a sign that those
standards are being upheld,” she said. “It
wasn’t that all of a sudden we saw 50/50 rep-
resentation in combat operations special-
ists, because there is still a very high stan-
dard.” 

Women’s continued access to all the mil-
itary has to offer is not guaranteed. As part
of the Pentagon policy that integrated wom-
en into combat roles, the services have the
option to request some restrictions on wom-
en’s participation if they see an issue, ac-
cording to Kuzminski.

Such a move requires the approval of the
service secretary and the defense secretary,
meaning President-elect Donald Trump’s
pick for the top Pentagon job would have the
authority to repeal access to opportunities,
Kuzminski said.

Jaslow, the former Army captain who
served in the Iraq War, said she believes it
will be very challenging for Hegseth to turn
back the gender integration policy if he is
confirmed. But she worries his “outdated”
views on female service members, as well as
women in general, could set an exclusionary
tone for the military.

Hegseth also deployed to Iraq, as well as
to Afghanistan and Guantanamo Bay, dur-
ing his 13-year military career, rising to the
rank of major. 

“He should have been able to view with
his own eyes the extraordinary leadership,
extraordinary courage by women during
our most recent wars,” Jaslow said. 

More than 9,000 women received Army
Combat Action Badges for engaging in com-
bat with the enemy during the Iraq and Af-
ghanistan wars. Two women were awarded
a Silver Star, the third-highest military dec-
oration for valor in combat, according to a
2015 report by the Congressional Research
Service.

Hegseth’s views on women set to face scrutiny
BY SVETLANA SHKOLNIKOVA
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Veterans who were found by a
judge to have been illegally re-
tired from the Coast Guard have
now accused the service of using
aprocess to determine their back
pay and retirement benefits that
shortchanges how much is owed
to them, according to federal
court documents.

Jenn Rehberg was forced to
retire in 2014 after 22 years in the
Coast Guard and said the servic-
e’s method of calculating her
back pay and new retirement
benefits is about $400,000 less
than she expected.

“It was almost like being
stabbed in the back again,” the
53-year-old said Thursday. “As if
the first time wasn’t enough for
me and my shipmates.”

A federal court decision final-
ized in May determined the
Coast Guard’s use of what it
called performance-based pan-
els to thin the upper enlisted
ranks violated federal law and
the due-process afforded troops
when separated from the ser-
vice. The use of the panels began
in 2010.

At the time, senior enlisted
members could reenlist indefi-
nitely, and many were planning
to stay in the service for a full 30-
year career. Service leaders felt
this limited promotion opportu-
nities for lower enlisted mem-
bers, so the Coast Guard held Ac-
tive Duty Enlisted Career Reten-
tion Screening Panels from 2010
to 2014 and removed more than
800 members as a “reduction in
force,” according to court docu-

ments.
Attorney Nathan Mammen

filed the suit in 2018 on behalf of
Rehberg and five other veterans
named in the litigation. An addi-
tional 237 veterans signed onto
the lawsuit and Judge David
Tapp with the Court of Federal
Claims ordered all of them
should receive backpay and ben-
efits as determined by the Coast
Guard.

Most of those veterans were on
indefinite orders, and determin-
ing how long each member theo-
retically would have continued
to serve on active duty has creat-
ed disagreement in calculating
how much is owed to them.

The Coast Guard used a regu-
lation known as high-year tenure
to calculate payments, accord-
ing to court documents filed last

month. The regulation means
service members must move up
in rank within a certain time or
leave the service.

The Coast Guard said in a
statement Friday that it is work-
ing with the Justice Department,
which will respond to the court
concerning the application of
high-year tenure.

During a November hearing,
however, Douglas Edelschick,
an attorney for the Justice De-
partment, told the judge that the
Coast Guard has set up a team to
address the court’s order that
has “gone above and beyond” to
do everything it can. 

“What the plaintiffs are asking
for is that a regulation, which ap-
plied to every single member
who wore that uniform, should
not apply to them,” he said.

USCG vets wrongly retired fight for back pay
BY ROSE L. THAYER

Stars and Stripes 

The Navy has changed its Ex-
ceptional Family Member Pro-
gram to tailor sailors’ duty assign-
ments to the services available to
their special-needs family mem-
bers.

Case managers will coordinate
those assignments, rather than
sending sailors to duty stations ac-
cording to blanket categories that
appeared to fit their families’ spe-
cial needs, said a spokesman for
Navy Personnel Command.

The Navy announced the
changes last month and plans to
implement them gradually, in
line with other service branches,
by October, the end of fiscal 2025,
according to a Navy press release
Dec. 9.

The service amended its EFMP
program to comply with the policy
required by the Department of
Defense, personnel command

spokesman Lt. Cmdr. Stuart Phil-
lips said by email Wednesday.

“This change results in a tai-
lored assignment process that ad-
dresses the specific needs of the
service member and their excep-
tional family member instead of
relying on blanket categories to
drive the assignment process,”
Phillips told Stars and Stripes.

The mandatory program as-
sists sailors by ensuring they are
assigned to areas where they can
find medical, dental and mental
health care; developmental or
educational assistance; and adap-
tive equipment, services and
technology for family members
with special needs, according to
the Navy website.

The new process employs a “di-
rect concierge approach” be-
tween a sailor and a case manager
that lifts limitations and opens as-
signments that may have been
previously denied, Phillips said.

Navy to tailor posts for
special-needs families

BY JONATHAN SNYDER
Stars and Stripes 

CAMP FOSTER, Okinawa —
Government officials represent-
ing Japan and Okinawa repeated
pleas to the U.S. military to disci-
pline its population following a
fourth sexual assault allegation
against a service member on Oki-
nawa in just over a year.

