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Ukraine, Russia, US discuss concessions

Negotiators meeting in Abu Dhabi focus on difficult issue of territory

Associated Press

Ukrainian President Volody-
myr Zelenskyy said the future of
Ukraine’s eastern Donbas re-
gion will be a key focus as nego-
tiators from Ukraine, Russia
and the United States meet in
Abu Dhabi on Friday for talks to
end Russia’s invasion.

The three-way talks come
hours after Russian President
Vladimir Putin discussed the
settlement in Ukraine with
President Donald Trump’s en-
voys during marathon over-
night talks. The Kremlin insist-
ed that to reach a peace deal,
Kyiv must withdraw its troops
from the areas in the east that
Russia illegally annexed but
never fully captured.

Zelenskyy, meanwhile, reit-
erated his openness to estab-
lishing a free trade zone under
Ukraine’s control in the coun-
try’s east. He said he discussed
the proposal with Trump in Da-
vos, Switzerland, on Thursday,
and told reporters: “I think it
will be positive for our busi-

ness.”

Friday will be the first known
time that officials from the
Trump administration simulta-
neously meet with negotiators
from both Ukraine and Russia.
While it’s unclear how the talks
will unfold and many obstacles
to peace remain, some seeitasa
sign that the parties are making
headway in closing a deal.

Zelenskyy told reporters after
meeting Thursday with Trump
in Davos, Switzerland, that
while the future status of land in
eastern Ukraine currently oc-
cupied by Russia remains unre-
solved, the peace proposals are
“nearly ready.”

The Kremlin offered little de-
tail beyond calling the meeting
a “working group on security is-
sues.”

“Today’s meeting will be in
the format of Ukraine, Russia
and the United States, and after-
ward the Europeans will cer-
tainly receive feedback from
us,” Zelenskyy told journalists
in a WhatsApp audio message.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov said that the Russian
delegation, headed by Adm.
Kostyukov, is comprised of mil-
itary officials. He said the talks
could extend into Saturday “if
necessary.”

Separately, Putin’s envoy Ki-
rill Dmitriev will hold talks with
Trump’s envoy Steve Witkoff on
economic issues, he confirmed.

Kremlin foreign affairs advis-
er Yuri Ushakov, who partici-
pated in Putin’s meeting with
Trump’s envoys Witkoff and
Jared Kushner, said “it was
reaffirmed that reaching along-
term settlement can’t be expect-
ed without solving the territo-
rial issue.”

Those talks, which began just
before midnight in Moscow,
lasted nearly four hours past 3
a.m. Friday. They came hours
after Zelenskyy sharply criti-
cized his European allies Thurs-
day for what he cast as their
slow and fragmented response
that he said has left Ukraine at
the mercy of Putin amid an on-

going U.S. push for a peace set-
tlement.

Ushakov noted that Trump’s
envoys informed Putin about
Trump’s meeting with Zelen-
skyy, as well as earlier discus-
sions they had with Ukrainian
and European officials. He de-
scribed the talks with the U.S. as
“frank, constructive” and
“fruitful.”

Witkoff and Kushner were
joined by Josh Gruenbaum, the
head of the Federal Acquisition
Service who serves as a senior
adviser on Trump’s Board of
Peace that Russia has been in-
vited to join.

While Russia is considering
the invitation, Putin reaffirmed
his offer to send $1 billion to the
board from Russian assets fro-
zen in the U.S. to help fund re-
building Gaza.

Asked about Putin’s proposal
to use Russia’s frozen assets for
the contribution to the Board of
Peace, Trump said he thought it
was fine. “If he’s using his mon-
ey, that’s great,” he said

Iran toll rises

Associated Press

DUBAI, United Arab Emir-
ates — The toll in Iran’s bloody
crackdown on nationwide pro-
tests has reached at least 5,002
people killed, activists said Fri-
day, warning many more were
feared dead as the most com-
prehensive internet blackout in
the country’s history crossed
the two-week mark.

Meanwhile, tensions rose be-
tween the United States and
Iran as a U.S. carrier group
moved closer to the Middle

as Trump says US ‘armada

East. President Donald Trump
likened the carrier group to an
“armada” in comments to jour-
nalists late Thursday.

Analysts say a military build-
up could give Trump the option
to carry out strikes, though so
far he’s avoided that despite re-
peated warnings to Tehran.

“While President Trump now
appears to have backtracked,
likely under pressure from re-
gional leaders and cognizant
that airstrikes alone would be
insufficient to implode the regi-

me, military assets continue to
be moved into the region, indi-
cating kinetic action may still
happen,” a New York-based
think tank called the Soufan
Center said in an analysis Fri-
day.

The latest death toll was given
by the U.S.-based Human
Rights Activists News Agency,
which reported that 4,716 were
demonstrators, 203 were gov-
ernment-affiliated, 43 were
children and 40 were civilians
not taking part in the protests. It

9

approaching

added that more than 26,800
people had been detained in a
widening arrest campaign by
authorities.

The challenge in getting in-
formation out of Iran persists
because authorities cut access
to the internet on Jan. 8.

Meanwhile, Iran’s top prose-
cutor denied a claim by Trump
that his intervention so far had
halted the execution of 800 pris-
oners detained in the demon-
strations, calling his comments
“completely false.”
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House OKs final spending bills
as Dems denounce ICE funding

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The
House passed this year’s final
batch of spending bills on
Thursday as lawmakers, still
smarting from last fall’s record
43-day shutdown, worked to
avoid another funding lapse for
a broad swath of the federal
government.

The four bills total about $1.2
trillion in spending and now
move to the Senate, with final
passage needed next week be-
fore a Jan. 30 deadline to avoid a
partial government shutdown.

Three of the bills had broad,
bipartisan support. They fund-
ed Defense and various other
departments, including Educa-
tion, Transportation and Health
and Human Services. A fourth
bill funding the Department of
Homeland Security was hotly
disputed as Democrats voiced
concerns that it failed to re-
strain President Donald

Trump’s mass deportation ef-
forts.

