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CHAPTER 1



“LET’S MAKE SURE THIS ONE STAYS IN A MAVERICKS UNIFORM”


LUKA DONČIĆ DIDN’T KNOW MUCH ABOUT THIS STRANGE CITY that would be his new home other than it was hot, and he had heard there were a bunch of cowboys. He was half the globe away from Slovenia, the small European country he was from, and had just stepped foot in Texas for the first time a few hours ago. The teenager whose chinstrap beard couldn’t quite connect with his thin mustache had yet to explore Dallas, much less get comfortable.


Dončić certainly wasn’t in his comfort zone while sitting on a dais in front of a large room in a corner of the American Airlines Center, a space that usually serves as a Tex-Mex restaurant. It was the day after the 2018 NBA draft, when the Dallas Mavericks traded up a couple of spots to land Dončić with the third overall pick, and the team had flown him in along with second-round pick Jalen Brunson for a press conference. Of the four languages he spoke fluently, Dončić was least comfortable with English, although he didn’t enjoy speaking to the media much in any of them. He didn’t have to do it often as a kid sensation with Real Madrid, the powerhouse club that Dončić had just led to EuroLeague and Spanish-league titles, and that was how he preferred it.


Donnie Nelson, on the other hand, definitely didn’t mind having a microphone that afternoon. He was the Mavericks’ president of basketball operations, a big personality who was born in Iowa and grew up in Massachusetts but had taken on a Texan persona (down to the Lucchese boots on his feet) in the two decades since he’d followed his father, Don, to Dallas. The Mavs hadn’t had many drafts worth celebrating since the Nelsons landed a goofy German kid named Dirk Nowitzki in 1998, but Nelson was confident that Dallas had just found its next franchise player, and he was happy to take a victory lap.


After welcoming the Brunson and Dončić families to the “Friendship State,” using an obscure nickname for Texas, Nelson made a point to thank several members of his scouting staff, particularly those stationed in Europe or who traveled extensively overseas. He left out Dallas’s analytics department, whose ranking of Dončić as the best player in the class by a wide margin was key to convincing owner Mark Cuban to trade up for him—but Nelson had never been much of a numbers guy. Then Nelson made a show of praising the players’ agents, who were seated in the front row, saying he wanted to “publicly extend the family relationship” and reminding everyone of how long they’d known each other.


Nelson started with Brunson’s agent Leon Rose, who had built Creative Artists Agency’s basketball division, which included several stars among its long list of NBA clients. As Nelson mentioned, when they first met 25 years before, Rose’s only client was Brunson’s father, Rick, a journeyman who played for eight teams during his nine-year career. Nelson gushed about Rose building his career “the good old-fashioned way, through toughness and perseverance,” and jokingly thanked him for blocking teams from drafting Jalen Brunson, starting with the 20th overall pick until the Mavs went on the clock at No. 33. Nelson chuckled, reaching to his left and patting the leg of Brunson, who wore a black suit with a white shirt and black tie, looking like an MBA graduate reporting for his first day of work on Wall Street. Nelson’s punch line generated a toothless grin from the undersized point guard who’d won two national titles and was the NCAA player of the year for Villanova.


Nelson then moved on to Dončić’s lead agent, Bill Duffy, a familiar name to Mavericks fans primarily because he represented Steve Nash, who Nelson made sure to mention. “You had another international player, a young Canadian,” Nelson said as Dončić unscrewed the lid on a water bottle and took a swig. Nelson reminisced about the night 20 years before, when the Mavs not only got Nowitzki in the draft but also scored Nash in a trade with the Phoenix Suns, a brilliant move Nelson had lobbied his coach/general manager/dad to make.


This was pretty awkward. Nash will always be remembered in Dallas as the legend who the Mavs let leave. When Nash returned to Phoenix in free agency in 2004, the Mavs’ decision not to match the Suns’ offer for the 30-year-old star (who happened to be Nowitzki’s best friend) was so controversial that Cuban published a 4,411-word post on his site, BlogMaverick.com. He felt the need to explain “all the logical, illogical, emotional and financial scenarios” in a process that led to such a painful result for the franchise and its fans. Cuban’s strained relationship with Duffy fell in the emotional category: “I’m not a big fan of his and he knows it,” Cuban wrote then.


Nash, of course, made the Mavs look like fools, winning MVP the next two seasons and instantly turning the Suns into a contender while running an offense that revolutionized the league. Bickering between Don Nelson and Cuban about who was to blame for losing Nash was a factor in the bitter divorce between owner and coach/GM, who stepped down the next season and ended up suing to collect deferred salary. Somehow, Donnie Nelson not only survived the split but was also promoted to become the Mavs’ top basketball executive. Cuban, years after the fact, admitted that letting Nash go was the biggest basketball mistake he ever made.


But that bizarre bit of Mavericks history didn’t matter to Dončić, who was a toddler at the time. Duffy has the sort of thick skin required to thrive in such a cutthroat business, so as far as he was concerned, bygones from a generation ago were bygones. However, just in case anyone somehow forgot about the Mavs botching Nash’s free agency during his prime, Nelson used it as fodder for another joke.


“Welcome back, and, um, let’s just make sure this one stays in a Mavericks uniform,” Nelson said, reaching over Brunson to squeeze Dončić’s right leg. “What do you say, Bill?”


Some courtesy laughter broke out. Dončić, wearing a blue polo shirt buttoned to the top underneath an unzipped khaki jacket, cracked a smile. Mavs coach Rick Carlisle, sitting to Dončić’s left and not exactly known for his sense of humor, remained stone-faced.


Nelson had spoken an uncomfortable lump of truth in jest. There is pressure that comes along with drafting an NBA prodigy, a billing the Mavs believed Dončić fit even though three teams had passed on the chance to select him. With superstars, it boils down to this: keep them happy—which typically requires building a contender around them, at the minimum—or they might eventually leave. The clock starts ticking as soon as a prized lottery pick is selected.


FRANCHISES GO TO GREAT LENGTHS TO POSITION THEMSELVES TO poach superstars from other teams. Case in point: The Mavs traded for the 60th and final pick in this 2018 draft to select Kostas Antetokounmpo—“A nice developmental player for us in the G League,” Nelson said with a straight face. He was a skinny, 6-foot-10 forward who had averaged 5.2 points and 2.9 rebounds per game during his lone season at Dayton, a mid-major program that finished a few games under .500 that year, and just so happened to be the younger brother of Giannis Antetokounmpo.


Giannis had developed into a dominant force in the five years since the 2013 draft, when Nelson unsuccessfully lobbied Cuban to select the mysterious teenage prospect out of Greece’s second division league. He had just finished the first season of a four-year, $100 million extension of his rookie contract, but his potential to become an unrestricted free agent in the summer of 2021 had already become a focal point for front offices around the league. For the Mavericks, the opportunity to establish ties with the Antetokounmpo family justified taking a second-round flyer on a marginal prospect. He spent a season on a two-way deal with the Mavs, and when he was released, the Los Angeles Lakers pounced on the opportunity to claim Giannis’s little brother off waivers. (All of the posturing proved irrelevant when Giannis signed a maximum extension in 2020, a year before he would have become an unrestricted free agent—a deal he agreed to immediately after Milwaukee made a trade for Jrue Holiday that eliminated Antetokounmpo’s doubts that the Bucks could win a title.)


That provides a glimpse of the sort of posturing that happens in the NBA to give even the slightest percentage boost to the odds of landing a franchise-changing player. The roots of this phenomenon date back more than five decades to when Oscar Robertson, a Hall of Fame guard who was president of the NBA Players Association, filed a class-action antitrust lawsuit against the league in April 1970, fighting for free agency. At the time, the NBA had a “reserve” clause, bounding a player to one team for the duration of his career at the team’s option.


Robertson v. National Basketball Association dragged on in the court system for six years before being settled in 1976, two years after Robertson had retired, granting players free agency after their contracts expired, although teams were allowed the right to match offers to keep players. The looming threat of that lawsuit being settled had emboldened Kareem Abdul-Jabbar to push for a trade to one of his preferred destinations: New York, Washington, or Los Angeles. He was following in the footsteps of another legendary big man, Wilt Chamberlain, who managed to force a 1968 trade from Philadelphia to Los Angeles after a contract dispute with 76ers ownership. Bucks management was first informed of Abdul-Jabbar’s intentions during an October 1974 meeting with the star center and his advisor, Sam Cooke, at a Sheraton hotel in Milwaukee. The Bucks had won the 1971 title in Abdul-Jabbar’s second season, when Robertson arrived in Milwaukee via trade after years of haggling over his salary with Cincinnati Royals ownership, but he wasn’t happy in Milwaukee. Cooke, a prominent UCLA basketball booster, did most of the talking on behalf of Abdul-Jabbar, who was entering the final season of his contract.