Chief Cabinet Secretary Yosh-
imasa Hayashi urged U.S. Forc-
es Japan to “tighten discipline
and thoroughly prevent reoccur-
rences” of criminal incidents in-
volving service members, ac-
cording to video of a Thursday
news conference posted on
Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba’s
website.

“Generally speaking, crimes
and accidents caused by U.S. ser-
vice members cause strong anxi-
ety to the local community and
shouldn’t happen,” Hayashi said.
“The important thing is that the

series of preventive measures
announced by the U.S. side do ac-
tually prevent accidents and
crimes.”

Okinawa Gov. Denny Tamaki
on Wednesday expressed
“strong anger” on social media
platform X about the latest case,
in which Okinawa police allege a
Marine in his 30s injured a wom-
an during a sexual assault in No-
vember. That day, Okinawa Pre-
fectural Police forwarded the
case to prosecutors for possible
charges, according to a police
spokesman. 

Tamaki and the Okinawa Pre-
fectural Assembly filed multiple
protests last year to the Japanese
government and U.S. military af-
ter two sexual assault cases
roiled Okinawa over the sum-
mer. 

They called for changes to the
status of forces agreement go-
verning the U.S. military popula-
tion in Japan.

Japan urges more limits on US
troops after 4th assault charge

BY BRIAN MCELHINEY

AND KEISHI KOJA
Stars and Stripes 
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LOS ANGELES — The death
toll from the wildfires ravag-
ing the Los Angeles area rose
to 16 as crews battled to cut off
the spreading blazes before
potentially strong winds re-
turn that could push the flames
toward some of the city’s most
famous landmarks.

Five of the deaths were attri-
buted to the Palisades Fire and
11 resulted from the Eaton
Fire, the Los Angeles County
coroner’s office said in a state-
ment Saturday evening.

The previous number of con-
firmed fatalities before Satur-
day was 11, but officials said
they expected that figure to
rise as teams with cadaver
dogs conduct systematic grid
searches in leveled neighbor-
hoods. Authorities have estab-
lished a center where people
can report the missing. 

Joseph Everett, assistant
chief of the Los Angeles Fire

Department’s west bureau,
said it has been difficult to see
such destruction in an area
where he, his father and
grandfather have all worked
as firefighters.

“It resonates with me heavi-
ly,” he said at a community
meeting Saturday night.
“Please be patient as we are up
there … we’re still aggressive-
ly fighting fire out there.”

There were fears that winds
could move the fires toward
the J. Paul Getty Museum and
the University of California,
Los Angeles, while new evac-
uation warnings left more
homeowners on edge.

By Saturday evening, Cal
Fire reported the Palisades,
Eaton, Kenneth and Hurst
fires had consumed about 62
square miles, an area larger
than San Francisco. The Pal-
isades and Eaton fires ac-
counted for 59 square miles.

In a briefing posted online

Saturday evening, Michael
Traum of the California Office
of Emergency Services said
150,000 people in Los Angeles
County were under evacuation
orders, with more than 700
people taking refuge in nine
shelters.

Crews from California and
nine other states are part of the
response that includes 1,354
fire engines, 84 aircraft and
more than 14,000 personnel,
including newly arrived fire-
fighters from Mexico, he said.

With Cal Fire reporting con-
tainment of the Palisades Fire
at 11% and the Eaton Fire at
15% on Saturday night, the
fight is set to continue.

“Weather conditions are still
critical and another round of
strong winds is expected start-
ing Monday,” Traum said.

A fierce battle occurred Sat-
urday in Mandeville Canyon,
home to Arnold Schwarzeneg-
ger and other celebrities not

far from the Pacific coast,
where helicopters dumped
water as the blaze charged
downhill. Firefighters on the
ground used hoses in an at-
tempt to beat back leaping
flames as thick smoke blanket-
ed the chaparral-covered hill-
side.

The National Weather Ser-
vice warned that strong Santa
Ana winds could soon return.
Those winds have been largely
blamed for turning the wild-
fires into infernos that leveled
entire neighborhoods around
the city where there has been
no significant rainfall in more
than eight months.

The fire also threatened to
jump over Interstate 405 and
into densely populated areas
in the Hollywood Hills and San
Fernando Valley.

The fires that began Tues-
day just north of downtown LA
have burned more than 12,000
structures.

LA area wildfires death toll rises to 16
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — President
Joe Biden will deliver a fare-
well address to the nation
Wednesday from the Oval Of-
fice, five days before President-
elect Donald Trump is sworn
in.

The president’s remarks at 8
p.m. Eastern are set to be his
last significant opportunity to
speak to Americans and the
world before he leaves office at
noon Jan. 20. They will follow a
speech Monday at the State De-
partment, where he will deliver
an address focused on his for-
eign policy legacy.

On Friday, speaking from the
Roosevelt Room, Biden said he
didn’t think that dropping out of
the presidential race over the
summer helped deliver the
election to Trump. Biden
stepped aside amid enormous

pressure from Democrats fol-
lowing a disastrous debate per-
formance, and Kamala Harris
ran in his place with just a few
months to set up a campaign
that is normally years in the
making. 

“I think I would have beaten
Trump, and I think that Kamala
could have — would have beat-
en Trump,” he said. “I thought
it was important to unify the
party. Even though I thought I
could win again, I thought it
was better to unify the party.” 

