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Quick answer: Cactus is a ransomware and data-extortion operation first reported in
2023. Public incident reporting has described exploitation of vulnerable internet-facing
systems, credential abuse, lateral movement, data theft, and encryption. Exact tools and
entry paths change, so defenders should investigate current evidence instead of assuming
every Cactus incident begins with one VPN product or matches an old hash list.

01 What is Cactus ransomware?

The name Cactus can refer to the criminal operation, its encryptor, or a cluster of related activity.
It targets organizations rather than relying only on opportunistic consumer infections. Like other
modern extortion groups, operators may steal data before encryption and threaten publication to
increase pressure.

The Cactus encryptor has received attention for protecting or obscuring parts of its own code and
for supporting different encryption modes. Those implementation details can help analysts
classify a sample, but incident response must address the full intrusion that preceded it.

02 How an intrusion may unfold

1. Initial access: exploit an unpatched public application or appliance, use stolen credentials,
social engineering, or access from another malware operator.

2. Discovery: identify identities, Active Directory, endpoints, servers, shares, backups,
virtualization, and security products.

3. Privilege and movement: obtain stronger credentials and use remote services or
legitimate administration tools to reach critical systems.

4. Data collection and theft: stage and transfer sensitive files for extortion.

5. Recovery interference: attempt to disable protection, delete snapshots, or reach backup
infrastructure.

6. Encryption: deploy the encryptor to local and network resources and leave payment
instructions.
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Not every incident completes every step. Early containment can prevent encryption while data
and credentials may already be exposed.

03 Evidence that matters

the ransom note, encrypted samples, extension, executable, command line, hash, and
process tree;

authentication and VPN records, new accounts, MFA changes, and privileged logons;

public-application, appliance, proxy, and web logs around the earliest access;

remote administration, scripting, service creation, and endpoint alerts;

large archive creation, unusual cloud or outbound transfers, and access to sensitive
repositories;

changes to backup, virtualization, security, domain, and recovery settings.

Preserve original timestamps and use a consistent time zone. Old infrastructure indicators may
support historical hunting, but shared services and changed attacker systems can make
unqualified blocks unreliable.

04 Immediate containment

1. Isolate affected hosts and segments. Stop encryption and movement without destroying
representative evidence.

2. Secure internet-facing access. Disable or restrict the confirmed vulnerable service, apply
current vendor mitigations, and preserve its logs.

3. Protect identities. Disable compromised accounts, revoke sessions, and rotate privileged,
service, VPN, API, and backup secrets from clean systems.

4. Secure management and backups. Review domain, RMM, hypervisor, cloud, security,
and backup consoles for unauthorized persistence.

5. Assess exfiltration. Identify which data was accessed or transferred and involve privacy,
legal, regulatory, and communications teams.
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6. Hunt broadly. Start from the earliest confirmed access, not only the encryption time.

05 Eradication and recovery

Close the original access path and remove persistence before restoring production. Rebuild
systems whose integrity is uncertain, especially privileged management and identity
infrastructure. Reset secrets in a controlled sequence and validate clean administration
workstations.

Restore prioritized data from offline or immutable backups into a segmented environment.
Validate applications, permissions, and dependencies, then reconnect in stages with monitoring.
A decryptor, if one becomes available for a specific sample, restores data only; it does not
remove the attacker or address theft.

06 Ransom and decryptor considerations

Do not run a “Cactus decryptor” found in an advertisement or unsolicited message. Check
reputable security vendors, law enforcement, national cyber authorities, and the No More
Ransom project for verified options. Preserve encrypted originals and test tools on copies.

Payment does not guarantee working decryption, deletion of stolen data, or protection from later
extortion and may create legal or sanctions issues. Treat it as an executive and legal decision,
not a recovery control.

07 Prevention

Inventory internet-facing services and versions, prioritize actively exploited vulnerabilities, and
remove obsolete appliances. Require phishing-resistant MFA for remote and privileged access,
restrict administration by source and device, and separate privileged accounts from normal work.

Segment endpoints, servers, management, and backups. Centralize tamper-resistant logs and
alert on unusual remote tools, privilege changes, mass file modification, backup-policy changes,
archive creation, and outbound transfers. Maintain offline or immutable backups under separate
credentials and test complete recovery.
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08 Frequently asked questions

Does Cactus always enter through a VPN?

No. Vulnerable VPN appliances were reported in early cases, but access methods can change.
Determine the path from current logs and evidence.

Can antivirus removal restore encrypted files?

No. Removing a payload and recovering data are separate tasks. Restore clean backups or use
only a verified variant-compatible decryptor.

Is encryption the first sign of compromise?

Usually not. Credential use, discovery, lateral movement, and data theft may occur well before
encryption.

NEED MORE HELP?

We are here when the guide is not enough.
Visit the Gridinsoft Support Center for current product guidance or submit a support request with
the details of your case.

Open this guide online at support.gridinsoft.com
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