“Milwaukee just wasn’t where a big-city boy could be comfortable, he said,” former Bucks team president William Alverson recalled years later. “In essence, it was a foreign culture to Kareem. He wanted out, he would be out, one way or another. The implication was that if he had to sit out a year, he would. We believed him.”


As discreetly as possible, the Bucks spent the next season exploring their options in the trade market for Abdul-Jabbar. His trade request became public in March 1975, when Marv Albert reported it on a broadcast out of New York, focusing on the potential of the Harlem native going to the Knicks. A few months later, the Bucks finalized a deal to send Abdul-Jabbar to the Lakers. The package that Milwaukee received in return: Dave Meyers and Junior Bridgeman, the recent first-round picks the Lakers had selected at the Bucks’ urging; young starters Brian Winters and Elmore Smith; and $800,000, which was more than twice Abdul-Jabbar’s salary the previous season. It proved to be a bargain for the Lakers, who won five titles during the 14-year tenure of Abdul-Jabbar, who finished his career as the league’s all-time leading scorer.


“Milwaukee had been great, and I’d hoped I had paid back the fans for their support with a championship and a lot of exciting games,” Abdul-Jabbar wrote 46 years after the trade in the wake of the Bucks finally winning another NBA title, thanks in large part to Antetokounmpo. “But I wanted to live in a larger city that was more culturally and ethnically diverse. And I wanted to expand my own game, see what I was capable of with other players. I was well aware how short the lifespan is of an NBA player and wanted to be as active as possible in forging my own career.”


For a generation, Abdul-Jabbar stood as an exception: a superstar who changed teams on his own terms while in his prime. It was a rarity for years, even after the beginning of unrestricted free agency with the collective bargaining agreement signed in 1988. That was surely the preference of longtime NBA commissioner David Stern, who was the league’s lead attorney on the lawsuit brought by Robertson.


The league has been different since “The Decision,” the infamous ESPN event in July 2010 during which LeBron James announced his free agency choice to a national television audience of more than 13 million people, plus a live audience of children who packed the Boys & Girls Club in Greenwich, Connecticut. It was eight days into his free agency, following highly publicized meetings with six teams. After 19 mostly innocuous questions from his hand-picked interviewer, Jim Gray, on the TV special that drew intense criticism—“ill-conceived, badly produced and poorly executed,” Stern called it days later—James finally uttered the one sentence that changed the fabric of the NBA forever.


“In this fall, I’m going to take my talents to South Beach and join the Miami Heat,” James said.


Cleveland was crushed. The Cavaliers landing the No. 1 overall pick to draft James—the kid from nearby Akron who had been labeled “The Chosen One” on a Sports Illustrated cover as a high school junior and still more than lived up to the hype—was storybook stuff. With the 18-year-old rookie’s arrival, a moribund franchise had immediately become relevant.


For the next seven years, the Cavaliers catered to James—and for good reason, as he earned Rookie of the Year, six All-NBA selections, and a pair of MVP awards in that span. Owner Dan Gilbert built a $25 million practice facility between Cleveland and Akron so it’d be easier for James to commute from his hometown, where he owned a palatial estate. Gilbert gave James significant input on staffing decisions, including hiring one of the star’s friends at a salary that was more than some assistant coaches made. The Cavaliers dipped into the luxury tax deeper and deeper every time they made a trade for a veteran—Ben Wallace and Mo Williams and Shaquille O’Neal and Antawn Jamison—that James believed could help him deliver a title to Cleveland. The Cavaliers had become perennial contenders—making a run to the 2007 NBA Finals, where they were swept by the San Antonio Spurs, and finishing the regular season with the league’s best record in 2008–09 and 2009–10—but hadn’t been able to get over the hump.


So it stung when James determined it all wasn’t enough to earn his unconditional loyalty, just as he was approaching his prime. As some fans burned his No. 23 jersey, Gilbert addressed them by penning a scathing public letter, written in Comic Sans font, that read like a message board rant. He referred to James as “our former hero” but never by name and told fans that they “simply don’t deserve this kind of cowardly betrayal.” Gilbert concluded the letter with a ridiculous, all-caps statement: “I PERSONALLY GUARANTEE THAT THE CLEVELAND CAVALIERS WILL WIN AN NBA CHAMPIONSHIP BEFORE THE SELF-TITLED FORMER ‘KING’ WINS ONE.” The Heat, of course, soared to the top of Las Vegas’s NBA championship odds the second that James said the words “South Beach.” His declaration came days after All-Star power forward Chris Bosh, who spent the first seven seasons of his career with the Toronto Raptors, had committed to sign with the Heat in free agency. They were joining Dwyane Wade, the 2006 NBA Finals MVP, in Miami. So began the NBA’s so-called superteam era.


“I feel like it’s going to give me the best opportunity to win and to win for multiple years, and not only just to win in the regular season or just to win five games in a row or three games in a row. I want to be able to win championships,” James said moments after announcing his decision. “And I feel like I can compete down there.”


There were cries of collusion around the NBA after three stars from the loaded 2003 draft class—all of whom had been cornerstones of their own franchises—plotted over years to form an instant championship favorite. The three stars had discussed the possibility on plenty of flights and bus rides and in hotels around the world while playing together on Team USA. The Heat, acting on intel from Wade, carefully planned to create enough salary-cap flexibility to add a pair of stars in free agency. The three stars met before free agency began and kept in touch throughout the process, even as James took meetings with the Nets, Knicks, Clippers, and Bulls, as well as the Cavaliers (but not the Mavericks, despite Cuban’s best efforts). The balance of power had shifted in the NBA because of some recruiting and scheming, similar to what routinely occurs on the grassroots AAU circuit.


It was difficult enough, if not impossible, for the league office to deal with the tampering. A franchise that actually waited for the official opening of free agency, which at the time occurred at midnight ET on July 1, would be left watching helplessly as deals got finalized in the first few minutes. Mutual interest between free agents and teams is frequently reported days—or weeks, even months—in advance. It isn’t reasonable to expect the NBA to police conversations between players, many of whom have relationships that date back to their adolescence or even earlier.


“The three players are totally within their rights to talk to each other,” said Stern—who fined Gilbert $100,000 for the letter and further inflammatory comments made in a follow-up interview—after the league’s annual Board of Governors meeting the next week. “That is not tampering.”


Welcome to the NBA’s player-empowerment era. To a lot of the league’s owners and executives, this was akin to cracking open Pandora’s box. The player-driven formations of several star clusters and how those teams have fared—some raised banners, others went bust—have been the dramatic focal points in the league for a decade and a half.


LeBron provided the road map and used it to move on multiple occasions, adding to his legacy at each stop. The Heat fell a bit short of James’s “not two, not three, not four, not five, not six, not seven” predicted championship count—and the parade plans were put on hold for a year by Dallas’s title run, with Dirk Nowitzki as the Mavericks’ lone star. But Miami won a pair of championships in James’s four-season run before he went back to Cleveland, where he delivered the city’s first professional sports title in half a century. He won another ring with the Lakers after moving to Los Angeles, where James could maximize his business interests in the entertainment world.


The Cavaliers had bottomed out during James’s absence, winning a total of only 97 games over the four seasons. That ultimately helped Cleveland become an intriguing option again for James, as the Cavaliers were positioned for an unprecedented run of lottery luck, drafting No. 1 overall in three of four years. Anthony Bennett was a bust, but Kyrie Irving was a two-time All-Star already at age 22, and with some significant influence from James, Cleveland flipped freshly drafted rookie Andrew Wiggins to Minnesota for perennial All-Star power forward Kevin Love. It wasn’t as splashy as the star trio James joined in South Beach, but the Cavaliers had constructed an instant contender.


The Cavaliers’ breakthrough—after losing the Finals twice to the Golden State Warriors, a title team built primarily through the draft—probably played a major role in the formation of the NBA’s next superteam. If Cleveland hadn’t come back from a 3–1 deficit to defeat the Warriors in the 2016 Finals, would Kevin Durant have gone to Golden State to join Stephen Curry, Klay Thompson, and Draymond Green? Not that Durant’s decision to leave Oklahoma City, which blew its own 3–1 lead in the conference finals to the Warriors, to join a team that had just set the NBA’s record for regular-season wins was generally viewed favorably. But he left OKC after nine years to boost Golden State back to the top of the league, not to hop on a three-peat bandwagon.