Biden said he didn’t want to
cause a divided party to lose an
election, adding: “That’s why I
stepped aside. But I was confi-
dent she could win.” 

Press secretary Karine Jean-
Pierre told reporters earlier
Friday that Biden would reflect
on his “50-plus years as a public
official” in his speech Monday.

Biden to deliver farewell
address to US this week

Associated Press
The Supreme Court on Friday

appeared likely to uphold a fed-
eral law that would effectively
shut down TikTok in the United
States in less than two weeks un-
less the popular video-sharing
platform divests from Chinese
ownership.

A majority of justices from
across the ideological spectrum
suggested during more than 2½
hours of oral arguments that the
government’s interest in nation-
al security justified some restric-
tions on free speech. They partic-
ularly seemed to embrace Con-
gress’ concern about the Chinese
government covertly using the
app to collect vast amounts of
sensitive data about millions of
American users and potentially
exploiting that information to
blackmail young Americans or
turn them into spies.

Chief Justice John Roberts
asked the lawyer representing
TikTok about Chinese govern-
ment influence over TikTok’s
parent company ByteDance:
“Are we supposed to ignore the
fact that the ultimate parent is, in
fact, subject to doing intelligence
work for the Chinese govern-
ment?”

The company and a group of
TikTok creators had asked the
justices to quickly block the law
before the Jan. 19 deadline that
Congress set for China-based
ByteDance to sell the platform,
which has more than 170 million
users in the U.S. The court’s deci-
sion could have implications be-
yond TikTok for how aggressive-
ly the U.S. government can set
rules for the social media plat-
forms more and more Ameri-
cans turn to for news, opinion, en-
tertainment and self-expression.

Supreme Court seems likely 
to uphold anti-TikTok law

The Washington Post
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DUBAI, United Arab Emir-
ates — An oil tanker that burned
for weeks in the Red Sea after
being attacked by Yemen’s
Houthi rebels and threatening a
massive oil spill has been sal-
vaged, a security firm said Fri-
day.

The MV Sounion tanker had
been a disaster-in-waiting in the
waterway, with 1 million barrels
of crude oil aboard that had
been struck and later sabotaged
with explosives by the Houthis
as part of their campaign over
the Israel-Hamas war in the Ga-
za Strip.

Separately on Friday, Israel’s
military said it again struck
what it called Houthi military
infrastructure in Yemen, in-
cluding the Hizaz power station
and the Hodeidah and Ras Isa
ports on the west coast. Houthi-
controlled media reported one
worker dead and six other peo-
ple injured at the Ras Isa port, a
day after the Iranian-backed
Houthis fired drones at Israel in
the latest of escalating attacks.

There was no immediate
comment on the Sounion tanker
from the Houthis, who have
held Yemen’s capital, Sanaa, for
over a decade and have been
battling a Saudi-led coalition
backing the country’s exiled
government for nearly as long.

It took months for salvagers
to tow the Sounion away, extin-
guish the fires and offload the
remaining crude oil.

“Over three challenging
weeks, the fires were extin-
guished, cargo tanks patched
and pressurized with inert gas,
and the vessel declared safe,”
said private security firm Am-
brey, which helped lead the re-
sponse alongside a European
naval force and salvagers. “In

early October, she was towed
north to Suez for removal of her
cargo, which has now been suc-
cessfully completed.”

The U.S. State Department
had warned that a spill from the
Sounion would have been “four
times the size of the Exxon Val-
dez disaster” in 1989 off Alaska.

The Houthis initially attacked
the Greek-flagged Sounion
tanker on Aug. 21 with small-
arms fire, projectiles and a
drone boat. A French destroyer
operating as part of the Euro-
pean Union’s Operation As-
pides rescued its crew of 25 Fili-
pinos and Russians, as well as
four private security personnel,
after they abandoned the vessel
and took them to nearby Djibou-
ti.

The Houthis later released
footage showing they planted
explosives on board the Sounion
and ignited them in a propagan-
da video, something the rebels
have done before in their cam-
paign.

The rebels have targeted
some 100 merchant vessels with
missiles and drones since the
war in Gaza started in October
2023. 

They seized one vessel and
sank two in the campaign that
has also killed four sailors. Oth-
er missiles and drones have ei-
ther been intercepted by a U.S.-
led coalition in the Red Sea or
failed to reach their targets,
which have included Western
military vessels as well.

The rebels maintain that they
target ships linked to Israel, the
U.S. or the U.K. to force an end
to Israel’s campaign against
Hamas in Gaza. However,
many of the ships attacked have
little or no connection to the
conflict, including some bound
for Iran.

Salvage complete
of oil tanker hit by
Houthis in Red Sea

Associated Press 

Ukraine is interrogating two
North Korean soldiers cap-
tured while they were fighting
for Russia in the Kursk region,
according to President Volo-
dymyr Zelenskyy.

The pair, “though wounded,
survived and were transport-
ed to Kyiv, where they are
now communicating with the
Security Service of Ukraine,”
Zelenskyy said in a post on X
that included photos of the al-
leged soldiers.

Zelenskyy said he’d in-
structed Ukraine’s security
service to grant journalists ac-
cess to the prisoners. “The
world needs to know the truth
about what is happening,” Zel-
enskyy said.

In a posting on its website,
the Security Service of Uk-
raine said one soldier carried
a military ID card issued in
the name of another person,
registered in the Russia region
of Tuva, which lies between
Mongolia and Siberia. The
other was said to have no iden-
tifying documents.