Republicans were able to
overcome the Democratic ob-
jections and muscle the Home-
land Security bill to passage in a
220-207 vote. The broader
package, which funds a 3.8%
pay raise for the military,
passed in a 341-88 vote.

Before the votes, House
Democratic leaders announced
their opposition to the Home-
land Security bill as the party’s
rank-and-file demanded a more
forceful stand in response to the
Republican president’s immi-
gration crackdown.

Trump’s efforts have recent-
ly centered in the Minneapolis
area, where more than 2,000 of-
ficers are stationed and where a
U.S. Immigration and Customs
Enforcement officer fatally
shot Renee Good, a mother of
three.

In ajoint statement, the Dem-

ocratic leaders said Trump
promised the American people
that his deportation policy
would focus on violent felons in
the country illegally, but in-
stead, ICE has targeted Amer-
ican citizens and law-abiding
immigrant families.

“Taxpayer dollars are being
misused to brutalize U.S. citi-
zens, including the tragic killing
of Renee Nicole Good. This ex-
tremism must end,” said the
statement from Democratic
leader Hakeem Jeffries, Demo-
cratic Whip Katherine Clark
and Democratic Caucus Chair
Pete Aguilar.

However, there was concern
that a failure to fund Homeland
Security would hurt disaster as-
sistance programs and agencies
such as the Transportation Se-
curity Administration, while
ICE and Customs and Border
Protection would simply carry
on.

Administration tells agencies to gather
data on funds going to Dem-led states

Associated Press

President Donald Trump’s
budget office this week ordered
most government agencies to
compile data on the federal
money that is sent to 14 mostly
Democratic-controlled states
and the District of Columbia in
what it describes as a tool to “re-
duce the improper and fraudu-
lent use of those funds.”

The order comes a week after
Trump said he intended to cut
off federal funding that goes to
states that are home to “sanctu-
ary cities” that resist his immi-
gration policies. He said that
would start Feb. 1 but hasn’t un-
veiled further details.

A memo to federal depart-
ments and agencies did not ex-
plain why those states were tar-
geted. All but one — Virginia —
were either included last year
on the administration’s list of
sanctuary places or were home
to at least one jurisdiction that
was. In Virginia, one of Demo-
cratic Gov. Abigail Spanberg-
er’s first acts after taking office
Saturday was to rescind a direc-
tive by Republican former Gov.
Glenn Youngkin that required
law enforcement cooperation
with immigration officials.

There is no strict definition
for sanctuary policies or sanctu-
ary cities, but the terms gener-

ally describe limited coopera-
tion with U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement.

The memo stops far short of
suspending money.

“This is a data-gathering ex-
ercise only,” it said. “It does not
involve withholding funds.”

Trump said at a White House
news conference Tuesday —
the same day the memo went to
federal departments — that he
still intended to cut off funding.

“We’re not going to pay them
anymore. They are sanctuary
for criminals,” he said. “They
can sue us and maybe they’ll
win, but we’re not giving money
to sanctuary cities anymore.”

House GOP
defeats
Venezuela
resolution

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The
House rejected a Democratic-
backed resolution Thursday
that would have prevented
President Donald Trump from
sending U.S. forces to Venezue-
la after a tied vote on the legisla-
tion fell just short of the major-
ity needed for passage.

The tied vote was the latest
sign of Republican House
Speaker Mike Johnson’s tenu-
ous hold on the majority, as well
as some of the growing push-
back in the GOP-controlled
Congress to Trump’s aggres-
sions in the Western Hemi-
sphere. A Senate vote on a simi-
lar resolution was also tied last
week until Vice President JD
Vance broke the deadlock.

To defeat the resolution, Re-
publican leaders had to hold the
vote open for more than 20 min-
utes while Republican Rep.
Wesley Hunt, who had been out
of Washington all week cam-
paigning for a Senate seat in
Texas, rushed back to Capitol
Hill to cast the decisive vote.

On the House floor, Demo-
crats responded with shouts
that Republican leaders were
violating the chamber’s proce-
dural rules. Two Republicans —
Reps. Don Bacon of Nebraska
and Thomas Massie of Ken-
tucky — voted with all Demo-
crats for the legislation.

The war powers resolution
would have directed Trump to
remove U.S. troops from Vene-
zuela. The Trump administra-
tion told senators last week that
there are no U.S. troops on the
ground in the South American
nation and committed to getting
congressional approval before
launching major military oper-
ations there.
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Minnesota preps for huge anti-ICE protest

Associated Press

MINNEAPOLIS — A vast
network of labor unions, pro-
gressive organizations and cler-
gy urged Minnesotans to stay
away from work, school and
stores Friday to protest immi-
gration enforcement oper-
ations, even as subzero temper-
atures beset the state.

Minneapolis and St. Paul
have seen daily protests since
Renee Good was fatally shot by
an Immigration and Customs
Enforcement officer on Jan. 7.
Federal law enforcement offi-
cers have surged in the Twin
Cities for weeks and have re-
peatedly squared off with com-
munity members and activists
who track their movements.

Organizers said Friday
morning that more than 700
businesses across the state
have closed for the day in soli-

darity with the protest -- from a
bookstore in tiny Grand Marais
near the Canadian border to the
landmark Guthrie Theater in
downtown Minneapolis.

“We’re achieving something
historic,” said Kate Havelin of
Indivisible Twin Cities, one of
the more than 100 groups that is
mobilizing. The demonstration
coincides with a blast of cold air
hitting the Upper Midwest and
ahead of a severe winter storm
that is expected to affect mil-
lions.

On Friday, Border Patrol
commander Gregory Bovino
sought to shift the narrative
from that of a S-year-old boy
detained by ICE officers in
Minneapolis by attacking the
news media for, in his view, in-
sufficient coverage of children
who have lost parents to vio-
lence by people in the country

illegally. He talked about a
mother of five who was Kkilled in
August 2023.