Durant’s move was made possible by a historic spike in the salary cap that summer, due to a massive influx of money from the league’s new television deal. The possibility hung over the Thunder’s heads for the entire 2015–16 season, intensifying the spotlight on the dynamic between Durant and his fellow homegrown co-star Russell Westbrook, every interaction analyzed for evidence of Durant’s frustration. (The Warriors endured a similar experience a few seasons later, before Durant, not content with two championships and three Finals appearances, bolted to the Brooklyn Nets in free agency to form a star partnership with his friend Irving.) The Durant-Westbrook duo seemed destined to be the cornerstone of a dynasty when they led the Thunder to the 2012 Finals as 23-year-olds, but Oklahoma City never got back to that stage. Green, in particular, pounced on that doubt by intensely recruiting Durant. The rest of Golden State’s core joined during the free agency window, as Curry, Thompson, Green, and Andre Iguodala traveled to the Hamptons with the Warriors’ contingent to meet with Durant.


“It really pains me to know that I will disappoint so many people with this choice, but I believe I am doing what I feel is the right thing at this point in my life and my playing career,” Durant wrote in a Players’ Tribune post announcing his decision to go to Golden State on July 4. Soon thereafter, Westbrook posted pictures of cupcakes from his Fourth of July cookout, knowing Durant would recognize the sweet treats as the Thunder’s oft-used euphemism for being soft.


This was a crisis for the NBA. A team that had won two of the three most recent titles—and a record 73 games in the season it fell short—had just added an MVP in his prime. A small-market franchise that had drafted and developed a superstar suddenly had nothing to show for him, losing Durant as soon as he became an unrestricted free agent at the expiration of his second contract. The league attempted to address the issue by adding the “supermax” clause to the collective bargaining agreement—essentially, stars who qualify can be paid significantly more if they stick with their original teams—but that didn’t slow the trend. Kawhi Leonard, Anthony Davis, James Harden, Paul George, Damian Lillard, Irving, and Westbrook are among the stars who have changed teams in recent years, most of them multiple times, and several getting their way at the end of contentious situations.


For better or worse, the transaction game (real and potential) has driven interest and media coverage in the league at least as much as the actual games. Clicks and views soar most during the days leading up to the trade deadline and to open free agency, even more than the playoffs. Commissioner Adam Silver has delicately embraced the player-empowerment trend, saying that while the league wants players to honor their contracts, “a certain amount of player movement is good.” Silver can either take that stance or be at odds with the league’s most marketable attractions.


“I don’t think it’s bad for the league,” Durant said during the 2023 All-Star Weekend, days after he got his wish granted by being traded from Brooklyn to Phoenix. “It’s bringing more eyes to the league, more people are more excited. The tweets that I get; the news hits that we got from me being traded, Kyrie being traded; it just brings more attention to the league—and that’s really what rakes the money in, when you get more attention. So, I think it’s great for the league, to be honest.”


That’s the reality of the modern NBA, which revolves around its superstars and caters to them more than any other professional sports league. The Mavericks enjoyed immunity from that with Nowitzki, who was fiercely loyal throughout his career while setting a record for the longest tenure with one team, but that’s once-in-a-lifetime kind of luck. They certainly weren’t naive enough to believe they’d be similarly blessed with such blind trust from his successor.


Dallas was fortunate enough to find a worthy successor as Nowitzki’s career was winding down. Dončić hasn’t only proven the Mavericks right and the skeptics wrong; he far exceeded even the loftiest expectations, establishing himself as a perennial first-team All-NBA pick before signing his second contract. He’s one of the league’s most entertaining stars, a trash-talking magician with the ball who makes historic statistics seem routine. That puts him on the short list of players other franchises plot to acquire years before he might become available, hoping to land on his preferred list if Dončić eventually requests a trade, and accumulating assets necessary to make such a deal if the Mavs don’t have much of a choice.


Preying on another franchise’s downfall, Dallas’s in this instance, is practical NBA strategy. There’s no greater gift in the game than getting one of the precious few players great enough to be the centerpiece of a championship team. However, the work is only beginning for those fortunate franchises. The hard part is keeping those superstars happy. The curse that comes with the gift is the fallout if it fails.















CHAPTER 2



EL NIÑO MARAVILLA


“THIS IS SO BORING!” LUKA DONČIĆ MOANED.


The Lido di Roma Tournament featured a day off for each of the age-13-and-under teams competing at the event, an opportunity for some education and to experience Italian culture. The Union Olimpija team packed into a van to make the short trip to Ostia Antica, a massive archaeological site and popular tourist destination at the location of ancient Rome’s harbor city, where remains have been discovered that date back to the fourth century BC.


“Bad idea,” remembered Matteo Picardi, the tournament director and organizer of the field trip. Every five minutes or so, the tall kid with dirty blond hair who was clearly the leader of the Ljubljana, Slovenia, squad approached Picardi to complain.


“Let’s go to a basketball court!” Dončić pleaded.


A basketball court, without question, was where Dončić felt most comfortable. A lot of players call the court their sanctuary. For Dončić, a phenom with a flair for entertaining, it was a stage.


Dončić grew up in Slovenia—a small country in the basketball-mad Balkans that gained its independence from the former Yugoslavia in 1991—as Saša Dončić’s son. His dad was a six-time All-Star in the Adriatic League with a guard’s game, a big frame, and a giant personality, a man with whom everyone in the country wanted to sip some wine or chug a beer, and a great many succeeded. Saša’s playing career spanned almost two decades, and for the last several years, little Luka was essentially part of his teams. He hung out in the locker room before and after games and usually sat under the basket during the action, sweeping the gym floor when called upon. The boy always had a ball within reach, jacking up jump shots or putting on impromptu dribbling exhibitions in time-outs and at halftimes.


When Saša jumped from the Slovenia club Domžale to Union Olimpija, his 8-year-old son went with him, joining the longtime powerhouse’s youth program. He practiced with his age group for a grand total of 16 minutes before the coaches realized that Dončić belonged with much better competition, putting him with the 1996-born group, kids three years older than he was. After one practice with the older group, Dončić was promoted to the Olimpija selection team—a feeder system for the pro club—where he routinely dominated his age group and more than held his own when playing in age groups three or four years older.


The game isn’t just easy for Dončić; it’s natural. “I don’t even think he sees. I think he feels,” said Lojze Šiško, who was the director of Union Olimpija’s youth program. “You can learn to see, but you can’t learn to feel what is on the court. There’s a big difference.”


As much as is possible for a 13-year-old son of a pro, Dončić had carved out his own name in Slovenian basketball circles and beyond before the Italian trip. Months earlier, he’d even received an invitation from Real Madrid, one of Europe’s most prestigious clubs and arguably the world’s best basketball team outside of the NBA, to play for its squad in the Minicopa Endesa, the junior version of a high-profile Spanish tournament. Dončić starred, scoring 20 points in a championship game loss to Barcelona, capping the performance by banking in a half-court shot at the buzzer—a meaningless bucket but quite memorable, nonetheless.


Nobody who witnessed Dončić’s performance on the afternoon of April 9, 2012, will ever forget it. The boy played with a flair in that small Roman gym—where wooden beams crisscross the ceiling and much of the light comes from windows in the dull, sea-green walls behind the baskets—that foreshadowed his future performances in front of packed crowds filling the world’s most famous arenas.


Dončić, wearing his father’s No. 4, put the finishing touches on Union Olimpija’s run to the Lido di Roma Tournament title with a 54-point triple-double in the championship game rout against the Italian club SS Lazio. Dončić scored at will, putting up 39 points by halftime, shooting three-pointers with effortless form, and displaying a polished, innovative off-dribble game—attacking at ease with either hand, freezing defenders by changing directions and speeds, creating space in crowds with pivots and power, finishing with an array of floaters and scoop shots.


With the score lopsided in the second half, Dončić sought the spectacular, passing the ball like a young artist playing with his paints and enjoying the experimental process. No-look feeds, behind-the-back passes, driving full speed, and blindly flipping the ball behind his head to an open teammate. He nutmegged a kid while bringing the ball up the floor, crossing over by dribbling between the helpless Italian boy’s legs.


“In this moment I told someone that he reminded me of a young Dražen Petrović,” longtime Olimpija basketball chief Srečko Bester said, invoking the name of arguably the greatest guard ever to come out of Europe. “He was a killer with a baby face. It was so easy for him.”


