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1) Executive Summary

Since early 2023, the ransomware ecosystem has been marked by the emergence of several new groups,
affiliates, and Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS) models. One of the most prominent among them is AKira, a
ransomware family operated and supported by affiliates connected to the adversary cluster PunkSpider. Unlike
earlier opportunistic ransomware campaigns, PunkSpider’s operations exhibit the hallmarks of a
professionalized criminal enterprise: deliberate targeting of organizations with high revenue and data
sensitivity, rapid exploitation of vulnerable infrastructure, and structured negotiation through a centralized leak
site.

Akira firmly belongs to the category of so-called “Big Game Hunting” ransomware. Its affiliates prioritize
victims where disruption will cause maximum pressure, increasing the likelihood of ransom payment. Beyond
pure financial motivation, the group’s operational discipline and persistent evolution of its tooling represent an
ongoing systemic threat to enterprise security and national resilience.

The Evolution of the Threat Landscape

Five years ago, ransomware incidents were often dominated by self-propagating worms and spray-and-pray
campaigns. Criminals released malware that encrypted files indiscriminately, with ransom notes sent to
thousands of victims. Today, the landscape looks very different. Law enforcement takedowns, improved
antivirus, and widespread endpoint hardening have forced adversaries to innovate.

The Ransomware-as-a-Service model exemplified by Akira allows developers to focus on the malware code
and payment infrastructure while outsourcing intrusions and victim negotiations to affiliates. This “franchise
model” mirrors legitimate business ecosystems, creating resiliency even when parts of the operation are
disrupted.

Akira’s rapid iteration underscores this adaptability. Early samples were Windows-focused encryptors written
in C++, but within months, the malware family expanded to Linux targets, particularly VMware ESXi
hypervisors. More recently, affiliates have deployed Rust-based variants, chosen for its cross-platform
flexibility, compilation speed, and resistance to reverse engineering. Each of these technical shifts demonstrates
PunkSpider’s commitment to staying ahead of defenders.

Key Findings
Analysis of incidents linked to Akira reveals consistent patterns:

1. Target Profile — Akira focuses on medium and large enterprises, educational institutions, and managed
service providers (MSPs). Victims are located predominantly in North America, Europe, and Australia.

2. Initial Access — The group frequently exploits vulnerabilities in VPN and edge appliances, particularly
SonicWall SSL-VPN devices. Stolen credentials, sometimes including hijacked MFA seeds, are also
widely used.

3. Operational Style — Affiliates make extensive use of legitimate administration tools such as PSExec,
WMI, and RDP, masking malicious actions as ordinary IT tasks.



4. Double Extortion — Before encrypting files, operators exfiltrate sensitive data. Victims are then
pressured with threats of public exposure on Akira’s leak site.

5. Technological Adaptation — Akira supports both Windows and Linux environments, reflecting a
strategic move to disrupt enterprise infrastructure more effectively.

6. Business Impact — Beyond ransom payments, victims face regulatory exposure, potential lawsuits,
reputational harm, and risk of stolen data being resold.

Strategic Implications for Organizations

Akira is not just another ransomware family; it represents the convergence of several worrying trends:

o Professionalized cybercrime ecosystems with clear role specialization (developers, affiliates, brokers).

e Supply chain exploitation, particularly of MSPs that provide IT services to multiple downstream
organizations.

e Global operations targeting both private and public sectors.

o Data-driven extortion where the threat of publication can be as damaging as file encryption.

The deliberate focus on MSPs is especially concerning. By compromising an MSP, PunkSpider can leverage
trusted relationships to infiltrate multiple customers simultaneously, amplifying the damage from a single
intrusion. For client organizations, this creates indirect exposure to ransomware risk that is difficult to quantify
or control without robust vendor management.

Technical Observations

In Akira incidents, investigators have repeatedly observed the following techniques:

« Exploitation of public-facing applications (MITRE ATT&CK T1190).

o Use of stolen credentials for external remote services such as VPNs (T1078, T1133).
e Credential dumping using tools like Mimikatz or LSASS memory access (T1003).

o Lateral movement via RDP, SMB, or PsExec (T1021).

o Defense evasion by disabling antivirus and deleting shadow copies (T1490).

o Exfiltration to cloud services prior to encryption (T1567).

