

















Graphic C — VGW's Luckyland Slot’s “Free Coins” Welcome Offer

Graphic D — Stake.us “Free” Bonus Offer
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Graphic E — Pulsz Casino “Free” Bonus Offer
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Graphic G — Fortune Coins “Free” Fortune Coins Olffers

68.  Yet the practical reality—as documented by industry analysts and user
experiences—is that users must purchase virtual currency to participate
meaningfully. The “free” coins provided are designed to be insufficient for
sustained play, drawing users into purchasing additional currency. This
bait-and-switch tactic deceives consumers into believing they can enjoy the
platforms without financial risk.

69. Defendants employ “gamification” techniques designed to obscure the
true cost of play. By converting real money into virtual currency—gold
coins—Defendants dissociate users from the actual money they are spending.
Research has shown that this psychological distancing effect leads consumers to
spend more than they would if transacting directly in cash.” The use of virtual
currency 1s not just to cloak the fact that Defendants are operating gambling
operations; it is central to their ability to extract greater spending from users.

70. Defendants advertise extensively on social media, television,
streaming platforms, and through online advertising networks. Their
advertisements feature casino imagery—slot machines, chips, coins, cards, roulette
wheels—while simultaneously claiming that users are merely playing “free

games.” This juxtaposition is inherently deceptive: it attracts consumers with the

3 Daniel L. King & Paul H. Delfabbro, Predatory Monetization Schemes in Video Games (e.g.
Loot Boxes) and Internet Gaming Disorder, 113 Addiction 1967, 1967-68 (2018).
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thrill of casino gambling while claiming the activity is something other than
gambling.
VIII. Defendants Target Youth

71.  Defendants’ platforms are designed, marketed, and operated in ways
that foreseeably attract and engage minors—despite token disclaimers that their
services are intended for users aged 18 or older. Defendants target youth through
multiple, reinforcing vectors: gamified design elements drawn from mobile gaming
popular with children and adolescents; advertising on platforms and through
influencers with disproportionately young audiences; colorful, cartoonish visual
branding that mimics children's games; and age-verification systems so perfunctory
that they function as no barrier at all.

72. Defendants do not employ meaningful age-verification measures.
Instead, they rely on simple self-certification—requiring users only to enter a
birthdate or check a box confirming they are 18 or older. This system is trivially
defeated: a minor need only enter a false date of birth to gain unrestricted access to

54

Defendants’ gambling platforms.” By contrast, Maryland’s licensed casinos

> High 5 Casino requests verification to “cash out” or receive prizes. Upon information and
belief, Stake.us only recently implemented industry-standard age verification before users can
access game play. Verification at redemption—rather than at account creation or first
play—means that a minor can create an account, access the full suite of gambling games, and
develop addictive gambling patterns long before encountering any identity check. By the time a
platform requests identification, the harm has already occurred: the minor has been exposed to
variable-ratio reinforcement schedules, has potentially spent money purchasing virtual currency
(using a parent’s or other adult’s payment method), and may have developed disordered
gambling behaviors. Moreover, verification at redemption does nothing to prevent the most
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require physical, in-person identification checks, and regulated online sports
wagering platforms in Maryland require users to submit government-issued
identification and undergo identity verification through third-party systems before
placing any wager. Defendants’ failure to implement comparable technology is a
deliberate choice that allows them to capture a younger user base while
maintaining plausible deniability about the presence of minors on their platforms.

73. Defendants’ platforms incorporate design features characteristic of
mobile games popular among minors, including bright, cartoonish graphics;
animated characters and mascots; spinning wheels and treasure chests; “leveling
up”’ progression systems; daily login rewards; and achievement badges.

74. These mechanics are drawn directly from the mobile gaming
ecosystem of which minors form a significant user base. The platforms’ visual
aesthetics—featuring cartoon animals, neon colors, fantasy themes, and playful
sound effects—are virtually indistinguishable from games marketed to children on
major app stores. This is not coincidental: these design choices maximize
engagement among younger users who have been conditioned by a lifetime of

mobile gaming to respond to precisely these stimuli.

common pathway to harm—a minor who spends money on gold coin purchases but never
attempts to redeem winnings, or who abandons the platform after losing money, will never
trigger any verification at all. A meaningful age-verification system must operate at the point of
access, not at the point of cashout, to serve its protective function. Every day that Stake.us
operated without third-party age verification is a day where minors were exposed to the same
harms detailed above.
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75. Defendants advertise heavily on social media platforms with
disproportionately young user bases, including TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, and
Snapchat. Defendants’ advertisements appear alongside—and are stylistically
indistinguishable from—content aimed at adolescents and young adults.
Defendants further amplify their reach among young audiences by sponsoring and
partnering with social media influencers and content creators whose followings
skew heavily toward minors and young adults. These influencers promote
Defendants’ platforms through livestreams, sponsored posts, and promotional
codes—formats that blur the line between entertainment and advertising in ways
that are particularly effective at reaching minors who may not recognize
promotional content as such.