Under interrogation, the sol-

dier said he’d been issued the
ID in Russia in the autumn,
and that he understood he was
going to Russia for training,
not deployment against Uk-
raine, according to SSU.

Neither man speaks Rus-
sian, Ukrainian or English, ac-
cording to the security ser-
vice. 

Communication with them
is carried out through inter-
preters of Korean, in cooper-
ation with South Korean se-
curity officials.

Speaking at the Ramstein
Group meeting in Germany
last week, Zelenskyy said
about 4,000 North Korean sol-
diers had been killed or
wounded in the Kursk region
that borders Ukraine. The es-
timates can’t be verified.

U.S. officials said in mid-
December that North Korea
had suffered “several
hundred” casualties in clashes
with Ukrainian troops, out of
possibly 12,000 deployed.

Kyiv’s forces a week ago
launched a fresh offensive in
Kursk, where they’ve held ter-
ritory for several months.

Zelenskyy: 2 North Korean
fighters captured in Kursk

Bloomberg News  

SEOUL, South Korea — The
black boxes of a Boeing jetliner
that crashed in South Korea last
month stopped recording about
four minutes before the acci-
dent, South Korean officials
said Saturday, possibly compli-
cating investigations into the
cause of the disaster that killed
179 people.

After analyzing the devices,
the U.S. National Transporta-
tion Safety Board concluded
that both the flight data and
cockpit voice recorders stopped
working about four minutes be-
fore the crash, the South Korean
Transportation Ministry said.

The Boeing 737-800 operated
by Jeju Air skidded off a runway
in the South Korean town of
Muan on Dec. 29 after its land-
ing gear failed to deploy, slam-
ming into a concrete structure
and bursting into flames, killing
all but two of the 181 people on
board.

After initially analyzing the
black boxes, South Korean offi-
cials sent the devices to the
NTSB for closer examination
after discovering that some of
the data was missing. The trans-
portation ministry said it wasn’t
immediately clear why the de-
vices failed to record data in the
last four minutes.

S. Korea plane black boxes
didn’t record final minutes

Associated Press
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$110M deal reached 
with Kroger in opioid suit

KY FRANKFORT —
Kentucky will re-

ceive $110 million to settle its
lawsuit accusing one of the na-
tion’s largest grocery chains of
helping fuel the opioid epidem-
ic, the state’s attorney general
said Thursday.

The state will use the money it
is getting in its settlement with
The Kroger Co. to combat an ad-
diction that has ravaged com-
munities and given the state
some of the nation’s highest
overdose death rates.

With Kentucky putting the
settlement money toward pre-
vention and recovery efforts,
the company has “agreed to be-
come part of the solution,” At-
torney General Russell Cole-
man said in announcing the set-
tlement.

Coleman’s office sued Kroger
last February, claiming its
pharmacies helped fuel the
opioid crisis. The suit, filed in
state court, alleged that Kroger
accumulated about 444 million
doses of opioids to distribute in
Kentucky between 2006 and
2019, amounting to 11% of all
opioid pills sold in the state dur-
ing that time.

Court strikes down cities’
restrictions on abortion

NM SANTA FE — The
New Mexico Su-

preme Court on Thursday
struck down abortion restric-
tions by conservative cities and
counties at the request of the
state attorney general.

The unanimous opinion rein-
forces the state’s position as
having some of the most liberal
abortion laws in the country.
The ruling preserves access to

abortion procedures across a
state that has become a major
destination for people from oth-
er states with bans.

Attorneys representing New
Mexico’s Lea and Roosevelt
counties and the cities of Hobbs
and Clovis had argued in court
that local abortion ordinances
can’t be struck down under pro-
visions within the “anti-vice”
law known as the Comstock Act.
Writing for the majority opi-
nion, Justice C. Shannon Bacon
said that state law precludes ci-
ties and counties from restrict-
ing abortion or regulating abor-
tion clinics.

Schools must tell parents
of health care changes

OH COLUMBUS —
Ohio Gov. Mike De-

Wine signed legislation
Wednesday that boosts the
rights of parents to know when
schools are changing their
child’s health care or preparing
to present lessons involving
“sexuality content,” as conser-
vatives nationally increasingly
criticize public schools as too
liberal on such issues.

The signing comes as conser-
vatives nationally are increas-
ingly critical of public schools
as too liberal and seek to quash
discussion of hot-button topics,
particularly around gender
identity.

The Republican governor
said after a separate bill-signing
at the Statehouse that the basis
of the “Parents’ Bill of Rights” is
that parents want to be in-
formed about what’s going on in
their children’s lives and Ohio
wants to give them that option.

Under the new law, parents
will be able to opt out of schools’
suggested health care changes
or the lessons identified in the

bill that contain discussion of
sex, sexuality or gender identi-
ty.

Lawsuit: City’s at-large
election system biased

PA HAZELTON — The
U.S. Justice Depart-

ment wants a judge to declare
that a Pennsylvania city’s meth-
od of electing council members
citywide instead of by districts
has illegally diluted the political
power of its growing Hispanic
population, arguing in a lawsuit
that Hazleton is violating the
federal Voting Rights Act.

A complaint filed in Scranton
federal court claims the “at-
large” system “results in His-
panic citizens not having an
equal opportunity to participate
in the political process and to
elect candidates of their
choice.”

The Justice Department un-
der outgoing Democratic Presi-
dent Joe Biden is seeking a
court order that the city, the
five-member City Council and
Republican Mayor Jeff Cusat
come up with a new system.