The efficiency of these operations is notable: in multiple cases, affiliates moved from initial access to full
encryption in less than one week.

Impact Analysis

The consequences of an Akira incident extend across several dimensions:

e Operational Downtime — Encryption disrupts critical systems, halting business processes and
sometimes production lines.

o Financial Loss — Direct costs include ransom payments, incident response, and system restoration.
Indirect costs include lost productivity and customer attrition.

e Regulatory Exposure — Exfiltration of sensitive data may trigger breach notifications under GDPR or
HIPAA and expose organizations to heavy fines.



o Reputational Damage — Leak site publications harm customer trust, investor confidence, and brand
image.

e Supply Chain Effects — When MSPs are targeted, multiple downstream organizations can be
simultaneously affected.

Detection and Response Challenges

Akira’s use of living-off-the-land binaries (LOLBIins) makes detection difficult. Tools such as PowerShell,
WML, and PsExec are widely used by legitimate administrators, forcing defenders to rely on behavioral
detection rather than simple signatures. Additionally, when valid credentials are abused, distinguishing
malicious activity from legitimate user behavior is challenging.

The disabling of logging services further complicates incident response. Without EDR tools or centralized log
aggregation, organizations may have insufficient visibility to investigate incidents thoroughly.

High-Level Recommendations

While detailed guidance is included later in the report, several immediate measures stand out:

1. Patch and Harden Edge Devices — Update VPNs, firewalls, and remote access appliances regularly.
Restrict management interfaces to trusted networks.

2. Credential Hygiene — Rotate credentials frequently, enforce MFA, and reset authentication seeds if
compromise is suspected.

3. Monitoring and Logging — Deploy centralized logging, enable anomaly detection, and closely
monitor VPN sessions and egress traffic.

4. Incident Response Preparedness — Develop ransomware playbooks and rehearse tabletop exercises.
Ensure backups are tested and isolated.

5. Vendor Risk Management — Assess MSP security practices and include incident response
transparency requirements in contracts.

The PunkSpider actor cluster and its Akira ransomware demonstrate the professionalization of ransomware
operations. By combining sophisticated technical capabilities with a RaaS business model, the group has been
able to scale operations globally and maintain resilience against defensive and law enforcement efforts.

Organizations must treat Akira not as an isolated threat but as a case study of systemic vulnerabilities: outdated
edge devices, poor credential management, and insufficient network monitoring. Addressing these weaknesses
proactively reduces exposure not only to Akira but to the broader class of modern ransomware adversaries.

In short, Akira embodies the evolution of ransomware into a service-driven, affiliate-operated ecosystem
that exploits trust relationships, technology gaps, and organizational unpreparedness. Combating it requires a
multi-layered approach: preventive security, rapid detection, tested incident response, and long-term resilience
planning. Failure to adapt risks financial, operational, regulatory, and reputational consequences that extend far
beyond the ransom note.



2) Scope & Audience

The scope of this CTI report is broad in coverage but deliberately focused on actionable intelligence.
Specifically, it includes:

e Threat Actor Profile — An overview of PunkSpider, its connection to Akira Ransomware-as-a-Service
(RaaS), observed capabilities, and operational style.

o Technical Landscape — Details of initial access vectors, malware variants, and adversary techniques.

e Observed Campaigns — Summaries of incidents affecting enterprises, MSPs, and critical sectors
across multiple geographies.

o Impact Dimensions — Exploration of operational, financial, reputational, and regulatory consequences
of an Akira intrusion.

o Defensive Guidance — High-level mitigation strategies, detection techniques, and resilience measures
for short-term and long-term defense.

This report does not attempt to provide full malware reverse-engineering analysis of every Akira variant, nor
does it attempt to assign nation-state attribution. Instead, it emphasizes pragmatic intelligence that can be
directly operationalized by defenders.