76.  For example, VGW (Luckyland and Chumba)’s advertising strategy
illustrates the deceptive marketing at play. The company employs celebrities
including WWE wrestlers, Ryan Seacrest, Michael Phelps, and DJ Khaled as
pitchmen.” The company’s advertisements also include videogame-like design,

which appeals to youth.

> Maese, supra n.4.
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Graphic J — LuckyLand Slots Videogame-like Advertisement
77.  Similarly, Stake.us partnered with Adin Ross and Drake to
“livestream” gambling on the platform and heavily market its product to youth.>
“Children 11 to 13 are the most likely (54%) age group to be watching [live

streaming] broadcasts.”’

Stake DRAKE

Graphic K — Stake.us Livestream with Streamer Adin Ross and Musician Drake

56 Stake.us, Drake, https://stake.com/drake.

" Internet Matters, Live streaming report reveals nearly a third of 11 to 13 year old are
broadcastzn g themselves live over the internet J une 5, 2018),

ear-old -are- broadcastlng themselves live-over-the-internet/.
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Graphic L — “Champagnepapi” (Drake) Instagram Post
Captioned “Gambling These Days” and Stake.us Bet

78.  Pulsz Casino and Fortune Coins also employ videogame-like design
on their websites and advertisements to entice young people to play and spend

money on coins.
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Graphic N — High 5 Casino Videogame-like Design
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Graphic O — Fortune Coins Casino Videogame-like Design

79. The videogame-like design, celebrity endorsements, and influencer
partnerships are strategically selected to reach younger demographics: videogames,
professional wrestling, hip-hop artists, and livestream culture each command
audiences that skew heavily toward adolescents and young adults. The partnerships
are not incidental to Defendants’ marketing strategy—they are central to it,
leveraging figures and cultural touchpoints that resonate most powerfully with
youth. Moreover, these celebrity endorsements lend an air of legitimacy to
platforms that Maryland regulators have explicitly determined are operating
illegally.

80. The convergence of youth-oriented design, advertising targeted at
young audiences, and negligible age verification has predictable results. As The

New York Times has reported, minors are gambling on social casino platforms and
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accumulating thousands of dollars in debt—debts incurred before they are old
enough to legally enter a regulated casino.”® Because Defendants operate outside
Maryland’s regulatory framework, there are no responsible-gambling interventions
to identify or protect these underage users.

81.  Once a minor gains access, Defendants’ platforms offer no friction: no
spending limits calibrated to age, no cooldown periods, no parental controls, and
no mechanisms to detect patterns of use consistent with a minor user. The design of
these platforms use the same impulse control mechanism—yvariable-ratio
reinforcement schedules—which operate on minors’ developing brains with
particular potency, as adolescents are neurologically more susceptible to impulsive
decision-making and reward-seeking than adults.

IX. Baltimore-Specific Allegations

82. Defendants’ illegal social casino platforms have caused concrete and
ongoing harm to residents of the City of Baltimore. Baltimore residents have
accessed Defendants’ platforms from within the City and spent money through
Defendants’ dual-currency systems.

83. Recognizing as much, Seth Elkin, a spokesman for the MLGCA,
warned Maryland residents, including Baltimoreans, “We have a list of all of

Maryland’s authorized [ ] betting operators available at mdgaming.com. But

8 Bedi et al., supra n.6.
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there are lot [sic] of illegal sites that pose risks to consumers. So we want people to
know the difference and know how to find the legal option.”*

84. Because Defendants operate without responsible gambling protocols,
or participation in Maryland’s Voluntary Exclusion Program, Baltimore residents
who would be protected from harm in regulated gambling environments are
exposed to unrestricted, continuous gambling through mobile devices.*

85. The economic impact of Defendants’ conduct is felt directly within
Baltimore City. Based on industry estimates of per-capita social casino spending
and Baltimore’s population, Baltimore residents are likely losing millions of
dollars each year to Defendants’ unregulated platforms.

86. These losses are not offset by any public benefit. Unlike Maryland’s
licensed casinos, Defendants pay no state or local gaming taxes, contribute nothing
to problem gambling treatment programs, and provide no funding for addiction
services.