On Thursday, a prominent
civil rights attorney and at least
two other people were arrested
for their involvement in an anti-
immigration enforcement pro-
test that disrupted a Sunday
service at a church in St. Paul.
They remained in federal cus-
tody Friday morning.

Organizers hope Friday’s
mobilization will be the largest
coordinated protest action to
date, with a march in downtown
Minneapolis planned for Friday
afternoon. Earlier Friday, the
temperature in Minneapolis
was minus 21 with a wind chill
of minus 40.

Havelin compared the pres-
ence of immigration officers in
Minnesota to the winter weath-
er warnings.

“Minnesotans  understand
that when we’re in a snow
emergency ... we all have to re-
spond and it makes us do things
differently,” she said. “And
what’s happening with ICE in
our community, in our state,
means that we can’t respond as
business as usual.”

Somali businesses especially
have lost sales during the en-
forcement surge as workers
and customers, fearing deten-
tion, stay at home.

Many schools were planning
to close Friday, but cited differ-
ent reasons. The University of
Minnesota and the St. Paul pub-
lic school district said there
would be no in-person classes
because of the extreme cold.
Minneapolis Public Schools
were scheduled to be closed
“for a teacher record keeping
day.”

Federal agents detain
5-year-old boy with father

Associated Press

MINNEAPOLIS — A S-year-
old boy arriving home from pre-
school in Minnesota was taken
by federal agents along with his
father to a detention facility in
Texas, school officials and the
family’s lawyer said, making
him the fourth student from his
Minneapolis suburb to be de-
tained by immigration officers
in recent weeks.

Federal agents took Liam Co-
nejo Ramos from a running car
in the family’s driveway Tues-
day, Columbia Heights Public
Schools Superintendent Zena
Stenvik told reporters Wednes-
day. The officers told him to
knock on the door to his home to
see if other people were inside,
“essentially using a S-year-old
as bait,” she said.

The father told the child’s
mother, who was inside the
home and has not been named,
not to open the door, Stenvik
told reporters Thursday.

School officials said the
agents wouldn’t leave Liam
with another adult who lives at
the home or an official from the
school district. But on Thurs-
day, Department of Homeland
Security spokesperson Tricia
McLaughlin said in an online
post that the father asked for the
child to stay with him and that
they are together at an immigra-
tion lockup in Dilley, Texas.

The family, who came to the
U.S. in 2024, has an active asy-
lum case and had not been or-
dered to leave the country, Sten-
vik said.

McLaughlin said in a state-
ment Wednesday that “ICE did
NOT target a child.” She said
Immigration and Customs En-
forcement was arresting the
child’s father, Adrian Alexan-
der Conejo Arias, who
McLaughlin said is from Ecua-
dor and in the U.S. illegally. He
fled on foot, “abandoning his
child,” she said.

Smith defends his Trump
investigations at hearing

Associated Press

WASHINGTON — Former
Justice Department special
counsel Jack Smith defended
his investigations of President
Donald Trump at a congression-
al hearing Thursday in which he
insisted that he had acted with-
out regard to politics and had no
second thoughts about the crim-
inal charges he brought.

“No one should be above the
law in our country, and the law
required that he be held to ac-
count. So that is what I did,”
Smith said of Trump.

Smith testified behind closed
doors last month but returned to
the House Judiciary Committee
for a public hearing that provid-
ed the prosecutor with a forum
to address the breadth of evi-
dence he collected during in-
vestigations that shadowed
Trump during the 2024 presi-
dential campaign and resulted
in indictments.

The hourslong hearing imme-

diately split along partisan lines
as Republican lawmakers
sought to undermine the former
Justice Department official
while Democrats tried to elicit
damaging testimony about
Trump’s conduct and accused
their GOP counterparts of at-
tempting to rewrite history.
Smith said he stood behind
his decisions to bring charges
against Trump in separate cas-
es that accused him of conspir-
ing to overturn the 2020 election
after he lost to Democrat Joe Bi-
den and hoarding classified
documents at his Mar-a-Lago
estate in Palm Beach, Fla.
“Our investigation developed
proof beyond a reasonable
doubt that President Trump en-
gaged in criminal activity,”
Smith said. “If asked whether to
prosecute a former president
based on the same facts today, I
would do so regardless of
whether that president was a
Republican or a Democrat.”
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TikTok finalizes deal to form US entity

Associated Press

TikTok has finalized a deal to
create a new American entity,
avoiding the looming threat of a
banin the United States that has
been in discussion for years on
the platform now used by more
than 200 million Americans.

The social video platform
company signed agreements
with major investors including
Oracle, Silver Lake and the
Emirati investment firm MGX
to form the new TikTok U.S.
joint venture. The new version
will operate under ‘“defined
safeguards that protect national
security through comprehen-
sive data protections, algorithm
security, content moderation
and software assurances for
U.S. users,” the company said in
a statement Thursday. Ameri-
can TikTok users can continue
using the same app.

President Donald Trump
praised the deal in a Truth So-

cial post, thanking Chinese
leader Xi Jinping specifically
“for working with us and, ulti-
mately, approving the Deal.”
Trump added that he hopes
“that long into the future I will
be remembered by those who
use and love TikTok.”

The Chinese government has
not yet publicly commented on
TikTok’s announcement. Ear-
lier on Thursday and ahead of
the statement, Liu Pengyu,
spokesperson of the Chinese
embassy in Washington, said
“China’s position on TikTok has
been consistent and clear.”

Adam Presser, who previous-
ly worked as TikTok’s head of
operations and trust and safety,
will lead the new venture as its
CEO. He will work alongside a
seven-member, majority-
American board of directors
that includes TikTok’s CEO
Shou Chew.