Judge: Slender Man
assailant can be released 

WI MADISON — A Wis-
consin woman who at

age 12 stabbed her sixth grade
classmate nearly to death to
please online horror character
Slender Man will be released
from a psychiatric hospital, a
judge ordered Thursday after a
trio of experts testified that she
has made considerable pro-
gress battling mental illness.

Morgan Geyser, now 22, has
spent nearly seven years at the
Winnebago Mental Health In-
stitute. She petitioned Wau-
kesha County Circuit Judge Mi-
chael Bohren, who committed

her.
Bohren decided to grant her

release after a day-long hearing
Thursday, finding that she had
maximized her treatment op-
tions at the facility and is no
longer a safety risk. 

The judge said that her crime
was a “brutal, terrible offense”
but Geyser has since grown up
and to be truly rehabilitated she
must exist as part of society.

Burned Bunny Museum
vows to rise from ashes

CA LOS ANGELES —
Among the losses in

the devastating Eaton fire last
week was the Bunny Museum,
husband-and-wife Candace
Frazee and Steve Lubanski’s
grand ode to the world’s hop-
piest animal, the rabbit.

The Altadena museum was
one of LA’s quintessentially
quirky institutions. There were
stuffed bunnies, hundreds of
miniature porcelain bunnies, a
bunny T-shirt collection, bunny
cookie jars, bunny movie post-
ers (including “Who Framed
Roger Rabbit” and “Peter Rab-
bit”), a bunny song room (Jef-
ferson Airplane’s “White Rab-
bit” for one), bunny costumes,
bunny books, bunny items from
Rose Parade floats, and on and
on.

The couple ended up collect-
ing more than 46,000 bunny ob-
jects and memorabilia in all — a
certified Guinness World Rec-
ord for largest bunny collection
in the world.

Most of it burned in the fire on
Wednesday. But on Thursday,
Frazee vowed to fans on social
media that the Bunny Museum
will rebuild, hopefully in the
same space.

— From wire reports
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BALTIMORE — Lamar
Jackson handed off to Derrick
Henry, then slid out to the left as
if he still had the ball. A couple
of linebackers shifted into Jack-
son’s path, leaving the middle
open for Henry to run through
for a 44-yard touchdown.

That’s the quandary Jackson
and Henry create for defensive
players. First, they have to fig-
ure out who has the ball — and if
enough people are out of posi-
tion, either Baltimore star can
make you pay.

Jackson threw for two touch-
downs in a flawless first half,
Henry scored twice while lead-
ing Baltimore’s devastating
running game, and the Ravens
beat the Pittsburgh Steelers 28-
14 on Saturday night to advance
to the second round of the AFC
playoffs.

Jackson and Henry had the
Steelers chasing shadows all
night as Baltimore outrushed
Pittsburgh 299-29. It was the
most yards rushing allowed by
Pittsburgh in a playoff game,
breaking the mark of 232 set by
the Oakland Raiders in the 1973
divisional round.

“My dad’s proud. Jack Har-

baugh’s proud right now. He
likes to pound the rock,” Ravens
coach John Harbaugh said.
“Derrick Henry was running
hard, physical. Lamar started it
off. Lamar carried the ball at
different times in the first drive
or two.”

The Ravens move on to face
Buffalo or Houston after jump-
ing out to a 21-0 halftime lead
and holding on against their
AFC North rivals. Baltimore
had a 19-2 advantage in first
downs in the first half, when the
Ravens produced touchdown
drives of 95, 85 and 90 yards.

Henry ran for 186 yards.
Jackson, the two-time MVP

seeking a playoff breakthrough,
made it clear from the start he
was going to make Pittsburgh
(10-8) defend his arm and his
legs. He kept the chains moving,
and the Ravens (13-5) were hap-
py to advance the ball methodi-
cally against a Steelers team
that has relied heavily this sea-
son on forcing turnovers.

“They understood how to win
a football game like this,” Har-
baugh said. “It’s one thing to
know it, it’s another thing to exe-
cute it and do it, and they did it.”

Pittsburgh’s season ended

with five straight losses, two of
which came in Baltimore. The
ending was a familiar story for
the Steelers, who have lost six
consecutive playoff games. The
last three times they’ve been in
the postseason, they’ve fallen on
the road in games that have ex-
emplified the gap between
Pittsburgh and the conference’s
true contenders.

“They were the better group
today. That was obvious,” Steel-
ers coach Mike Tomlin said.
“The X factor was Lamar’s
unique talents. It seems like ev-
ery time we got him behind the
sticks, he made up for it.”

The Steelers have made a
habit recently of winning tight
games against the Ravens, cap-
italizing on Baltimore mistakes.
The Ravens avoided that prob-
lem Saturday, taking few risks.

They did get creative on the
first drive, lining Henry up for a
direct snap from center while
Jackson came across and faked
a sweep. Henry kept the ball for
a 34-yard gain. Jackson capped
the possession with a 15-yard
scoring strike to Rashod Bate-
man, who was Baltimore’s top
healthy receiver with Zay Flow-
ers (knee) unavailable.

Jackson went 16-for-21 for 175
yards and rushed for 81.

Henry made it 14-0 with an 8-
yard run with 4:09 left in the
half, and the Ravens didn’t at-
tempt a pass on that 13-play
drive. After a Pittsburgh punt,
the Steelers called timeout on
third-and-2 from the Baltimore
18, hoping to get the ball back.
Instead, the Ravens converted
and then quickly moved into po-
sition to score.

On second down from the
Pittsburgh 5 with 11 seconds
left, Jackson scrambled and
dumped the ball to an open Jus-
tice Hill, who went into the end
zone with 2 seconds remaining.