Was all that showmanship necessary? Maybe not, but it sure was fun. Dončić has always had an intense competitive drive and a tendency to get bored when he isn’t challenged. It’s why his coaches, from age 8 up to the NBA, orchestrate practice drills to have winners and losers as often as possible. During games, Dončić sometimes challenges himself to see what magic tricks he can pull off, stretching his imagination while testing the limits of his skill set. Overmatched opponents become extras in his theater acts.


There were only an estimated 600 spectators in the crowd that afternoon, but word of Dončić’s sensational performance spread quickly. He wasn’t just one of the best basketball prospects ever seen in Slovenia, a nation of just more than 2 million people that had produced a handful of NBA players. He was an elite talent by European standards, which is why Real Madrid soon offered Dončić a five-year contract to leave home for Spain and train in its renowned youth academy, which would put him on track to eventually play for a perennial EuroLeague contender. Dončić had also already landed on the radar of at least one NBA franchise’s scouting department.


Roberto Carmenati, a scout stationed in his native Italy, called one of his bosses soon after the Lido di Roma Tournament. “Tony, there’s an amazing kid that you must go see!” former Mavs director of player personnel Tony Ronzone recalls Carmenati saying.


“At that age, you hear that all the time,” Ronzone said. “You’re like, right, okay. But he’s just a special kid.”


Whether to accept Real Madrid’s offer was an emotional decision for Dončić. At 13, was he ready to leave the comforts of home in Slovenia for the unfamiliar land and language of Spain? His mom, Mirjam Poterbin, suggested that he could wait a little bit to make such a life-changing commitment. Dončić replied that he wanted to go, deciding that he was willing to sacrifice his adolescence in pursuit of his potential as an international basketball star, prompting mixed reactions in his hometown.


“Maybe some other staff at Olimpija, the GM, maybe they were angry because he was leaving,” said Šiško, the director of Union Olimpija’s youth program. “But the coaches working with him in the last three years with Olimpija, we knew that it was a great opportunity, and he must leave Ljubljana to become such a big player.”


It was agonizing for Poterbin, a former model and beauty salon owner who had divorced Luka’s father in 2008, raising their son in a Ljubljana apartment that overlooked the outdoor basketball courts where he spent much of his free time. After leaving Luka at Ciudad Real Madrid, the club’s expansive campus about fourteen miles north of the city, Poterbin bawled on the flight back to Slovenia. The cultural transition was tough on Dončić, too, who lived in a small dorm room with roommates from Spain and Bosnia, attending school around a demanding basketball schedule. He had to rely on hand gestures to communicate with his first Real Madrid coaches as he learned to speak Spanish.


The basketball transition, however, wasn’t hard at all. As he had done in Slovenia, Dončić dominated while playing against older boys, drawing comparisons to Ricky Rubio and Nikola Mirotić, prospects recruited by Spanish clubs in their early teens who blossomed into EuroLeague stars before becoming first-round NBA draft picks. Months after Dončić had moved to Madrid, the Spanish newspaper ABC proclaimed that he had emerged as the best basketball prospect in all of Europe.


Another clear sign that Dončić was destined for the NBA: he signed with BDA Sports, the agency run by Bill Duffy, one of the league’s most powerful agents. Duffy’s client list is headlined by Hall of Famers Yao Ming and Steve Nash and includes a pair of prominent Slovenians: Rasho Nesterović, Dončić’s godfather, who played 12 years in the NBA; and Goran Dragić, Saša’s former teammate who was starring for the Phoenix Suns at the time.


“When we recruited him when he was 13 years old, we already knew we had something special in our hands, which was going to be very different from other players we’d had before in Spain,” said Quique Villalobos, a former Real Madrid player who was BDA’s representative in Spain. “We weren’t 100 percent sure, but we had the feeling we had some kind of gold in our hands.”


Dončić collected MVP awards while leading Real Madrid’s teams to championships at top junior tournaments throughout Europe’s elite club circuit. Real Madrid’s established pros followed Dončić’s exploits in the same manner in which Americans keep up with a generational college prospect projected for NBA stardom, such as Zion Williamson during his lone season at Duke. “When he played guys his age, he was killing them! We always checked his numbers,” said Salah Mejri, a center on that Real Madrid squad. Dončić started practicing with Real Madrid’s top team at age 15 and even appeared in a preseason game.


By then, the Spanish sports newspaper Marca had dubbed him “El Niño Maravilla.” Translation: The Wonder Boy.


DONČIĆ RARELY RETURNED HOME DURING THOSE YEARS, AS REAL Madrid required an around-the-calendar commitment. He only made one appearance in the junior levels of the Slovenian national team’s system, playing for the under-16 team in a December 2014 friendly tournament in Székesfehérvár, Hungary. A series of events in the opening minutes of that tournament—a relatively low-intensity atmosphere, with nothing at stake—provided a glimpse of Dončić’s blend of remarkable talent and ruthless competitiveness.


Romania’s starting lineup included a guard who was a Patrick Beverley type—undersized, overaggressive, not extraordinarily talented, but a contributor because he took great pride in being a pesky pain in the ass. Soon after the opening tip, the kid caught Dončić with an elbow above the eye, causing blood to spill.


Dončić had to sub out, and after getting some treatment from the team’s athletic trainer, he seethed on the bench while pressing a towel to his face to stop the bleeding. About four minutes later, Dončić threw down the towel and barked that he was ready to check back in to the game. He demanded that the coach put him back in at the next dead ball—not that there would have been any debate.


“Luka was like, ‘I want to play! I want to play!’” Andraž Marolt, a reserve guard on that Slovenian squad, excitedly recalled. “The rest was history.”


On the next possession, Dončić strategically called for a pick and roll. The kid who opened the cut above Dončić’s eye wasn’t his primary defender, but Dončić wanted instant revenge, so he ordered his teammate who was being guarded by the Romanian Pat Bev to set the screen.


Dončić attacked off the dribble and got exactly what he wanted: his assailant switching onto him, and a split second too late. Dončić drove into the paint and took off toward the rim, throwing down a tomahawk dunk despite midair contact from his target. As Dončić rattled the rim—a notable event in and of itself for a 15-year-old who wasn’t exactly known as a high flyer—the Romanian guard crashed to the court with a thud.


But Dončić wasn’t done humiliating this opponent. Upon landing, Dončić grabbed the ball and delivered a hard, two-handed pass into the chest of his foe, who lay flat on his back. Dončić then shouted a vile insult at the kid, disparaging his masculinity. Dončić earned a technical foul and made his point.


Dončić proceeded to destroy the Romanian squad, finishing with 34 points and nine rebounds in only 15 minutes to lead Slovenia to a rout. He dominated the rest of the tournament, too, averaging 35.3 points in wins over Romania, Czech Republic, and Poland. His 45 points in the final carried his team to a blowout win over a Polish squad that had recently defeated the Slovenians by 25—when Dončić didn’t play.


“He was like a myth,” Marolt said.


The legend of Luka, sometimes referred to as the Slovenian pearl by Spanish media, kept building over the ensuing months as he continued lighting up the highest levels of European junior basketball. He looked like a man playing against boys despite usually being the youngest on the floor by a few years. And he looked in place while practicing with a Real Madrid senior team that featured a handful of former NBA players and was led by Spanish legend Sergio Llull.


By the time Dončić celebrated his 16th birthday on February 28, anticipation had built for his official debut with Los Blancos, as he’d often sat on the bench in uniform awaiting the opportunity. It finally came on April 30, 2015, in garbage time after Real Madrid had sealed its 15th win in 16 games. Head coach Pablo Laso, a fiery former Real Madrid point guard, had been ejected earlier in the game. Assistant Jesús “Chus” Mateo summoned Dončić late in the game, stopping him in front of the bench for a discussion as the kid nodded. At the next dead ball, with 1:28 remaining and Real Madrid up by 18, Dončić checked in, eliciting a standing ovation from a sizable chunk of the crowd at the 15,000-seat Palacio de Deportes.


If Dončić felt nervous, it didn’t show. Seventeen seconds later, the first time he’d touched the ball in a pro game, Dončić swished a catch-and-shoot three-pointer from the right wing. A big smile broke out on his face as he jogged back on defense, high-fived a teammate, and listened as the fans erupted in applause.


“Todo el porvenir en sus manos,” a game story in the Spanish newspaper El Mundo concluded. Translation: all the future is in your hands.


That three ended up being Dončić’s lone bucket for Los Blancos that season, as he logged only eight minutes over three games. Real Madrid won the Liga ACB and EuroLeague titles, so finding minutes for a 16-year-old phenom wasn’t exactly a top priority. But it felt like a matter of when, not if, Dončić would emerge as a superstar in Europe, and eventually the NBA.