The deal ends years of uncer-

tainty about the fate of the pop-
ular video-sharing platform in
the United States. After wide bi-
partisan majorities in Congress
passed — and President Joe Bi-
den signed — a law that would
ban TikTok in the U.S. if it did
not find a new owner in the
place of China’s ByteDance, the
platform was set to go dark on
the law’s January 202S dead-
line. For a several hours, it did.
But on his first day in office,
President Donald Trump
signed an executive order to
keep it running while his admin-
istration sought an agreement
for the sale of the company.
Apart from an emphasis on
data protection, with U.S. user
data being stored locally in a
system run by Oracle, the joint
venture will also focus on Tik-
Tok’s algorithm. The content
recommendation formula,
which feeds users specific vid-
eos tailored to their preferences

and interests, will be retrained,
tested and updated on U.S. user
data, the company said in its an-
nouncement.

The algorithm has been a cen-
tral issue in the security debate
over TikTok. China previously
maintained the algorithm must
remain under Chinese control
by law. But the U.S. regulation
passed with bipartisan support
said any divestment of TikTok
must mean the platform cuts
ties — specifically the algorithm
— with ByteDance. Under the
terms of this deal, ByteDance
would license the algorithm to
the U.S. entity for retraining.

The law prohibits “any coop-
eration with respect to the oper-
ation of a content recommenda-
tion algorithm” between Byte-
Dance and a new potential
American ownership group, so
it is unclear how ByteDance’s
continued involvement in this
arrangement will play out.

Dangerous winter storm
barrels toward eastern US

Associated Press

DALLAS — Texas and OKla-
homa braced for heavy snow
and ice that could make road-
ways treacherous Friday in
what forecasters predict will
be some of the initial effects of
a huge, dayslong winter storm
threatening catastrophic dam-
age, extensive power outages
and bitterly cold weather to the
eastern two-thirds of the U.S.

In the Houston area, a utility
company had 3,300 employees
ready to work the winter
storm, while Oklahoma’s De-
partment of Transportation
pretreated highways and inter-
states with salt brine. Freezing
rain and sleet were also ex-
pected in New Mexico as early
as Friday.

The massive storm system is
expected to bring a crippling
ice storm from Texas through
parts of the South, potentially

around a foot of snow from Ok-
lahoma through Washington,
D.C., New York and Boston,
and then a final punch of bitter-
ly cold air that could drop wind
chills to minus S0 degrees Fah-
renheit in parts of Minnesota
and North Dakota.

Forecasters are warning the
damage, especially in areas
pounded by ice, could rival a
hurricane. About 160 million
people were under winter
storm or cold weather watches
or warnings — and in many
places both.

Cold air streaming down
from Canada caused Chicago
Public Schools and Des Moines
Public Schools in Iowa to can-
cel classes Friday. Wind chills
predicted to be as low as minus
35 degrees could cause frost-
bite within 10 minutes, making
it too dangerous to walk to
school or wait for the bus.

Japan sets early election
as Takaichi sees easy gains

Associated Press

TOKYO — Japanese Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi dis-
solved the lower house of par-
liament on Friday, paving the
way for an early election on
Feb. 8.

The move is an attempt to
capitalize on her popularity to
help the governing party regain
ground after major losses in re-
cent years, but it will delay par-
liamentary approval for a bud-
get that aims at boosting a
struggling economy and ad-
dressing soaring prices.

Takaichi, elected in October
as Japan’s first female leader,
has been in office only three
months, but she has seen strong
approval ratings of about 70%.

Takaichi’s Liberal Demo-
cratic Party could still face
some challenges as it reels from
a series of scandals about cor-
ruption and the party’s past ties

to the Unification Church. But
it’s not clear if the new opposi-
tion Centrist Reform Alliance
can attract moderate voters,
while opposition parties are
splintered.

Takaichi is also seeing rising
animosity with China, since
making remarks on Taiwan.
And President Donald Trump
wants her to spend more on
weapons, as Washington and
Beijing pursue military superi-
ority in the region.

The dissolution of the 46S-
member lower House of Repre-
sentatives paves the way for a
12-day campaign that officially
starts Tuesday.

Takaichi’s plan for an early
election aims to capitalize on
her popularity to win a govern-
ing majority in the lower
House, the more powerful of
Japan’s two-chamber parlia-
ment called the National Diet.
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Bruins survive Knights’ 3-goal flurry

Associated Press

BOSTON — Charlie McAvoy started a
three-goal flurry in a S4-second span in the
first period, David Pastrnak had a goal and
two assists and the Boston Bruins held off
the Vegas Golden Knights 4-3 on Thursday
night to win for the ninth time in 11 games.

Elias Lindholm and Tanner Jeannot also
scored for the Bruins, who made the Golden
Knights pay after a double minor for high-
sticking was assessed to forward Tomas
Hertl at the nine-minute mark of the open-
ing period. Appearing in his second straight
game, Joonas Korpisalo made 29 saves.

Vegas cut a 4-0 deficit in half during the
opening minutes in the third period behind
goals from Jack Eichel and Tomas Hertle.
The Golden Knights made it three straight
when Pavel Dorofeyev scored with 2:35 left
with goalie Akira Schmid off for an extra
skater,

Schmid remained in net after a shaky se-
quence that began when McAvoy blasted
one from just inside the blue line for his
fourth goal of the season. The goal came 10
seconds into the four-minute power play.

Boston kept charging and made it two
power-play goals in 30 seconds when Lind-
holm scored between the circles for his
ninth goal of the season. Pastrnak assisted
on both power-play goals.

Jeannot capped the spree off a feed from
Sean Kuraly with 9:54 left.

Sabres 4, Canadiens 2: Ukko-Pekka Lu-
ukkonen made 32 saves and Jason Zucker,
Beck Malenstyn and Zach Benson gave Buf-
falo an early lead as the Sabres won at Mon-
treal for their 17th victory in 21 games.

Peyton Krebs added an empty-netter in
the third. The Sabres improved to 28-17-5,
beating Montreal for the second time in
eight days.

Cole Caufield scored for the fourth
straight game for Montreal, and Nick Suzu-
ki also connected, The Canadiens dropped
to 28-16-7. They had won two in a row.