The Steelers drove 98 yards
for a touchdown on their first
second-half possession, with
Russell Wilson throwing a 30-
yard scoring pass to Van Jeffer-
son. 

Baltimore answered when
Henry broke free up the middle
for his 44-yard TD.

Wilson answered with a 36-
yard TD strike to George Pick-
ens in the third, but that was it
for the scoring. Wilson went 20-
for-29 for 270 yards on a night
when neither team turned the
ball over.

Ravens run over Steelers in 1st round
Associated Press

HOUSTON — Derek Stingley
says the Texans aim to force
three turnovers a game.

On Saturday against the Los
Angeles Chargers, they sur-
passed that goal. The All-Pro
cornerback grabbed two of Jus-
tin Herbert’s career-high four
interceptions to help Houston
roll to a 32-12 wild-card playoff
victory.

“We’re just going out there
playing like we’ve got to get the
ball to win,” Stingley said. 

Eric Murray returned one of
the interceptions for a touch-
down and C.J. Stroud threw a TD
pass in Houston’s win.

Since the AFL-NFL merger in
1970, quarterbacks are 55-551-2
when throwing four or more in-
terceptions in the regular season
and just 3-33 when doing so in the
playoffs.

“I let the team down,” Herbert
said. “You can’t turn over the ball
like that and expect to win. I put
the team in a tough position there
with four turnovers like that.”

It’s the second straight year
Stroud and the Texans (11-7) won
in the first round after they beat
Cleveland last season.

“It hasn’t always been easy
this year,” Stroud said. “But this
is just another thing that we can
use to motivate us even more.”

Herbert threw only three in-
terceptions during the regular
season and had never thrown
more than two in a game before
Saturday. Rookie Kamari Lassi-
ter had the Texans’ other inter-
ception.

The Texans made Herbert un-
comfortable in the pocket all day,
sacking him four times and hit-
ting him nine more.

“Our defense, they dominated
today,” Texans coach DeMeco
Ryans said. “And that’s who we
want to be. They played our
brand of football.” 

The Chargers (11-7), who re-
turned to the playoffs under
first-year coach Jim Harbaugh,

lost in the wild-card round for a
second straight time after also
losing in the 2022 season to re-
main without a postseason victo-
ry since 2018. 

Harbaugh, who won a national
championship with Michigan in
Houston last January, took the
blame for the loss. 

“They were the better team to-
day,” he said. “All respect to
them. Not being the better team
today, I’m accountable for that.
That’s on me.” 

Stroud threw for 282 yards
with the touchdown pass to Nico
Collins and an interception. 

Herbert was 14-for-32 for 242
yards with a 40.9 passer rating.

Texans intercept Herbert 4 times in rout of Chargers
Associated Press
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MONTREAL — Jason Ro-
bertson scored the shootout win-
ner to lift the surging Dallas
Stars over the Montreal Cana-
diens 2-1 on Saturday night for
their seventh consecutive victo-
ry.

Robertson scored the only
goal of the shootout while goalie
Jake Oettinger stopped Patrik
Laine, Cole Caufield and Nick
Suzuki.

Oettinger made 30 saves and
Jamie Benn scored in regulation
for Dallas, which snapped Mon-
treal’s three-game winning
streak.

Sam Montembeault made 34
saves for Montreal, which lost
for only the third time in 12
games. 

Capitals 4, Predators 1: Alex
Ovechkin had a goal and an as-
sist, Ethen Frank got his first
NHL goal and Washington beat
host Nashville.

Tom Wilson and Andrew
Mangiapane also scored for the
Capitals. Logan Thompson
stopped 32 shots as Washington
won for the second time in three
games.

Filip Forsberg scored and Ju-
use Saros made 12 saves for the
Predators, who have lost two
straight.

Devils 3, Lightning 2 (OT):
Stefan Noesen scored a power-
play goal in overtime and Jacob
Markstrom made 23 saves as
New Jersey defeated visiting
Tampa Bay.

Ondrej Palat and Jack
Hughes also scored for New Jer-
sey, which was coming off a 1-4-1
road trip since a 4-2 win over
Carolina at home on Dec. 27.
Markstrom is 21-8-3 in his first
season with the Devils.

Noesen got his 17th goal 3:19
into the extra session with Nick
Paul in the penalty box for trip-
ping. Jesper Bratt had two as-
sists in New Jersey’s sixth
straight victory at home.

Bruins 4, Panthers 3 (OT):
David Pastrnak scored a power-
play goal with 2 seconds left in

overtime and Boston snapped a
six-game losing streak with a
win at Florida.

It was the second goal for
Pastrnak, who has six in his past
five games. He also had an as-
sist. Morgan Geekie also had a
goal and assist, and Jeremy
Swayman stopped 39 shots for
the Bruins, who entered having
scored one goal or fewer in four
of their past six games.

Sam Reinhart scored twice
for Florida, including the tying
goal with 2 seconds left in regu-
lation.

Senators 5, Penguins 0:
Shane Pinto scored two special-
teams goals in the first period,
Leevi Merilainen stopped 30
shots and Ottawa beat host Pitts-
burgh.

Pinto beat Alex Nedeljokvic
on the power play just over five
minutes into the game then add-
ed a short-handed goal in the
waning moments of the first pe-
riod as the Senators won for the
second time in their past eight
games.

Tyler Kleven, Drake Bather-
son and Tim Stutzle also scored
for the Senators.

Kraken 6, Sabres 2: Kaapo
Kakko scored twice in the third
period, Joey Daccord made 33
saves and Seattle overcame an
early two-goal deficit to win at
Buffalo.