BY THAT POINT, DONČIĆ WAS DONE DOMINATING THE JUNIOR levels, having earned a roster spot on Real Madrid’s top team. But he played sparingly in that 2015–16 season, when savvy NBA scouts would attend games against lower-level competition on Los Blancos’ schedule, knowing Dončić would likely get more minutes in those contests. The defending champions’ depth chart, particularly in the backcourt, featured veterans with impressive pedigrees: Sergio Rodríguez and Rudy Fernández, first-round picks who returned to Real Madrid after serving as NBA rotation players; and Llull, the longtime star for Los Blancos who had rebuffed lucrative offers from the Houston Rockets to remain in Spain.


“I have to make the most of every opportunity. Laso tells me to play as I know how to,” Dončić said in Spanish during one of the few times Real Madrid made him available to reporters that season. His role was a frequent topic of discussion for the local media, which often mentioned that Dončić’s father had a long pro-basketball career, and his mother was a world champion dancer, as if to explain how the teen had such a natural feel for the game and beautiful footwork. The press wanted to see more of the prodigy—and there was no doubt among Real Madrid’s players that Dončić was ready.


“He was dominating practice,” recalled Willy Hernangómez, a center on that Real Madrid team who started his NBA career the next season. “He was just pure talent. We were around talented players as well, but even there, he was unique. He was just having fun playing basketball.”


Fernández underwent back surgery in December, sidelining the veteran for a few months and opening up some minutes for the 16-year-old sensation. Dončić was never intimidated, no matter the level of competition or his coach’s intensity. Case in point: During a December game against CSKA Moscow, which won that season’s EuroLeague title, Laso called a time-out with a few minutes left in the second quarter specifically to cuss out his team. He stared directly at Dončić while spewing Spanish expletives and demanding that Real Madrid run a play, any play. Dončić didn’t blink, nodding calmly as Laso cursed up a storm, veins popping out of the coach’s temples. Dončić responded by swishing a three on the next possession, then draining two more over the next couple of minutes. This kid’s confidence couldn’t be rattled.


Dončić made his first trip to America that summer. Upon his agent Duffy’s recommendation, Dončić spent a few weeks training at the Santa Barbara, California, facility of Peak Performance Project, aka P3. It was a chance for Dončić to work with P3’s renowned sports science and training staff, and to play pickup games against NBA players who also trained at the facility. Once again, with barely a whisker on his face, Dončić more than held his own. Other players were stunned that the broad-shouldered dude—who controlled the pace of the pickup games with ingenuity and poise—was only 17.


“Yo, I just met this kid,” guard Josh Richardson, who was preparing for his second season with the Miami Heat, recalled telling his friends. “He’s going to be the first pick in the draft.”


Back in Europe the following season, now wearing No. 7 as a tribute to EuroLeague legend Vassilis Spanoulis, Dončić was a regular in the rotation when Rodríguez returned to the NBA. Rotations in Europe tend to run much deeper than the NBA, and the games are eight minutes shorter, played at a significantly slower pace, with less space to operate in the half-court due to different defensive rules and court measurements, so statistics typically don’t quite translate. But it was incredibly impressive for a 17-year-old to average 7.8 points, 4.4 rebounds, and 3.7 assists in 20 minutes per game against Liga ACB and EuroLeague competition. This was a high school kid helping his team win in the world’s second-best league.


“It’s a special case, but I’ve always tried not to let this be Dončić’s team,” Laso said that season in an interview with the Spanish publication Cinco Días. “This is Real Madrid. If I treated Dončić in a special way, he would make the rest of the players ugly. He has earned what he is doing. I always tell him that he is going to have to prove more because I am not going to give him anything.”


Dončić seized the opportunities he was given, and there were occasions when he dominated. He became the youngest player in Liga ACB history to post a double-double—and youngest to dish out double-digit assists—when he had 23 points and 11 assists in an early December win over Fuenlabrada. Days later, with Llull resting due to right-knee soreness, Dončić put on a clutch shotmaking show in a 96–91 win over Lithuanian power Žalgiris Kaunas.


With the score tied and 1:40 remaining, Dončić caught the ball with the shot clock ticking down and his left foot touching the crown on Real Madrid’s half-court logo. He dribbled to his right, between his legs to the left, and once more to the left before launching from a few feet behind the three-point arc with a smaller guard’s hands in his face. Swish.


On the next possession, with Los Blancos up three, Dončić was near the half-court logo again and went to work. He dribbled between his legs and crossed back over once, twice, as he worked his way near the top of the arc. He accelerated right, snatched the ball back between his legs, and launched another contested step-back three from close to the same spot. Dagger.


“I’ve never seen him nervous,” Laso said in Spanish during a postgame interview.


Dončić still wasn’t old enough to get his driver’s license in Spain—his 18th birthday came at the end of that February—but he was already generating hype as potentially the best prospect ever produced in Europe and likely a high NBA lottery pick. His brilliance at such a young age in the Liga ACB continued to draw comparisons to Rubio and Mirotić, but Dončić was on another level, perhaps even better than the Balkan-raised legends before him, Dražen Petrović and Toni Kukoč.


Petrović and Kukoč were foundational pieces of the great Yugoslavian program that threatened USA’s reign in men’s basketball. Petrović starred as a teen, when Yugoslavia earned a bronze medal in the 1984 Olympics, and again for the silver-medal squad in 1988, when the Soviet Union defeated the USA in the semifinal round. Yugoslavia won the FIBA World Cup in 1990, when 21-year-old Kukoč earned the MVP, defeating a USA team full of college stars.


That was one of the final straws that forced Team USA to reconsider its policy against using NBA players, resulting in the formation of the famous “Dream Team” for the 1992 Olympics. By that point, however, Yugoslavia was no more, a civil war having split the nation into six federations. Vlade Divac, the 7-footer who was the Los Angeles Lakers’ starting center, played for his native Serbia. Petrović, Kukoč, and bruising power forward Dino Radja played for Croatia, losing to Team USA in the gold-medal game.


Petrović is discussed in especially reverential tones across Europe, particularly in Balkan territory. He was the first European to establish himself as a bona fide NBA star, biding his time while buried on the Portland Trail Blazers’ loaded depth chart for a season and a half before being unleashed after a trade to the New Jersey Nets. He averaged 21.4 points per game during his two full seasons with the Nets, earning third-team All-NBA honors in 1992–93, before tragedy struck that summer. Petrović died in an automobile accident on the German Autobahn, a legend passing away just as he was entering his prime.


Dončić wasn’t the pure shooter that Petrović was—not many were, no matter where they were from—but his showmanship and fearlessness were certainly reminiscent of the Croatian frequently referred to as “Mozart.” People saw shades of “Petro” when Dončić wrapped the ball behind his back and between the legs on a drive through traffic for a layup, fired a no-look laser to a teammate who didn’t even know he was open, or swished a clutch jumper. You couldn’t pay a bigger compliment to a Balkan kid.


There were also elements of Dončić’s game that reminded the European basketball community of Kukoč, whose long NBA career was highlighted by winning three championship rings and a Sixth Man of the Year award with the Chicago Bulls. Dončić wasn’t as tall, but like the 6-foot-11 Kukoč, he possessed a point guard’s game in a power forward’s frame. They dominated with feel for the game as much as skill, like saxophone players who didn’t need to read sheet music.


Dončić would be considered a disappointment if he didn’t surpass the feats of those legends, but he didn’t consider the weight of those expectations to be a burden. It’s why he sacrificed his adolescence to leave Slovenia for Spain. He believed he would be great and embraced the pressure to fulfill that potential—and accepted accountability when the road to greatness got bumpy.


For example, Dončić started and stunk it up when Real Madrid faced the Turkish power Fenerbahçe in the 2017 EuroLeague Final Four. Dončić played seventeen scoreless minutes in the loss in Istanbul. Dončić didn’t speak to the media much all season, but he told the Spanish radio station Onda Cero after the loss that he played a “fatal game” and apologized to his teammates.


This was by far the biggest stage of Dončić’s young life to that point, and he failed. He didn’t have to wait long, however, for another opportunity to prove himself. He made his first official appearance for the Slovenian national team that summer and seized the opportunity to emerge as a co-star alongside Dragić, the veteran NBA guard whose pro career began years before as a teammate of Dončić’s dad in the Balkan-based Adriatic League.


