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THE CLUSTER OF WACK

FIELD MANUAL / WACK-CONTENT-0136 / PRACTITIONER REVIEWED

STEALTH IS A BUSINESS STRATEGY, NOT A
PCI DSS SCOPING STRATEGY
You may keep the product quiet. You still need an internally complete account of
the payment architecture, security influence, ownership, evidence, and change.

PRACTITIONER POSITION

Stealth controls who receives commercial information. PCI DSS scoping determines which people,
processes, and technologies store, process, or transmit payment account data or can impact the security of
the cardholder data environment. Those are different decisions. My practitioner position is that a pre-launch
company should maintain a need-to-know internal scope model before its first production payment: payment
journeys, account-data paths, components, identities, provider services, security influence, boundaries,
owners, evidence sources, and change triggers. The assessor does not need an unrestricted product
narrative merely because the company is under assessment. The assessment does need enough accurate,
current, attributable facts to evaluate the applicable scope and claims. Confidentiality can govern disclosure.
It cannot replace architectural knowledge.

THE FIELD PATTERN

WHAT THIS LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE
A twelve-person company is building a payment-enabled product in stealth. The public website says almost
nothing. Internally, one diagram shows a hosted checkout, a second omits the administrative console, and
the infrastructure repository contains an API gateway, webhook receiver, secrets store, workload identity,
logging destination, support integration, and dormant test route. A payment provider, cloud platform, identity
service, code host, edge provider, and observability platform appear on different vendor lists. Engineers
know fragments. No owner can produce one bounded answer for what can touch account data, change the
payment path, grant privileged access, receive payment events, or affect the CDE. The secrecy program
succeeded externally. Internally, the company created Schrödinger's architecture: commercially confidential
and operationally unexplained at the same time.

SIGNALS DETECTED

WHAT SHOULD MAKE YOU STOP
- 'We are still in stealth' is used in place of a payment-flow or system-boundary explanation.

- The company can present a pitch architecture but cannot identify the production components, identities,
provider services, and administrative paths behind it.

- The hosted payment experience is documented, while merchant-controlled page code, DNS, edge
configuration, callbacks, logging, support, and deployment influence are missing.
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- Infrastructure-as-code and repository evidence reveal resources that do not exist in the PCI inventory, but
the repository is treated as either irrelevant or automatically authoritative.

- Provider names appear on a vendor spreadsheet without exact services, responsibility activities, customer
configuration, evidence, or change ownership.

- A system is colored out of scope without a recorded isolation proposition, boundary object, supporting
evidence, or testing relationship.

- The first transaction date is treated as the first day PCI architecture should be understood.

- Temporary beta routes, shared administrator access, test payment modes, or debugging telemetry survive
into production without a bounded disposition.

- Commercially sensitive information and assessment-relevant facts are placed in one all-or-nothing
disclosure bucket.

- The company plans to reconstruct evidence after launch from screenshots, tickets, and the memory of
whoever built the MVP.

WHY IT MATTERS

THE COST OF LEAVING IT UNEXPLAINED
Start with the authority boundary. PCI DSS applies to entities that store, process, or transmit cardholder
data or sensitive authentication data, and to entities that could impact the security of the CDE. Product
secrecy, revenue, headcount, funding stage, and launch status are not substitutes for that fact-specific
analysis.

Separate applicability, scope, validation method, and readiness. Whether PCI DSS applies, what falls within
the environment and assessment, which reporting instrument a compliance-accepting entity requires, and
whether the company can currently support its claims are four different questions. A zero-revenue startup
can have important architecture and program decisions before it has a submission obligation; a practitioner
should not invent that obligation without the accepting entity's direction.

Use controlled disclosure instead of architectural opacity. Classify commercially sensitive material, identify
what the assessment actually needs, restrict access appropriately, and use bounded narratives,
demonstrations, redacted artifacts, or controlled review where suitable. Redaction may remove irrelevant
secrets. It must not remove the subject, population, time, behavior, or limitation needed to understand the
claim.

Build the pre-CDE model before account data appears. Trace proposed acceptance channels, payment
stages, browser and device behavior, APIs, callbacks, administrative paths, logging, support, failure modes,
test modes, and TPSPs. Ask where account data could appear, what could influence those paths, and which
design choice eliminates or contains the exposure.

Make the minimum viable CDE a design constraint, not a marketing claim. Outsourced payment functions
can reduce exposure, but every remaining customer-controlled page, route, identity, configuration,
webhook, secret, support path, and provider responsibility still needs a bounded disposition. Smaller is
valuable only when the boundary is true and maintainable.
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Treat relationships as the durable source. Inventory, network diagram, data-flow diagram, provider list,
service/port record, cryptographic register, scan population, penetration-test scope, and evidence request
should be governed views of the same component, identity, flow, boundary, provider, control, test, evidence,
and claim relationships. No single spreadsheet, diagram, CMDB, or repository earns authority by format
alone.

Keep segmentation as a first-class object. An out-of-scope candidate needs an identifiable boundary,
direction, enforcement point, allowed and denied behavior, configuration authority, owner, evidence,
validation, and change trigger. Green is a presentation choice. Isolation is a proposition that must survive
evidence and testing.

Use engineering systems as discovery sensors. Infrastructure definitions, source repositories, CI/CD, cloud
inventories, identity platforms, DNS, certificate transparency, observability, vulnerability tools, and ticketing
can reveal candidate components and relationships. Reconcile those signals into the governed model; do
not let a repository branch or cloud export silently become the scope conclusion.