Oliver Bjorkstrand gave Seat-
tle the lead on a scramble in
front of the net at 3:08 of the
third. Kakko scored 38 seconds
later, and added another goal on
a power play 1:40 after that.

Andre Burakovsky, Ryker
Evans and Brandon Tanev also
scored to help the Kraken snap a
four-game skid.

Canucks 3, Maple Leafs 0:
Kevin Lankinen made 20 saves
for his fourth shutout of the sea-
son and the seventh of his ca-
reer, Quinn Hughes had a goal
and an assist, and visiting Van-
couver beat Toronto.

Brock Boeser and Kiefer
Sherwood also scored goals and
Tyler Myers had two assists for

Vancover, which snapped a
four-game losing streak.

Flyers 6, Ducks 0: Sam Ers-
son made 22 saves for his second
shutout of the season and Phila-
delphia beat Anaheim in Cutter
Gauthier’s first visit to Philadel-
phia since being traded to the
Ducks a year ago.

Drafted fifth overall by Phila-
delphia in 2022, Gauthier told
the Flyers he didn’t want to play
for the team, which brought out
an energized, sellout crowd that
booed or chanted every time he
stepped on the ice.

Ersson had his seventh career
shutout to help Philadelphia
snap a four-game losing streak.
Morgan Frost, Jaime Drysdale,
Owen Tippett, Ryan Poehling,
Matvei Michkov and Garnet
Hathaway scored.

Blue Jackets 2, Blues 1:
Adam Fantilli and Cole Sillinger
scored, and Jet Greaves nar-
rowly missed his first career
shutout as Columbus beat host
St. Louis for its fourth win in a
row.

Fantilli notched his third goal
during Columbus’ longest win-
ning streak of the season when
he got open in front of the net and
Kirill Marchenko feathered a
pass to him with 4:22 remaining
in the first period.

Colton Parayko scored with
10.5 seconds left to prevent the
shutout by Greaves.

Jets 3, Avalanche 0: Connor
Hellebuyck stopped 22 shots for
his sixth shutout of the season as
Winnipeg beat visiting Colora-
do.

Nikolaj Ehlers had two goals,
and Mark Scheifele also scored
for the Jets, who are 2-1-2 in
their eight-game homestand.

Hellebuyck had 10 saves in
the first period, five in the sec-
ond and seven in the third to get
his NHL-leading 25th win of the
season and 301st of his career.
The shutout was the 43rd of his
career.

Mackenzie Blackwood had 26
saves for Colorado.

Oilers 4, Blackhawks 3:Zach

Hyman scored a tiebreaking
power-play goal in the third pe-
riod as Edmonton won at Chica-
go.

Adam Henrique, Corey Perry
and Vasily Podkolzin also
scored for the Oilers, who closed
out a 3-1 road trip. Leon Drai-
saitl had two assists.

Chicago lost for the eighth
time in 10 games. Connor Be-
dard’s career-high point streak
was stopped at nine games.

Islanders 2, Utah 1: Mathew
Barzal scored with 1:25 to play
and also had an assist to lead
New York to a victory over Utah.

Marcus Hogberg finished
with 21 saves for New York and
Brock Nelson also scored for the
Islanders, who won their third
straight road game.

Nick Schmaltz scored for
Utah and Connor Ingram had 30
saves in his first start since No-
vember.

Wild 3, Sharks 1: Marc-
Andre Fleury made 36 saves,
Marco Rossi and Matt Boldy
scored, and short-handed Min-
nesota beat host San Jose.

The Wild, without leading
scorer Kirill Kaprizov and sev-
eral other key players, earned
their fifth win in six games. 

Rossi and Boldy each scored
their 16th goal of the season to
give the Wild a 2-0 lead in the
second period. Mats Zuccarello
assisted on both goals and added
an empty-netter.

Rangers 2, Golden Knights 1:
Adam Edstrom tipped in Jonny
Brodzinski’s shot off the rush at
5:57 of the third period for the
winning goal in visiting New
York’s victory over Vegas.

The Rangers are 4-1-1 in their
past six games. Vegas, which
was beaten Thursday by the
New York Islanders, lost con-
secutive games for the first time
since Nov. 17 and 20.

Flames 2, Kings 1: Jonathan
Huberdeau scored the tiebreak-
ing goal early in the third period
and Dustin Wolf stopped 31
shots as host Calgary beat Los
Angeles.

Robertson lifts Stars to 7th win in row
Associated Press
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MELBOURNE, Australia —
Zheng Qinwen’s tennis résumé
is quite different from what it
was when she showed up at the
Australian Open a full year ago.
No matter everything she ac-
complished in 2024 — a runner-
up finish at Melbourne Park; an
Olympic gold medal for China
—she felt jitters before entering
Rod Laver Arena on Sunday.

After overcoming some hic-
cups late in the opening set of
her first-round match on a
stormy Day 1 at the season’s first
major tennis tournament,
Zheng came through with a 7-6
(3), 6-1 victory against Anca To-
doni, a 20-year-old qualifier
from Romania who has won one
Grand Slam match in her ca-
reer.

“Actually, I feel really ner-
vous,” said Zheng, who is seeded
No. 5. “I started to feel nervous
already since yesterday, ’cause I
felt special emotion for the Aus-
tralian Open. ... I really like it

here.”
As well she should.
It was 12 months ago on Mel-

bourne’s hard courts that Zheng
made it all the way to the final
before losing to Aryna Sabalen-
ka. The two-time champion be-
gan her bid for a third consecu-
tive title with a 6-3, 6-2 victory
over 2017 U.S. Open title winner
Sloane Stephens. Alexander
Zverev, the men’s No. 2 seed, de-
feated Lucas Pouille 6-4, 6-4, 6-4
in the last match at Rod Laver
Arena.