Samuel Montembeault stopped 13 shots
in his first regulation loss since being called
up from a conditioning assignment with La-
val of the AHL on Dec. 27.

Blackhawks 4, Hurricanes 3 (S0): Oliver
Moore scored in the shootout on his 21st
birthday and Spencer Knight stopped five
of six shots by Carolina to give visiting Chi-
cago a shootout victory.

Connor Murphy, Ilya Mikheyev and Nick
Lardis scored in regulation for the Black-
hawks. Knight, who shut out Winnipeg on
Monday night, made 28 saves in regulation
and overtime for his second straight win.

Joel Nystrom, Jordan Staal and Jackson
Blake scored for the Hurricanes, whose
five-game home winning streak ended. Fre-
derik Andersen stopped 18 shots and four
more in the shootout.

The win capped an eventful night for
Moore, who celebrated a milestone birth-
day. He was on the wrong side of a fight with
Alexander Nikishin in the second period
and then nearly won the game in overtime
but was robbed by Andersen.

Blue Jackets 1, Stars 0: Jet Greaves had
28 saves for his third career shutout, Zach
Werenski scored his 19th goal of the season,
and Columbus beat visiting Dallas.

Werenski scored at 8:48 of the first period
with a wrist shot from the right circle that
went through traffic and inside the far post
with assists from Damon Severson and Isac
Lundestrom, who had missed 12 games with
a lower-body injury suffered in practice on
Dec. 27.

Blue Jackets forward Charlie Coyle
played in his 1,000th career game, the fifth
player to reach the mark in a Columbus uni-
form. He scored into an empty net late in the
game but the goal was disallowed for off-
side.

Predators 5, Senators 3: Steven Stam-
kos broke a tie with 2:13 left with his third
goal of the game and host Nashville over-
came a three-goal deficit to beat Ottawa.

After Stamkos tied it at 3 with 9:53 left
with his second power-play goal of the
game, Ryan O’Reilly beat the Senators to
the puck behind the goal line and popped it
out front to Stamkos, who batted it out of the
air past goalie James Reimer.

O’Reilly set up the tying goal, too, firing a
cross-crease feed to Stamkos with the man

advantage. Nashville got the power play
when Tim Stutzle cross-checked Stamkos.

Predators captain Roman Josi, playing
his 1,000th NHL game, also assisted on the
tying goal. The defenseman is the 84th
player in NHL history to play his first 1,000
regular-season games with one franchise.

Panthers 2, Jets 1 (SO): Anton Lundell
and Sam Reinhart beat Connor Hellebuyck
in a shootout to help give Florida a victory at
Winnipeg.

Winnipeg shooters Kyle Connor and
Mark Scheifele came up empty against Da-
niil Tarasov in the tiebreaker.

Sam Bennett scored in regulation, and
Tarasov stopped 17 shots for two-time de-
fending champion Florida. Matthew Tka-
chuk had an assist for his first point of the
season in his second game back from ad-
ductor muscle surgery.

Penguins 6, Oilers 2: Anthony Mantha
scored twice, Sidney Crosby made it three
in an early 37-second span and visiting
Pittsburgh beat Edmonton.

The 37-second spree was the fastest three
goals in Penguins history and the fastest
three allowed by the Oilers.

The Penguins scored on three of their
first four shots. Just 2:20 in, Justin Brazeau
made a nifty pass through a defender’s legs
to Mantha, who deflected it in. Twenty-two
seconds later, Mantha scored on a break-
away. Crosby struck 1S seconds after that,
deflecting a pass from the slot into the net.

Wild 4, Red Wings 3 (OT): Kirill Kaprizov
scored his second goal of the game 45 sec-
onds into overtime to give Minnesota a vic-
tory over visiting Detroit.

Kaprizov came down the middle and beat
goalie Cam Talbot with a wrist shot from be-
tween the circles.

Mats Zuccarello also scored twice, and
Filip Gustavsson made 31 saves.

Quinn Hughes had three assists, giving
him 43 on the season, tied for the most
among NHL defensemen. Hughes has sev-
en assists in his last four games and has had
at least three assists in a game four times
since joining the Wild in a trade with Van-
couver on December 12.
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Leonard, Clippers hold off Doncic, Lakers

Associated Press

INGLEWOOD, Calif. — Kawhi Leonard
scored 24 points — his career-high 23rd
consecutive game with at least 20 — and the
Los Angeles Clippers survived a tight fourth
quarter to beat Luka Doncic and the Los An-
geles Lakers 112-104 on Thursday night.

The Clippers have won seven of eight and
14 of 17 as they continue their upward climb
from the depths of the Western Conference.
Leonard, who missed a stretch when his
team had nearly bottomed out in the stand-
ings, has a left knee contusion but he didn’t
sit for long in the fourth.

LeBron James scored 4 points and Don-
cic hit a 3-pointer to cap a 19-7 run as the
Lakers closed the gap to two.

James Harden answered Doncic’s 3 with
one of his own as the Clippers ran off 10 in a
row to stay in front, 103-91.

But the Lakers weren’t done yet. James
hit a jumper and completed a three-point
play in an 11-2 run that cut the lead to three.

Ivica Zubac’s reverse dunk and John Col-
lins’ 3-pointer extended the Clippers’ lead
to eight points and they closed it out on
Harden’s pair of free throws.

Luka Doncic had 32 points, 11 rebounds
and eight assists and James added 23 points.
The Lakers fell to 5-6 in their past 11.

76ers 128, Rockets 122 (OT): Tyrese
Maxey scored six of his 36 points in over-
time, Joel Embiid had 32 points, 15 re-
bounds and 10 assists as Philadelphia de-
feated visiting Houston.

Kelly Oubre Jr. added 26 points for the
76ers, who evened their home record at 12-
12. Paul George returned to the lineup for
Philadelphia after missing two straight
games due to left knee injury management
and had 10 points.