87. The resulting financial harm manifests locally through increased

consumer debt, depleted household resources, and heightened demand for

¥ WEMD, Maryland Lottery & Gaming Urgers Residents To Only Use Legal Sports Gambling
Sites (Aug. 28, 2025),
https:// www.wfimd.com/2025/08/29/maryland-lottery-gaming-urges-residents-to-only-use-legal-s

ports-gambling-sites/.
0 Id.
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municipal services addressing housing instability, financial counseling, and
behavioral health crises.
X.  Defendants’ Actions Violate Maryland Public Policy

88. Maryland has established a comprehensive regulatory framework for
gambling designed to protect consumers from the harms that unregulated gambling
causes. Defendants’ operations directly contravene this public policy.

89. Maryland law reflects a clear public policy that gambling is illegal
unless specifically authorized. The Maryland Constitution requires that any
expansion of commercial gambling must be approved by a majority of voters in a

statewide referendum.®!

This constitutional requirement reflects Maryland’s
deliberate approach to gambling expansion—one that balances economic
considerations against consumer protection concerns through democratic
processes.

90. Online casino gambling has never been authorized by Maryland voters
or the General Assembly. Defendants’ operation of online casino
platforms—regardless of what they call them—violates the clear public policy that

such gambling remain prohibited absent specific legislative authorization and voter

approval.

81 Md. Const. art. XIX, § 1(e); MLGCA, FAQs, supra n.9.
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91. Maryland’s regulatory framework for licensed gambling operations
reflects a public policy that gambling, where permitted, must be accompanied by
robust consumer protections. Licensed casinos must implement age verification,
participate in self-exclusion programs, adopt responsible gambling measures, and
submit to regulatory oversight. By operating gambling platforms without any of
these protections, Defendants violate the public policy that gambling—where
permitted—must be conducted responsibly. Defendants deliberately flouted
Maryland’s prohibitive gambling laws each day they operated within the period.

CLAIM FOR RELIEF

Unfair, Abusive, and Deceptive Trade Practices
Baltimore City Code Art. 2, §§ 4-1, et seq.

92. The City of Baltimore reasserts, realleges, and incorporates by
reference each of Paragraphs 1-91, above, as though fully set forth below.

93. The CPO, Baltimore City Code Art. 2, § 4-2, protects consumers and
others against “unfair, abusive, or deceptive trade practices,” which are defined in
line with the Maryland Consumer Protection Act (“MCPA”), Md. Code Ann.,
Com. Law, § 13-301. See Baltimore City Code Art. 2, § 4-1(13). These “[u]nfair,
abusive, or deceptive trade practices include[,]” among others, any:

a. False, falsely disparaging, or misleading oral or written statement,
visual description, or other representation of any kind which has

the capacity, tendency, or effect of deceiving or misleading
consumers, Md. Code Ann., Com. Law, § 13-301(1);
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b. Failure to state a material fact if the failure deceives or tends to
deceive, Md. Code Ann., Com. Law, § 13-301(3);

c. Deception, fraud, false pretense, false premise, misrepresentation,
or knowing concealment, suppression, or omission of any material
fact with the intent that a consumer rely on the same in connection
with: [t]he promotion or sale of any consumer goods, consumer

realty, or consumer service, Md. Code Ann., Com. Law, §
13-301(9)(d).

94. Any “practice prohibited by this title is a violation of this title,
whether or not any consumer in fact has been misled, deceived, or damaged as a
result of that practice.” Id. § 13-302. While specific practices are enumerated in the
MCPA (and, by extension, the CPO), “[i]t is the intent of the [Maryland] General
Assembly that in construing the term ‘unfair or deceptive trade practices,” due
consideration and weight be given to the interpretations of § 5(a)(1) of the Federal
Trade Commission Act [(15 U.S.C. § 45)] by the Federal Trade Commission and
the federal courts.” Md. Code Ann., Com. Law § 13-105.

95. The Federal Trade Commission has explained that unfairness under 15
U.S.C. § 45 is determined in part by a consideration of *“(1) whether the practice
injures consumers,” and “(2) whether it violates established public policy.”®

96. Defendants are “merchants” within the meaning of, and subject to, the

provisions of the CPO. Baltimore City Code Art. 2, § 4-1(9).

62 FTC Policy Statement on Unfairness (Dec. 17, 1980),
https://www.ftc.gov/legal-library/browse/ftc-policy-statement-unfairness.
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97. Defendants’ actions are deceptive and unfair. Without limitation,

Defendants violate the CPO by:

a.

