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Benji Bell had done all he could do. For 44 minutes, the 6-foot-4 point guard carried Northwest Florida State on NJCAA’s 
biggest stage. 
 
Against South Plains in the title game, the sophomore led the Raiders with 28 points on 11 of 21 shooting and 5 3s. He dished out 
a team-high six assists, none bigger than his sprawling lunge at midcourt to tip a steal to a wide-open Jalen Jackson to knot the 
score at 79 with 1:42 left in overtime. He even grabbed a team-best seven rebounds, yet those stats were sidelined as he fouled 
out in overtime with 38 seconds left. 
 
Up 81-79, it was time for Northwest Florida State to close it out for their MVP. 
 
It was time for a program snake-bitten with runner-up efforts in 2012 and 2013 to put an end to a national title drought that dated 
back to 1995. 
 
It was time to give Steve DeMeo, brought to Niceville two years ago for this very purpose, that title he had always dreamt of. 
 
The Raiders – the scrappy, transition-minded crew who survived a two-point win over Northwest two nights ago and then 
overcame a 15-point second-half deficit on Friday to prevail in overtime over Georgia Highlands – got a pair of Jarin Hilson free 
throws with 27 seconds left and then survived a contested 3 at the buzzer to pull off an 83-80 win. 
 
Take a bow, Raiders. You’re No. 1. 
 
And fittingly, that moniker didn’t come easy. 
 
The Raiders trailed 71-68 with 33 seconds left in regulation until Bell found Xavier Moon for a 3 in right corner. The Raiders 
then forced a turnover, but a Treshaad Williams point-blank shot at the buzzer rimmed out and the teams went into overtime. 
 
In the extra period, the Raiders trailed 79-76 until five straight points from Jackson, who had an and-1 on a feed from Bell and 
then finished off a Moon steal and assist to put the Raiders ahead 81-79. Diamante Langston had a chance to knot the score after 
Bell’s foul on a pair of free throws, but missed the second with 42 seconds to play. Hilson then gave the Raiders breathing room 
with a pair of free throws, followed by yet another key defensive stand that ended with Andre Horne’s 3 bricking off the back of 
the rim. 
 
"To win it with a defensive stand is the most gratifying thing, especially after winning the last two games the same way," DeMeo 
said.  
 
And how about those Hilson free throws, coach? 
 
"For him to come off the bench cold and make those, those were the biggest shots of the year," he said. 
 
The end to the Raiders’ long, winding journey to a national title was finally here. That road, DeMeo would tell you, began with 
establishing the toughest nonconference schedule in the country. 
 
This was the only way the Raiders could prepare for the toughest conference in the country, and a 16-0 start was only affirmation 
that they were good, really good. The pit stop in the Panhandle resulted in a 10-2 championship mark, which they parlayed into a 
Region 8 title. Then they hit Hutchinson, where they routed Columbia State to set the stage for three wins by a combined seven 
points.  
 
Now they can call themselves the best in the land. National champions sure does have a good ring to it. 
 