Kevin Durant scored 36 points for the
Rockets, who had won three in a row. Amen
Thompson added 17 for Houston.

The 76ers scored the first five points of
the extra session, on George’s 3-pointer and
VJ Edgecombe’s follow from close range af-
ter he grabbed an offensive rebound, to take
control.

Hornets 124, Magic 97: LaMelo Ball re-
turned to Charlotte’s starting lineup and
had 16 points, seven assists and six re-
bounds in a win over host Orlando.

Ball, who a night earlier had one of the
worst shooting performances of his career
when he came off the bench as part of a plan
to manage his minutes, went 6 for 12 from
the field and 4 for 8 from 3-point distance
against Orlando. In a loss to Cleveland on
Wednesday, the No. 3 pick in the 2020 draft

finished with two points on 1-of-15 shooting,
including 0 of 10 from 3-point range.

Brandon Miller scored 20 points to lead
Charlotte’s balanced effort. Collin Sexton
came off the bench and scored 12 of his 19
points in the first half, Kon Knueppel and
Tidjane Salaunadded added 13 apiece, and
Miles Bridges, Moussa Diabate and Ryan
Kalkbrenner each scored 10.

Paolo Banchero scored 23 points, and
Desmond Bane added 21 for the Magic. Mo-
ritz Wagner scored 14, Noah Penda added 13
and Jeff Howard 10.

Nuggets 107, Wizards 97: Peyton Wat-
son scored a career-high 35 points to lead
short-handed Denver to a victory at Wash-
ington.

Jamal Murray added 24 points for the
Nuggets, who avoided their first three-
game losing streak of the season. Jonas Va-
lanciunas had 16 points in his return after
missing 11 games with a strained calf. Aaron
Gordon also scored 16 points.

Nikola Jokic missed his 13th consecutive
game for Denver with a hyperextended left
knee.

Kyshawn George scored 20 points and
grabbed 12 rebounds for Washington,
which lost its eighth in a row.

Mavericks 123, Warriors 115: Naji Mar-
shall tied his season highs with 30 points
and nine assists, and Dallas beat visiting
Golden State, winning a season-best fourth
consecutive game while dropping the War-
riors to 0-2 since Jimmy Butler’s season-
ending knee injury.

Stephen Curry scored 38 points and was 8
of 1S from 3-point range on the night the
Warriors’ superstar became the first in
NBA history to attempt 10,000 shots from
beyond the arc. He’s now 4,222 of 10,007
from deep.

Cooper Flagg had 21 points and a career-
high 11 rebounds in 30 minutes when Dallas’
rookie No. 1 pick was supposed to be limited
to 20-25 minutes in his second game back
since missing two with a sprained left ankle.

The Warriors were up one midway
through the fourth quarter when Draymond
Green was called for a flagrant foul that had
him arguing with the officials. Less than a
minute later, another foul by Green was re-
viewed but not called flagrant.

Green argued anyway as he went to the
bench after the second foul, and the Mavs
continued on an 11-0 run that started after
the flagrant foul. Green fouled out with 3:50
remaining.

Bulls 120, Timberwolves 115: Coby
White scored 22 points, Josh Giddey added

21 off the bench, and Jalen Smith converted
two clutch free throws late to lift Chicago to
a win over host Minnesota.

Chicago overcame a 14-point, first-half
deficit and also withstood a 13-0 run from
Minnesota in the fourth quarter. White hit a
clutch 3-pointer from the corner to keep it a
one-point game with 1:06 to play.

After White’s corner 3-pointer, Minneso-
ta committed a pair of costly turnovers in
the final minute. Jaden McDaniels lost the
ball out of bounds for Minnesota, and Chica-
go’s Tre Jones made alayup at the other end
with 31.1 seconds to play. Smith then con-
verted at the line with 11 seconds remaining,
and Minnesota failed to hit a shot in its next
possession.

Julius Randle, who was on the injury re-
port with left foot soreness, had a team-high
30 points for Minnesota, but also committed
a late turnover. Anthony Edwards and Naz
Reid each added 20 points, and McDaniels
scored 16 in the loss.

Spurs 126, Jazz 109: De’Aaron Fox
scored 31 points, Victor Wembanyama had
26 points and 13 rebounds and San Antonio
won at Utah.

Fox shot 10 of 13 from the field with six
3-pointers. Wembanyama — along with five
blocks — shot 9 of 14 with four 3s one game
after a S-of-21 performance in a loss to
Houston.

Keldon Johnson added 21 points and Ste-
phon Castle had 16 points, eight assists and
seven rebounds as the Spurs won their
fourth game in their last five.

Utah’s Jusuf Nurkic had 17 points, 14 as-
sists and 11 rebounds for his second triple-
double in as many games, and third of his
career. The Jazz went more than 15 seasons
(2008-24) without a single triple-double un-
til the consecutive performances by Nurkic.

The center became the first Jazz player to
have back-to-back triple doubles since Pete
Maravich in January 1975.

Trail Blazers 127, Heat 110: Shaedon
Sharpe scored 27 points and had seven re-
bounds and four steals, and Portland ex-
tended its winning streak to four games
with a victory over visiting Miami.

Deni Avdija added 20 points before leav-
ing with a back injury. Caleb Love also had
20 points, Toumani Camara had 16 and Jrue
Holiday 1S for the Trail Blazers, who led by
as many as 21 and won for the 11th time in 14
games. Their 9-2 mark in January is the best
in the NBA.

Bam Adebayo had 32 points and 10 re-
bounds for the Heat. Norman Powell added
18 points and Simone Fontecchio scored 17.
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Broncos put title hopes on Stidham

Nix's backup at QB steps in to face former team as Denver hosts New England in AFC Championship

Associated Press

DENVER — If any opponent
is familiar with Denver Broncos
fill-in quarterback Jarrett Stid-
ham, it’s the New England Pa-
triots, who drafted him in 2019
to serve as Tom Brady’s backup.