Create evidence while the system operates. Preserve deployment lineage, approved changes, effective
identities and permissions, security configuration, vulnerability and test populations, monitoring, exceptions,
failures, remediation, and periodic occurrences with stable subjects and time. Operational exhaust becomes
evidence only after its identity, provenance, population, claim, and limitations are understood.

Put every provider behind an exact-service boundary. Record legal entity, exact service and tier, account
and region, data and influence behavior, responsibility allocation, customer-controlled configuration,
assurance period, nested dependencies, evidence source, and exit or change path. A famous provider logo
is not a responsibility model.

Install change gates at startup speed. A new payment method, browser script, public route, identity path,
provider, region, workload, storage location, support integration, or administrative capability should reopen
the affected scope and control claims. PCI SSC identifies changes to account-data flow, CDE boundaries,
supporting infrastructure, and relevant providers as examples requiring entity-specific significant-change
evaluation.

Plan the assessment handoff before assessment season. A cold reviewer should be able to move from
payment journey to component, identity, boundary, provider responsibility, control, evidence, test, owner,
and current disposition without needing the founder's oral history. Stealth may narrow the audience. It
cannot make the complete internal story optional.

QUESTIONS

QUESTIONS THAT EXPOSE THE WACK
01 Which payment capabilities exist today, which are proposed, and which dormant or test paths could still be

invoked?

02 Where could account data enter, move, persist, appear in logs or errors, or leave across normal, alternate,
failure, refund, and support journeys?

03 Which components, identities, provider services, and administrative paths can connect to or impact the
security of those journeys?
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04 Which facts are commercially sensitive, and what controlled disclosure method preserves both
confidentiality and assessment usefulness?

05 What is the exact service, tier, responsibility, customer configuration, and evidence boundary for every
payment- or security-relevant provider?

06 Which system is merely labeled out of scope, and which identified boundary and validation support that
candidate conclusion?

07 What do repositories, infrastructure definitions, cloud inventories, DNS, identity, observability, and
vulnerability systems reveal that the maintained inventory does not?

08 Which launch or architecture changes automatically reopen scope, evidence, scanning, testing, and
responsibility decisions?

09 Which validation and reporting expectations have actually been provided by the compliance-accepting
entity, and which are only startup assumptions?

10 Could a cold reviewer reconstruct the current payment and security-influence story without the founder,
original engineer, or prior assessor in the room?

THE CLUSTER OF WACK

FIND / MAP / EXPLAIN / REDUCE / PROVE

ESCAPE THE WACK
01 / FIND
Discover every current and proposed payment journey, component, identity, provider service, public
entryway, administrative path, data location, security dependency, and evidence source without relying on
public product visibility.

02 / MAP
Connect journeys to data and influence paths, components, identities, zones, boundaries, providers,
responsibilities, controls, tests, evidence, owners, launch gates, and reopening triggers through stable
identifiers.

03 / EXPLAIN
Separate commercial confidentiality from assessment-relevant facts; distinguish applicability, scope,
validation method, readiness, provider assurance, practitioner method, and assessor judgment in the
narrative.



THECLUSTEROFWACK.COM  /  FIELD MANUAL  /  SCREEN EDITION 5

04 / REDUCE
Eliminate unnecessary account-data handling, dormant routes, ambiguous administrative paths, duplicate
inventories, orphaned providers, unjustified exposure, and temporary beta exceptions before they harden
into production architecture.

05 / PROVE
Run a cold-reader reconstruction and a launch-change drill. Demonstrate that one proposed change reveals
every affected flow, component, boundary, responsibility, control, evidence population, test, owner, and
decision without disclosing irrelevant product secrets.

THE FIELD LAW

THE LINE WORTH REMEMBERING

STEALTH MAY RESTRICT WHO SEES THE ARCHITECTURE. IT CANNOT EXCUSE
THE COMPANY FROM KNOWING THE ARCHITECTURE.
Download the Stealth-to-Launch PCI Architecture Gate. Model one payment journey before launch, identify
its data and security-influence paths, bind every provider and boundary to evidence, and test what changes
when one engineer adds a new route, script, identity, or service.

TECHNICAL GROUNDING

START WITH THE SOURCE MATERIAL
These references ground the practitioner interpretation. They do not turn the metaphor or method into official PCI DSS terminology.

- WACK-SOURCE-0001 / PCI DSS v4.0.1 / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0008 / FAQ 1473: Role of compliance-accepting entities and assessors in determining applicability / PCI Security Standards
Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0016 / FAQ 1588: SAQ A eligibility criteria for scripts / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0037 / FAQ 1252: PCI DSS applicability to system components / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

- WACK-SOURCE-0088 / FAQ 1317: What is meant by significant change in PCI DSS? / PCI Security Standards Council / Open source

AUTHORITY CLASSIFICATION / PCI_SSC_SOURCE / ASSESSOR_JUDGMENT / PRACTITIONER_POSITION / PRACTITIONER_METHOD /
AI_ASSISTED

Practitioner reviewed by Scott Norton on 2026-09-12 against canonical digest
4fd885a26aec5f1010f452c7e71412ed41bf1006799ff5516f42763985b5e448. Educational content, not a compliance determination. Independent
practitioner resource; not affiliated with or endorsed by PCI SSC. Authorship and authority classification do not determine legal
intellectual-property ownership.

https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/document_library/?class=pcidss&doc=pci_dss
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1473/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1588/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1252/
https://www.pcisecuritystandards.org/faqs/1317/