Operating illegal online gambling platforms in Maryland in
violation of Md. Code Ann., Crim. Law § 12-102 and marketing
those platforms to Baltimore consumers;

Deceptively representing via their websites, advertising, and
marketing materials that their platforms constitute lawful
“sweepstakes” or “social entertainment” when they are, in
substance, illegal gambling operations;

Deceptively representing via their websites, advertising, and
marketing materials that their platforms offer “free games” and “no
purchase necessary” play when, in practical reality, users must
purchase virtual currency to participate meaningfully;

Designing, marketing, and operating their platforms and
advertisements in ways that foreseeably attract and engage minors,
including by employing cartoonish graphics, animated characters,
and gamified design elements; and advertising on social media
platforms with disproportionately young user bases and partnering
with influencers and celebrities whose followings skew heavily
toward minors and young adults;

Using a “dual currency” system specifically designed to obscure
that users are gambling for real economic value and to evade
Maryland’s gambling laws;

Failing to disclose, in their advertising and on their websites, that
their platforms constitute illegal gambling under Maryland law,

with all the attendant risks of financial loss and addiction;

Failing to implement age verification systems adequate to prevent
minors from gambling on their platforms;

Failing to exclude problem gamblers, thereby enabling individuals
attempting to address gambling addiction to continue gambling;
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1. Failing to implement any responsible gambling interventions or
protocols to identify and assist users displaying signs of problem
gambling;

j. Failing to disclose material information about game odds or
whether games are programmed to operate fairly;

k. Using virtual currency systems to psychologically distance
consumers from the real money they are spending, thereby

inducing greater spending than consumers would otherwise
undertake.

98. Defendants committed distinct violations of the CPO each day that
they made deceptive representations in Baltimore and each time one of their
deceptive misrepresentations was served into or viewed within Baltimore.

99. Defendants committed distinct violations of the CPO each day that
their websites were available within Baltimore, each time their websites were
joined by a Baltimorean, each time a Baltimorean paid money to Defendants, and
each time a Baltimorean gambled on their websites.

100. Defendants’ practices caused and cause substantial injury to Baltimore
consumers that is not reasonably avoidable by consumers themselves.

101. With the nature of Defendants’ advertisements and marketing
materials, consumers could not reasonably determine that Defendants’
“sweepstakes” platforms are illegal gambling operations, could not verify whether
game odds are fair, and could not protect themselves from the addictive design

features Defendants employ.
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102. Defendants’ actions are against public policy. It is the public policy of
the State of Maryland, as expressed through its Constitution, criminal statutes, and
comprehensive civil gambling regulatory framework, that online casino gambling
is prohibited and that gambling operations must be licensed, regulated, and subject
to consumer protections. Defendants’ operation of illegal online gambling
platforms without any of these safeguards directly violates this public policy.

103. Defendants’ actions demonstrate a callous disregard not only for the
rule of law, but also for the public health, safety, and well-being of Baltimore
consumers. While engaging in the unlawful practices alleged herein, Defendants
have, always, acted willfully. Defendants knew or should have known that their
actions were prohibited by Maryland law.

104. As a result of the foregoing, the City seeks all legal and equitable
relief as allowed by law, including civil penalties, injunctive relief, restitution, and
disgorgement.

REQUEST FOR RELIEF

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff, the City of Baltimore, respectfully requests that the
Court enter judgment in its favor and against Defendants, as follows:

a. Awarding the maximum amount of statutory penalties available under

Baltimore City Code Art. 2, § 4-3(a), for each violation of Baltimore’s
CPO, Baltimore City Code Art. 2, § 4-2;
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b. Injunctive relief mandating that Defendants cease operating their
illegal gambling platforms in the City of Baltimore and prohibiting
them from accepting transactions from Baltimore residents;

C. Disgorgement of ill-gotten gains derived from Defendants’ unlawful
practices;
d. Restitution to Baltimore consumers harmed by Defendants’ unlawful

practices; and,

e. Awarding such other relief as may be available and appropriate under
the law or in equity.

VIII. DEMAND FOR JURY TRIAL

Plaintiff demands a jury trial for all claims upon which a jury trial is

available.

Dated: March 4, 2026

Respectfully submitted,

Ebony M. Thompson
City Solicitor

/s/
Sara Gross (AIS No. 0412140305)
Chief, Affirmative Litigation Division
Natalie Neill (AIS No. 2012180092)
Assistant Solicitor
BALTIMORE CITY
LAW DEPARTMENT
City Hall, Room 101
100 North Holliday Street
Baltimore, Maryland 21202
Tel: (410) 396-3947
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