Since the program’s inception in 1991 up to that time, Slovenia had produced some solid teams but only once advanced past the EuroBasket quarterfinals—not surprising, considering it’s such a small country competing against nations with populations 20 or 30 times larger. That put Dončić and his teammates in position to make history after getting through group play unscathed and blowing out Ukraine in the round of 16, the first batch of elimination games. Latvia, featuring New York Knicks rising star Kristaps Porziņģis, stood in the way of Slovenia making its deepest EuroBasket run ever.


Dragić had established himself as the best Slovenian player ever by that point. He was 31, still in his prime, having just averaged 20.3 points and 5.8 assists per game for the Miami Heat. He was months away from being named an NBA All-Star, an honor never before bestowed on a Slovenian. Dragić was the lone active NBA player on the Slovenian squad and clearly the team’s leader, but his teenage teammate didn’t take a back seat.


“You could see he’s starting to take over in the sense of, OK, he knows he’s really good,” Slovenian forward Vlatko Čančar, who also had an NBA future, said of Dončić. “He was not afraid of nobody.”


Porziņģis and Dragić dueled for much of that quarterfinal, a pair of high-level NBA talents living up to that billing. But it was Dončić who dominated down the stretch, taking over the game after Latvia slashed a 13-point Slovenian lead to 2, scoring 12 of his 27 points in the final six minutes. Dončić halted Latvia’s momentum by going right at the 7-foot-3 Porziņģis, putting him in a pick and roll and attacking after a switch with a between-the-legs crossover before accelerating for a finger roll. He banked in a 30-footer with the shot clock running down, a bit of good fortune mixed in with his fearlessness. He burned Porziņģis on another switch, taking advantage of the big man’s concerns about getting blown by again by drilling a step-back three. And Dončić sealed the 103–97 win—the biggest victory in the Slovenian program’s history to that point—by calmly making four free throws in the final 21 seconds. Dončić displayed a combination of cojones and skill to send Porziņģis and the Latvians home—and prompted the New York tabloids to hype up the possibility of the Knicks landing the Slovenian teen at the top of the next draft.


“The bigger the challenge, the more difficult the situation is—he feels the sparks and he’s willing to compete,” said Igor Kokoškov, the longtime NBA assistant who was Slovenia’s head coach. “He’s just never afraid of the moment. After the first couple of days, he felt like, ‘This is where I belong. Regardless of my age, I can lead this group.’”


Dončić finished two assists short of a triple-double in Slovenia’s surprisingly easy semifinals win over Spain, which had won gold at three of the previous four EuroBasket tournaments. That set up a meeting with Serbia, a Balkan rival with a much richer basketball history, for the championship. The weight of the opportunity kept Dragić awake deep into the night before the championship game. He couldn’t believe how soundly the kid he was rooming with was sleeping, as Dončić was snoring away without a care in the world. “He doesn’t feel pressure,” Dragić said.


Dončić isn’t immune to injury, however, and his left ankle rolled over violently after blocking a Serbian’s shot midway through the third quarter. He had to be helped to the bench and covered his face with a towel as he realized that he wouldn’t be able to return to the title game. Slovenia still won, 93–85, as Dragić scored 35 to claim the EuroBasket MVP award and cement his status as the greatest basketball player in his country’s history—at least temporarily. Dragić knew then that Dončić was destined for greatness.


“He’s going to be the best player in Europe in a couple of years, trust me on that. In the NBA, too,” Dragić proclaimed during an on-court interview moments after the championship game win. “Mark my words, he’s going to be one of the best in the whole world!”


DONČIĆ RETURNED TO REAL MADRID WITH THE EUROBASKET trophy tattooed below the ribs on his right side and significantly more responsibility. Llull, Los Blancos’ longtime superstar guard, would be sidelined for several months due to a serious knee injury that prevented him from playing that summer for Spain. Dončić, 18, who’d earned the Rising Star honor as EuroLeague’s best young player the previous season, needed to fill the legend’s large shoes if Real Madrid had any real hope of contending.


“I have no pressure. Everyone asks me that,” Dončić told Spanish reporters before the season, when he was noncommittal on the possibility of declaring for the next NBA draft. “But this is basketball. And I love it. You can’t feel pressure doing something you like.”


If there was any doubt that Dončić was up to the challenge, it was eliminated almost instantly. He took the EuroLeague’s MVP honor for October, becoming the youngest player ever to win the monthly award. There were bumps in the road that season—an ejection and temper tantrum, some missed time due to minor injuries—but there were a heck of a lot more highlights than hard times.


Dončić, living up to his mentor Dragić’s declaration that he’d be the best player in Europe, authored a series of signature moments during Real Madrid’s regular season. Most memorable: a last-second, game-winning three Dončić drilled to hush Red Star Belgrade’s notoriously hostile home crowd. The shot was preceded with a step-back move so sudden that the defender had to put his hand on the floor to prevent himself from falling.


Dončić repeated as the Rising Star winner, but he claimed much more significant awards, too. He was named the Liga ACB and EuroLeague MVP, becoming the youngest player to receive both honors. “Much deserved. Congratulations, young king,” his idol Spanoulis said in Spanish while presenting the EuroLeague MVP trophy to Dončić during the Final Four, which was held in Belgrade. The next day, Dončić claimed one more major honor—EuroLeague Final Four MVP—after Real Madrid defeated Fenerbahçe in the championship game.


All along, Dončić had put off discussing his future, declining to say whether he’d play in the NBA the next season, although there wasn’t much doubt. NBA TV sent a crew to the Final Four to capture Dončić content. More than half of the NBA’s teams sent scouts, including the owner of the No. 1 overall pick, the Phoenix Suns, whose owner, Robert Sarver, sat courtside, with VP of basketball operations James Jones behind him in the second row. Despite winning Final Four MVP, Dončić didn’t do anything to overwhelm the scouts in the wins over CSKA Moscow and Fenerbahçe, averaging 15.5 points, five rebounds, and three assists in the pair of victories.


“I’m just focused right now on how we’re going to celebrate this right now, the EuroLeague trophy,” Dončić told reporters after swigging champagne in the victors’ locker room. “I’m not thinking about anything else.”


Dončić still wasn’t done with Real Madrid. The Liga ACB playoffs started that weekend, so he couldn’t celebrate too much, the teen mentioned with a coy smile. Real Madrid rolled through those playoffs—losing only one game in three series, finishing off the best-of-five finals against Baskonia in four games. Dončić exited with one last unforgettable shot, a three that served as a fitting bookend to his Real Madrid tenure, a dagger late in the fourth quarter that he flipped in off one foot in the final second of the shot clock.


During the postgame medal ceremony, Dončić sat down on the stage and shed a few tears. He had achieved all of the goals within his reach while in a Real Madrid uniform, racking up titles and MVPs, establishing himself as the most accomplished European teen prospect ever. For the rest of that day into the night, it was time for Dončić to reflect and celebrate.


Dončić skipped the festivities planned in Madrid the next day. He hopped on a flight to New York to attend the NBA draft at the Barclays Center in Brooklyn to learn where the next challenge would take him.















CHAPTER 3



A TANK AND A TRADE


THE MAVERICKS HAD 15 MINUTES TO CHANGE THE COURSE OF the franchise. The 2018 NBA Draft had officially started with the Phoenix Suns on the clock to make the first overall pick. Dallas owned the No. 5 pick, the result of blatant tanking and bad lottery luck, and desperately wanted to make a deal to move up.


The Mavs’ front office felt assured that the first two picks would pass without their target being taken, knowing that the Suns and Sacramento Kings had prioritized other prospects. Nelson had been on the phone with Hawks general manager Travis Schlenk, trying to work a trade that would allow them to take Dončić with the No. 3 pick.


Finally, as the draft began with teams allotted five minutes per pick, Cuban stepped outside of Dallas’s draft room and called the Hawks’ majority owner Tony Ressler on his cell phone.


“We’re like, ‘The general managers have too much on their mind. We’ve got to figure this out,’” Cuban said. “That’s what ended up happening.”


The deal got done: a swap of the third and fifth picks in that draft, with Dallas giving up their first rounder the next year, as long as it wasn’t in the top five, which would have delayed that payment another year. Dončić wore a Hawks cap when he shook Adam Silver’s hand on the stage, while Oklahoma guard Trae Young sported a Mavs cap minutes later, as the trade hadn’t yet been made official, an awkward but common routine during NBA drafts. But the Mavs had their man, the phenom they planned to make the next face of the franchise.


“The logic is, if you think he’s a game-changing player for you, a franchise-changing player, you don’t care about your next pick,” Cuban said. “You just want that player.”


Dallas’s decision-makers had had this player in mind for months as they searched for ways to be as dreadful as possible most of the previous season. They lived in the bizzarro world where wins created pained expressions for everyone in the organization except the players.