When Josh McDaniels took
the Las Vegas Raiders’ head
coaching job, he traded for Stid-
ham, who backed up Derek
Carr for two years before sign-
ing with Denver, where he
served as Russell Wilson’s No.
2, then as Bo Nix’s right-hand
man.

After McDaniels returned to
New England for his third stint
as offensive coordinator last off-
season, the Patriots were inter-
ested in a reunion with Stidham,
but he chose to stay in Denver.

With Nix recovering from
surgery after breaking his right
ankle on Denver’s game-win-
ning drive in overtime against
Buffalo last weekend, Stidham
steps in Sunday when the Bron-
cos (15-3) host Drake Maye and
the Patriots (16-3) in the AFC
championship game.

Although Nix was integral to
Denver’s success this season —
he engineered six comebacks in
the fourth quarter or overtime
and led Denver to an NFL-best
12-2 record in one-score games
— his coaches and teammates
insist they’re equally confident

Stidham can lead them to the
Super Bowl.

“We’re lucky to have him,”
right tackle Mike McGlinchey
said, “because not everybody
has a quarterback waiting in the
wings as talented as Jarrett.”

Although the Patriots brass
knows Stidham well, defensive
tackle Milton Williams didn’t
mince his words when asked
what he knew about the sixth-
year QB who hasn’t thrown a
pass in two years.

“Nothing. I ain’t going to lie,”
he said. “Nothing. We’re going
to watch the tape on him and fig-
ure out what he likes to do. But
they didn’t like him over Bo, so.”

Of course, no team likes their
backup QB more than their
starter, but Broncos coach Sean
Payton insists Stidham could
start for any number of other
NFL teams.

Stidham may not have quite
the résumé of Nix, but he’s no
slouch, said Patriots corner-
back Christian Gonzalez.

“He’s in the NFL for a rea-
son,” Gonzalez said. “They be-
lieve in him, they brought him
up, so we’ve got to prepare and
be ready for him. They’re in this
game for a reason, too. They’ve
got alot of weapons on the offen-
sive side.”

And they might get running
back J.K. Dobbins back from

foot surgery. The Broncos’
backfield has averaged one few-
er yard per carry and 29 fewer
yards per game since Dobbins
got hurt Nov. 6. His return could
take a big load off Stidham’s
shoulders.

Maye had an MVP-caliber
season in his second year in the
league and first one under
McDaniels’ tutelage. But he’s
had a puzzling postseason, get-
ting sacked 10 times, throwing
two interceptions, fumbling six
times and losing half of them
but still beating the Chargers
and Texans handily.

“Really impressive,” Payton
said. “He’s extremely fast and
those come from obviously
pocket scrambles, but he can
run. We had that challenge a
week ago. It seems like every
third week you have that chal-
lenge of someone that you have
tomake sure your pocket rushes
are on point.”

Denver’s defense led the
league in sacks with 68 but they
had a dearth of takeaways until
collecting five against the Bills.

That defense and a good
ground game could make a
world of difference for Stidham
as he faces his former team in
the biggest game of a career that
features just four starts and one
victory, on Dec. 31,2023, against
the Chargers.

“m very appreciative of
New England for giving me a
shot in this league, drafting
me,” said Stidham, whose only
play-callers in the NFL have
been McDaniels and Payton.

But it wasn’t a hard choice
last spring when he re-signed
with Denver for $12 million over
two years. He said he believesin
Payton, QBs coach Davis Webb
and offensive coordinator Joe
Lombardi, and that he really en-
joys working with Nix.

“I felt like over the last two
years that I was here that I got a
lot better,” said Stidham, who
gets the chance to show it this
weekend.

Biggest home underdog

The Broncos without Nix are
the biggest home underdog ever
in a conference championship
game. Oddsmakers installed
the Patriots, who went 8-0 on the
road, as five-point favorites.

“Everybody’s been doubting
us” all along, McGlinchey said.
“We won 14 games and people
are saying we’re the worst 1
seed in the history of the
playoffs. So, that’s nothing new.
... Certainly we are a team that’s
been battle-tested. We’ve han-
dled adversity every step of the
way and we’re incredibly confi-
dent moving forward in our
team.”

Ravens hire

Associated Press

Before they even began the
process of interviewing more
than a dozen people for their
coaching vacancy, the Balti-
more Ravens knew plenty about
Jesse Minter.

Now he has the job.

The Ravens hired Minter on
Thursday, just over two weeks
after they fired longtime coach
John Harbaugh.

Minter, 42, is a familiar face,

Chargers coordinator as

part of both Harbaugh’s coach-
ing tree and his brother Jim’s.
Minter’s first four seasons
(2017-20) as an NFL assistant
were with the Ravens, and he
spent the past two years as de-
fensive coordinator for the Los
Angeles Chargers.

Minter was a big name on the
coaching market, interviewing
virtually with several teams —
including the Pittsburgh Steel-
ers, who are looking for a coach

after Mike Tomlin stepped
down last week — before land-
ing in Baltimore. His task with
the Ravens includes helping
two-time MVP quarterback La-
mar Jackson get back on track
after an injury-plagued 2025
season in which Baltimore
missed the playoffs.

“This is an organization
whose values, culture and tradi-
tion of excellence reflect every-
thing I believe about the game

head coach

of football and how it should be
played,” Minter said in a state-
ment.

The Ravens decided to move
on from Harbaugh after 18 sea-
sons, but Baltimore did a lot
right during those years.

Mike Macdonald, a former
defensive coordinator under
Harbaugh, has been a big suc-
cess as Seattle’s head coach,
with the Seahawks playing for
the NFC title this weekend.
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Super Bowl at stake for Rams,
Seahawks in their 3rd meeting

Associated Press

RENTON, Wash. — To some
extent, Seahawks defensive
lineman Leonard Williams was
anticipating that the NFC cham-
pionship game would shake out
this way, with Seattle facing di-
vision rival Los Angeles for a
third time this season.