Two of the first three men’s
contests to conclude both went
five sets. Kei Nishikori, the 2014
U.S. Open runner-up, saved a
pair of match points in the third
set and came all the way back to
beat qualifier Thiago Monteiro
4-6, 6-7 (4), 7-5, 6-2, 6-3, while
No. 6 Casper Ruud, a three-time
finalist at majors, defeated
Jaume Munar 6-3, 1-6, 7-5, 2-6,
6-1.

Nishikori, competing in Mel-
bourne for the first time in four

years after a series of hip, ankle
and knee injuries, raised his
arms and threw his head back,
causing his black hat to fall off.

Before her run in Australia
last January, Zheng had only
played in eight major tourna-
ments, making one quarterfinal.
Her big-hitting breakthrough
opened a season in which she
wound up with a gold draped
around her neck at the Paris
Games in August.

The 22-year-old Zheng’s pow-
er-based game is best suited for
hard courts, and playing indoors
doesn’t hurt, either, so she even-
tually was quite comfortable
against Todoni under a closed
retractable roof, while thunder
and lightning and a serious
downpour suspended action on
the courts that can’t be covered.

Still, Zheng frittered away set
points while serving for the
opener at 5-4, then was forced to
save set points for Todoni later.
Afterward, Zheng said that be-
ing nervous usually makes her

focus better, but this time, it
didn’t make “me play my best
tennis out there.”

Still, she was good enough on
this day.

The second set was more one-
sided, and Todoni took a medi-
cal timeout for treatment on her
lower back after three games.

Zheng was among only a
handful of players able to com-
plete matches in the early going
at what is now a 15-day tourna-
ment after a Sunday start was
instituted last year. That extra
time, which spreads out the first
round across three days, could
be particularly helpful this
week, when Monday’s packed
program already included
matches for Novak Djokovic,
Jannik Sinner, Carlos Alcaraz,
Coco Gauff and Iga Swiatek.

No. 29 Linda Noskova was the
first seeded player to exit the
bracket, just a year after she
stunned Iga Swiatek in Mel-
bourne. Noskova lost 5-7, 6-3,
6-4 to Clara Tauson.

Zheng advances on stormy first day at Australian
Associated Press

MINNEAPOLIS — Ja Morant
made a tiebreaking jumper with
18 seconds left, Jaren Jackson
Jr. scored 33 points and the
Memphis Grizzlies beat the
Minnesota Timberwolves 127-
125 on Saturday night in a game
that was tight from start to fin-
ish.

Morant finished with just 12
points, but he had the tying bas-
ket with 54 seconds to go before
his 11-footer for the lead. Des-
mond Bane had 21 points for
Memphis, going 4-for-8 from 3-
point range.

Anthony Edwards missed
two 3-pointers in the final 7.3
seconds of a game in which nei-
ther team led by more than six
and featured 25 lead changes.

Donte DiVincenzo scored a
season-high 27 points for Min-
nesota. Jaden McDaniels added

21 and Edwards scored 15 for
the Wolves, whose three-game
winning streak ended.

Suns 114, Jazz 106: Devin
Booker scored 34 points and
host Phoenix never trailed in a
victory over Utah.

Booker had 22 points in the
first half on 7-of-8 shooting, in-
cluding 4 of 5 from 3-point
range. He finished 12 for 20
overall and 6 for 12 from behind
the arc.

Kevin Durant scored 25
points for the Suns, who led by
as many as 16 points but strug-
gled to put away the Jazz, who
dropped their third in a row, un-
til the fourth quarter. Grayson
Allen had 14 points, nine in the
final period.

The Suns have won three of
four since coach Mike Buden-
holzer reorganized the Suns’ ro-
tation with Bradley Beal com-

ing off the bench. Ryan Dunn
moved into the Suns’ lineup at
forward.

Lauri Markkanen led the Jazz
with 24 points and Collin Sexton
had 20.

Pistons 123, Raptors 114:
Cade Cunningham had 22
points, 17 assists and 10 re-
bounds, and host Detroit beat
Toronto.

Cunningham fell one assist
short of his career high, set on
Dec. 16, and has the second-
most triple-doubles in Pistons
history.

Tim Hardaway Jr. scored 27
points for the Pistons, who have
won nine of 11. Malik Beasley
added 18.

Immanuel Quickley had 25
points for Toronto, which has
lost five straight and 16 of 17.
Scottie Barnes had 16 points and
11 rebounds as Toronto had sev-

en players score in double fig-
ures.

Quickley’s jumper tied the
game at 109 with five minutes
left, but Toronto missed four
straight free throws to allow De-
troit to take a 113-109 lead on
Cunningham’s short jumper
with 3:48 to play.

Heat 119, Trail Blazers 98:
Tyler Herro had 32 points, in-
cluding seven 3-pointers, and
visiting Miami downed Port-
land.

Nikola Jovic added 21 points
and eight rebounds off the
bench for the Heat, who have
won three straight after a three-
game losing streak.

Miami led by 20 points at the
half but Portland closed the gap
in the third quarter, getting
within 68-64 on Anfernee Si-
mons’ off-balance jumper and
free throw. 

Morant’s clutch shots lift Grizzlies
Associated Press
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