One case in point occurred on February 10, when Dirk Nowitzki, wearing his warm-ups and a towel around his neck since subbing out of the game with 7:09 remaining, strutted up and down the sideline in front of the Mavericks’ bench in celebration. He cocked his hands above his left shoulder and mimicked the two-hand dunk that 26-year-old undrafted rookie Maxi Kleber had just thrown down over Lakers forward Julius Randle, much to the delight of maximum-salaried starters Harrison Barnes and Wesley Matthews, who joined Nowitzki, the longtime face of the franchise, as spectators down the stretch.


This wasn’t garbage time, however, as Kleber’s highlight dunk bumped the Mavs’ lead to 4 with 79 seconds remaining at the American Airlines Center. Carlisle had recently pledged a commitment to “player development,” a phrase commonly used as cover for playing lineups that increase the likelihood of losing—or tanking, to put it simply. And the Mavs had done a lot of that lately, dropping seven of their previous eight games to enter the night with a 17–38 record, which was tied for the worst in the NBA.


The Mavs had recently begun relying on an extremely unproven four-man core to close games, playing a few undrafted players on minimum contracts (Kleber, Salah Mejri, and Yogi Ferrell) along with raw rookie point guard Dennis Smith Jr. That quartet, which played a total of 12 minutes together in the first three and a half months of the season, had been on the floor while the Mavs blew a 10-point lead in the final 4:42 of a loss to the Clippers earlier in the week. They had played together for 24 minutes already in February, the equivalent of one half in which the Mavs were outscored by a whopping 38 points before mustering a closing kick against the Lakers, when Doug McDermott rounded out Dallas’s anti-clutch lineup in his first game after arriving in a trade.


After the 130–123 victory, a reporter asked Carlisle an innocuous question about how much fun the final few minutes must have been. Carlisle crinkled his nose and pursed his lips, looking like he just smelled a fart, a frequent facial expression of his. He then made his best attempt at feigning enthusiasm.


“Listen, I love winning,” Carlisle said. “I love winning. You know that.”


Any pretense that the Mavs actually wanted to win disappeared days later, when Cuban inexplicably admitted the obvious. Cuban got starstruck as a guest on House Call with Dr. J, an obscure podcast hosted by NBA legend Julius Erving, and blurted out details of a blunt conversation he had recently had with 39-year-old Nowitzki and some of Dallas’s other veterans.


“I’m probably not supposed to say this, but, like, I just had dinner with a bunch of our guys the other night, and here we are, you know, we weren’t competing for the playoffs. I was like, ‘Look, losing is our best option,’” Cuban said on the podcast. “Adam [Silver] would hate hearing that, but I at least sat down and I explained it to them. And I explained what our plans were going to be this summer, that we’re not going to tank again. This was, like, a year and a half tanking, and that was too brutal for me. But being transparent, I think that’s the key to being kind of a players’ owner and having stability.”


Silver had let it slide the previous spring when Cuban mentioned during an appearance on The Dan Patrick Show that the Mavs “did everything possible to lose games” after being eliminated from playoff contention in the 2016–17 season. At least the crime had already been committed in that case, putting the Mavs in position to get the No. 9 overall pick, the highest Dallas’s selection landed in the lottery since Nowitzki’s draft class in 1998. Silver couldn’t ignore Cuban’s confession while in the act of tanking, fining him $600,000 for “public statements detrimental to the NBA.”


The tanking strategy, not to mention the public admission, was an embarrassment for a proud franchise that hadn’t won a playoff series since the Mavericks’ storybook title run in 2011. Nowitzki especially hated the topic, calling tanking talk “aggressive,” which the big German used as a synonym for offensive. “I’m obviously not a fan,” Nowitzki said, vowing to always play his minutes hard. Carlisle hated it, too.


“We don’t like each other, but I will tell you this: He’s the most competitive coach I’ve ever been around,” said Mike Procopio, a player development coach on that staff. “He understood it. Of course, he would do it, but he’s just too competitive. He called us in; ‘Hey, I just want to let you guys know, this is what we’re doing.’ It fucking ripped him apart. You could tell he was doing it because the lineups he would throw out there were just ridiculous.”


It was difficult to argue against the logic of bottoming out and boosting the odds of winning the lottery after the Mavs had steadily drifted into irrelevancy, wasting the twilight of Nowitzki’s Hall of Fame career with one front-office failure after another. It was a basketball embarrassment, and the Mavs’ business operations were shamed by a Sports Illustrated exposé published in mid-February 2018 regarding “a corporate culture rife with misogyny and predatory sexual behavior,” focusing on former team CEO Terdema Ussery, among others. “It’s not something we tolerate,” Cuban replied to Sports Illustrated, months before making a $10 million donation to women’s organizations upon the conclusion of an NBA investigation. “I don’t want it. It’s not something that’s acceptable. I’m embarrassed, to be honest with you, that it happened under my ownership, and it needs to be fixed. Period. End of story.” The Mavs were a franchise desperate for positive developments.


DALLAS’S GRADUAL DESCENT INTO NBA PURGATORY BEGAN WHEN Cuban got greedy in the wake of the Mavs’ championship run and the lockout that followed. Cuban, who always considered himself to be smarter than the competition, studied the new collective bargaining agreement closely and decided that Dallas’s best path to another championship would be via creating salary-cap space and chasing superstars in free agency. That meant making the unpopular decision to allow core players to leave following an aging roster’s surprising title run. Center Tyson Chandler, the final piece to the Mavs’ championship puzzle, whose athleticism and intensity complemented Nowitzki so well, signed a four-year, $55 million deal with the New York Knicks after Cuban extended only one-year offers. The Mavs also made minimal effort to keep feisty guard J. J. Barea, an undrafted success story whose surprise entrance into the starting lineup shifted momentum in the Finals against the Miami Heat, before he agreed to a four-year, $16 million deal with the Minnesota Timberwolves. Sixth man Jason Terry, Nowitzki’s sidekick since Nash’s departure, awkwardly spent the next season knowing that the Mavs had no intention to re-sign him after his contract expired that summer.


“Did you read the CBA?” Cuban would snap at any media member who dared to question the wisdom of his plan. The Mavs opted to go all-in on pursuing “big fish,” to borrow an oft-used Donnie Nelson term, and Cuban firmly believed that his popularity among players would be a major factor in making Dallas a free agency destination. At that point, although he couldn’t say it on the record, Cuban had confidence that the Mavs could poach Dwight Howard and Chris Paul from the small-market franchises that had drafted them. Imagine surrounding Nowitzki, who was in his thirties but still one of the league’s best offensive weapons, with an All-NBA center and an All-NBA point guard, both just entering their prime. Dallas might have had a dynasty, but it didn’t quite work out that way.


That ambitious plan fizzled well before the 2012 free agency period. Paul was traded to the LA Clippers—after the league office vetoed a deal that would have sent him to the Lakers—before the start of the lockout-delayed season and exercised the option in his contract for the 2012–13 season. He signed another long-term deal with the Clippers after that contract expired. Howard waffled on whether to exercise a similar option in his contract with the Orlando Magic, changing his mind in multiple conversations with team management leading up to the 2012 trade deadline, before finally committing to stay. Then he changed his mind again, forcing a trade that summer to the Lakers.


The Mavs pursued All-Star point guard Deron Williams in free agency that summer, but it was a half-hearted pitch. Cuban skipped the meeting with Williams in New York to film Shark Tank in Los Angeles, which Williams perceived as disrespectful and Cuban later claimed was intentional self-sabotage, as he’d had second thoughts on whether Williams was worth a maximum contract. (Cuban’s assessment was proven to be accurate, as Williams and the Nets agreed to a buyout a few frustrating years later, at which point Williams signed with Dallas on a one-year, $5.5 million deal.)


Dallas loaded up on one-year deals in the 2012 offseason to preserve future salary-cap space, essentially punting on the next season, when the Mavs finished .500 to snap a dozen-year streak of winning campaigns and playoff appearances. They still had hope of landing a big fish, specifically Howard, who’d endured a disappointing season in LA. The Mavs went all-in on their pitch to Howard during a three-hour meeting, which featured an animated comic book–style video starring the center as a superhero. The two-minute video concluded with a message as the cartoon version of Howard shredded his Lakers jersey to reveal a Mavericks logo on his chest: “BEING A MAVERICK ENDS WITH… GLOBAL DOMINATION!”