Williams, a key contributor
on the league’s top-ranked scor-
ing defense, has seen firsthand
how talented the Rams’ top-
ranked offense is. The Rams
racked up S81 yards against
Seattle in December in a game
the Seahawks ultimately won
38-37 in overtime.

Williams feels good about the
players around him and how
they will respond Sunday in
Seattle.

“I was just expecting it to hap-
pen this way,” Williams said. “I
think it’s interesting that the on-
ly two teams we played in what
feels like over a month is the
Niners and the Rams. But I
think it’s a testament to how
good this division has been this
year. A lot of respect for both of
those teams, but I have even
more respect for my team and
confidence in my team, and just
the way we make it about us is
special to me.”

Just over a month after that
epic overtime game, the Rams
have a shot at redemption
against the top-seeded Sea-
hawks with a Super Bowl berth
on the line.

“We’re not immune to under-
standing the circumstances and
what the game means to the out-
side world, and whether or not
we get to continue to keep play-
ing football or not, (but) from a
daily standpoint, we operate as
normal and get ready to play,”
said Rams quarterback Mat-
thew Stafford, a finalist for The
Associated Press 2025 NFL
Most Valuable Player award.

The Rams took the first meet-
ing of the season in November,

led by a defense that intercept-
ed Seahawks quarterback Sam
Darnold four times in the 21-19
victory.

Seattle got the better of Los
Angeles in the second game in
December with a fourth-quar-
ter comeback and became the
first NFL team to win on an
overtime 2-point conversion.

“I think every week obvious-
ly, no matter how many times
we’ve played them, we’re trying
to find new ways to attack them
and ways to get after them,”
Williams said. “At the same
time I think our team does a
great job making it about us ev-

ery day.”

Coaching clash

One day after his 40th birth-
day, Rams coach Sean McVay
will attempt to win the NFC title
for the third time with the
Rams. The youngest coach to
win a Super Bowl was profound-
ly frustrated after his team blew
that late 16-point lead in Seattle
last month, but he doesn’t want
his players thinking too much
about these teams’ two recent
thrillers during their prepara-
tions for the rubber match.

“You want to be careful not to
chase ghosts,” McVay said. “It
is about good execution and
good fundamentals. They’re a
great team and they’re great in
all three phases. We’d like to
think when we’re humming and
we’re at our best, we’re pretty
good too.”

The offensive wizard reached
the Super Bowl in his second
season with the Rams. Mike
Macdonald would match that
achievement Sunday if the de-
fensive guru can lead the Sea-
hawks to the franchise’s fourth
Super Bowl.

Kupp’s reunion

The Rams will be facing their
Super Bowl 56 MVP on Sunday
when Cooper Kupp squares off

against his former team again.
Kupp won the 2021 AP Offen-
sive Player of the Year award
and the receiving triple crown
during that championship sea-
son in his eight prolific years
with the Rams.

Kupp had the second-fewest
receiving yards of his career for
Seattle this season, yet he
stayed healthy nearly all year
after injury struggles contribut-
ed to his release by the Rams
last year and he led Seattle with
five catches for 60 yards last
weekend in its playoff win over
the San Francisco 49ers.

“It’s crazy to think (of) all of
the things he’s accomplished,
and the way he comes to work
and the way he leads,” said Sea-
hawks practice squad running
back Cam Akers, who was
Kupp’s teammate on the Rams
for a little over three seasons.

Stafford’s tenacity

Stafford’s statistical perfor-
mances in the Rams’ first two
playoff games didn’t measure
up to his MVP-caliber regular
season, yet he led the fourth and
fifth game-winning drives of his
playoff career under extraor-
dinary road pressure.

While Orange County native
Darnold has demonstrated his
skills and moxie during two
strong seasons with the Vikings
and Seahawks, the Rams could
have a decided advantage Sun-
day in experience and poise be-
hind center: Stafford’s seven
postseason victories are more
than twice as many as the three
other starting quarterbacks in
the playoffs’ final four com-
bined.

“I feel like I'm getting pretty
repetitive about just how cool,
calm and poised he is, and that’s
what it takes to win games over
time,” said Rams receiver Da-
vante Adams, who will attempt
to win an NFC title game for the
first time in five tries.

NFL MVP
finalists are
announced

Associated Press

Christian McCaffrey has be-
come only the second player to
be a finalist for three AP NFL
awards in the same year, as he
joins Josh Allen, Trevor Law-
rence, Drake Maye and Mat-
thew Stafford in the running for
The Associated Press 2025 NFL
Most Valuable Player award.

McCaffrey and Maye are also
finalists for Offensive Player of
the Year. McCaffrey and Law-
rence are among the finalists for
Comeback Player of the Year.

The winners will be an-
nounced on Feb. S.

A look at the finalists, in al-
phabetical order, for MVP:

B Allen, the reigning MVP,
threw for 3,668 yards, 25 touch-
downs and 10 interceptions,
posting a 102.2 passer rating
while leading Buffalo to its sev-
enth straight playoff appear-
ance. He also ran for 14 TDs.

B Lawrence helped Jackson-
ville win 13 games and the AFC
South title. He had 4,007 yards
passing, 29 TDs and 12 intercep-
tions.

B McCaffrey, an All-Purpose
All-Pro, ran for 1,202 yards and
10 TDs and caught 102 passes
for 924 yards and seven TDs. He
played a key role in helping the
injury-depleted San Francisco
49ers win 12 games. He’s a final-
ist for three awards, a feat last
accomplished by Joe Burrow.

B Maye had 4,394 vyards
passing, 31 TDs and eight picks
to lead the New England Patri-
ots to an AFC East title and an
appearance in the AFC cham-
pionship game on Sunday.
Maye led the NFL in passer rat-
ing (113.5) and completion per-
centage (72).

B Stafford led the NFL with
4,707 yards passing and 46 TDs.
He threw eight interceptions
and finished second to Maye
with a 109.2 passer rating. Staf-
ford was first-team All-Pro for
the first time in his 17-year ca-
reer.
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