Howard decided instead to sign with the Houston Rockets, pairing with a superstar in his prime, James Harden. The Rockets’ recruiting efforts were fronted by charismatic forward Chandler Parsons. He was also represented by agent Dan Fegan and had the team option for the final season of his rookie contract declined as a bit of under-the-table quid pro quo, allowing Parsons to make a salary leap from six figures to eight figures the following offseason.


The desperate pursuit of Howard came at a drastic cost for the Mavs, albeit uncertain at the time, as Dallas twice traded down in the draft to squeeze a bit less than the $400,000 in cap space necessary to make a full-max offer to Howard. Nelson lobbied hard to select a raw European teenager named Giannis Antetokounmpo with the 13th overall pick, comparing him to Dr. J and declaring that he could be the best player in the draft. Instead, the Mavs ended up with the No. 18 overall pick, which they used on Shane Larkin, a diminutive point guard who scored a grand total of 132 points during his lone season in Dallas and was out of the NBA three more teams and three years later.


“He’s making us look bad for sticking to our plan,” Cuban admitted during one of his pregame chats with the media while sweating on his StairMaster before a meeting with Antetokounmpo’s Bucks in December 2014, by which time the “Greek Freak” had just begun blossoming into one of the NBA’s most intriguing young prospects. “That was Donnie. [Drafting Antetokounmpo] is what Donnie wanted to do and I said we should stick to the plan. The whole point is that I wanted to stick to the plan and Donnie was like, ‘This guy’s going to be good. I’ll risk everything that he’s going to be good.’ I said, ‘I believe you, Donnie.’


“But still, what if all of the sudden we find out that so-and-so is dying to come to the Mavs and now you don’t have the cap room? That’s why we put together a plan, and our consolation wasn’t too bad.”


The Mavs’ consolation prizes—Monta Ellis at that point, then Parsons, and eventually an ill-advised trade for Rajon Rondo—never produced a single playoff series win. As Nowitzki neared the end of his career, the Mavs were stuck on the mediocrity treadmill, a phrase coined by Cuban to describe the NBA’s version of purgatory—not good enough to make a playoff run, not bad enough to land a high enough pick to draft an elite prospect. The simplest path out of that muck of the middle, and hopefully into title contention eventually, is to sink to the bottom. That’s why teams tank, a tactic the Mavs employed down the stretch in 2016–17, a season doomed by Dallas opening 6–20 as Nowitzki missed most of the first two months due to Achilles tendon soreness. The Mavs faded toward the finish, losing nine of their last 11 games, to claim the ninth-best odds in the lottery. They ended up with the No. 9 overall pick—their highest since 1998, when they traded down from No. 6 to get Nowitzki with the ninth pick—and selected Smith, despite Carlisle preferring Donovan Mitchell. (In fairness, Carlisle voiced that opinion more loudly after Mitchell emerged as a star for the Utah Jazz than in the days leading up to the draft.)


Dallas still desperately needed a franchise-type of talent to take the torch from Nowitzki. A 2–14 start to the 2017–18 season eliminated any doubt about that and made it an obvious decision to place lottery positioning atop the Mavs’ priority list. Dallas limped to the finish line, losing 12 of its last 14 games, while giving heavy minutes to players who can be politely described as fringe prospects, to secure the third-best lottery odds. Nelson had one particular prospect in mind: Dončić, the European kid he’d been personally scouting since he was called up to Real Madrid’s top team at age 16.


“Donnie Nelson was the one who thought he was going to be exceptionally good, and exceptionally good early,” Carlisle said.


“Donnie Nelson was spot on this the whole time,” said Duffy, Dončić’s lead agent. “I had this feeling and thought that [Dončić] could play point guard, that he was like a cross between Magic and Bird. That’s the first thing I saw. He’s a triple-double machine. I saw that, and then Donnie saw that. I just remember him saying, ‘He’s a point guard. He’s like Magic.’ You’re damn right he is.”


Fortunately for the Mavericks, Nelson’s opinion was far from the consensus among NBA executives, scouts, and talent evaluators, despite Dončić‘s unprecedented dominance of the highest levels of European competition by a player so young. Doubts persisted about his athleticism and explosiveness. Few projected him as a point guard in the NBA, as the most frequent comparisons were to playmaking forwards who happened to have pale complexions, such as Gordon Hayward or Hedo Türkoğlu. One GM grumbled that if Dončić struggled to get past Nick Calathes, an elite EuroLeague guard whose NBA career lasted two unremarkable seasons, how could he possibly be expected to beat anyone in the league off the dribble? How could he defend NBA guards and wings? “The biggest concern is his lack of athleticism, which could really be a problem defensively as there are questions regarding which position, if any, he can guard in the NBA,” Nelson said before the draft, a pretty transparent attempt to add to the doubts about Dončić.


“I don’t think it’s fair to put on him this moniker the best young European to ever come over here. Because I think that’s going to be terribly unfair to him,” ESPN’s Fran Fraschilla said before the draft, stating an opinion shared by many in the NBA. “I think he’s going to be a very good NBA player. If I were to rate him the way teams rate guys—which is All-Star, starter, rotation player, fringe player, etc.—I would say he’s going to be a very successful starter in the NBA. With a chance, at times, to be an All-Star. But I do not see him as a transcendent talent.”


There was a perception that Dončić was so polished after five years in Real Madrid’s system that he didn’t have much room to improve. Some scouts also came away from trips to Spain with a sense that Dončić would be too satisfied once he got NBA riches. And there were rampant concerns about Dončić’s commitment to diet and conditioning. Those were reinforced by scenes in an ESPN the Magazine profile by Mina Kimes of Dončić stopping his electric-blue Porsche Panamera at a convenience store to purchase an armload of Snickers bars before driving to the Hard Rock Cafe, where he ordered the Famous Fajitas and a plate of nachos. “Con doble queso,” he told the waiter.


Those perceived flaws—as well as perhaps the history of high-lottery Euro busts such as Andrea Bargnani, Darko Miličić, Nikoloz Tskitishvili, Jan Veselý, Mario Hezonja, and Dragan Bender—prevented Dončić from ranking atop many draft boards. However, he was still widely projected as a top-three pick. So it felt like a disaster when bad lottery luck struck again for Dallas, a franchise that has never moved up but has been bumped down in the lottery on multiple occasions. The Mavs held the fifth overall pick after the Ping-Pong balls popped out, behind the Atlanta Hawks and Memphis Grizzlies. “Of course…,” Nowitzki tweeted at the moment.


“I was honestly devastated,” Nelson said later. Making matters worse, the teams holding the top two picks featured men in prominent positions who had close ties to Dončić. The Suns, who won the lottery after having the league’s worst record, had recently hired Kokoškov as head coach. The longtime NBA assistant’s candidacy was boosted by coaching the Slovenian national team, starring Dončić alongside Goran Dragić, to a EuroBasket title. The Kings, seventh in the odds, jumped to No. 2 in the draft. Sacramento’s general manager was Vlade Divac, the former Yugoslavia/Serbia star whose roots in European basketball, especially the Balkans, ran as deep as anyone’s. Divac had known Saša Dončić for decades, dating to when they were both part of Yugoslavia’s national program.


Days after the lottery, Nelson approached the Suns’ contingent at the scouting combine in Chicago to make his interest in moving up in the draft known. “He would say, ‘Hey, let me know what we can do,’” Kokoškov said. “He made it clear they wanted Luka. Donnie Nelson didn’t have any doubts. Donnie was focused. He was so determined to get it done, whatever it takes. They wanted Luka only and nobody else.”


Soon thereafter, members of each franchise’s front offices traveled to Belgrade to scout Dončić at the EuroLeague Final Four. Suns owner Robert Sarver and VP of basketball operations James Jones sat in courtside seats, as Phoenix general manager Ryan McDonough was conspicuously absent, a hint at his diminishing power within the organization months before he was fired and replaced by Jones. Divac, a legend in his native Serbia, attended the semifinals but raised eyebrows by flying back to Sacramento before the championship game. Nelson and his right-hand scout Ronzone represented the Mavs.


“I was glad every time he lost a foot race or didn’t look very athletic, to be honest with you,” Nelson said, cracking up with laughter. “I was cheering for him to screw up in the European championships. I just wanted him to drop!”


Word soon circulated that the Suns had fixated on Arizona center Deandre Ayton as their first choice despite hiring Kokoškov. Ayton was not considered a controversial pick—he sat atop most draft boards as a 6-foot-11 physical specimen with a soft touch—but the fact that he attended Sarver’s alma mater less than two hours away from Phoenix made him even more attractive to a franchise desperate to create buzz in their market. The opinion of Kokoškov, a first-time NBA head coach, was not sought within the organization.
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