Audience

This report is intended for multiple layers of stakeholders, each with different responsibilities:

1. Executives & Senior Leadership (Board, C-Suite)
o Purpose: Provide a clear understanding of the strategic risk posed by Akira.
o Benefit: Support informed decisions on cyber investments, insurance coverage, and vendor risk
management.
2. CISOs & Risk Managers
o Purpose: Deliver insight into the adversary’s motivations, methods, and likely attack paths.
o Benefit: Enable alignment of enterprise security strategies and risk registers with real-world
threats.
3. SOC Analysts & Incident Responders
o Purpose: Offer tactical intelligence, including TTP mappings and sample [OCs.
o Benefit: Improve monitoring, detection, and response effectiveness.
4. IT Infrastructure & Network Administrators
o Purpose: Highlight vulnerable technologies and recommend patching and hardening actions.
o Benefit: Guide technical configuration, monitoring, and recovery planning.
5. Managed Service Providers (MSPs)
o Purpose: Emphasize systemic risks when adversaries compromise trusted service providers.
o Benefit: Encourage segmentation, strict authentication controls, and transparency with clients.
6. Regulators & Policy Makers
o Purpose: Demonstrate the wider societal and systemic risks of ransomware operations.
o Benefit: Inform policymaking, compliance frameworks, and international law enforcement
collaboration.



Geographic & Sectoral Relevance

While Akira has affected victims worldwide, intelligence suggests disproportionate targeting of:

e North America and Europe — Organizations with strong revenue streams and regulatory exposure.

e Education Sector — Universities and schools with limited resources yet sensitive personal and research
data.

e Manufacturing and Industrial Firms — Environments where downtime translates rapidly into
financial losses.

e Managed Service Providers (MSPs) — Whose compromise magnifies impact across multiple
downstream clients.

Timeframe

This report reflects Akira threat activity observed between early 2023 and late 2025. Because the malware
family is under continuous development, organizations should cross-check the findings against live vendor
advisories and threat intelligence feeds for the most current indicators.

Limitations

As with all CTI, this report is shaped by certain limitations:

e Dynamic Adversary Behavior — PunkSpider affiliates adapt quickly, altering tools and techniques as
defenses improve.

» Partial Visibility — Intelligence is based on public disclosures, vendor research, and open-source
reporting. Undisclosed incidents may change the threat picture.

o Non-Attributional Stance — While overlaps with other clusters exist, this report restricts attribution to
the PunkSpider/Akira nexus only.

The scope of this report is to deliver actionable, strategic, and tactical intelligence about PunkSpider and
Akira ransomware. Its intended audience ranges from board-level executives to frontline SOC analysts. By
combining high-level risk framing with detailed technical context, the report seeks to bridge communication
gaps between business stakeholders and technical defenders. Ultimately, this ensures that defensive measures
are not only well-informed but also appropriately prioritized.



3) Threat Actor Overview

This chapter provides a detailed examination of the actor cluster known as PunkSpider and its connection to
the Akira ransomware operation. By exploring identity, motivation, capabilities, resources, and operational
style, we aim to present a well-rounded picture of the adversary behind one of the most active ransomware
families in the current landscape.

Identity and Aliases

PunkSpider, sometimes stylized as PUNK SPIDER in reporting, is widely assessed by commercial vendors and
law enforcement as a Big Game Hunting (BGH) ransomware operator cluster. Its name is linked with the
Akira ransomware, a Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS) family active since early 2023. Unlike older
ransomware campaigns that relied on single operators or small groups, PunkSpider represents a multi-actor
ecosystem. The cluster comprises:

e Core developers who maintain and evolve the Akira codebase.

o Infrastructure operators who manage payment portals, leak sites, and negotiation channels.

o Affiliates who gain access to victims, perform lateral movement, exfiltrate data, and execute the
encryption phase.

This separation of duties mirrors legitimate businesses, allowing specialization, scalability, and resilience
against law enforcement actions. Affiliates can come and go, but the brand of Akira persists.

Motivations

The primary motivation of PunkSpider is financial. Akira affiliates routinely demand ransom payments ranging
from hundreds of thousands to millions of dollars, depending on the victim’s size and profile. These ransoms
are typically requested in cryptocurrency, most often Bitcoin or Monero, due to their relative anonymity.

However, the group’s incentives go beyond direct ransom revenue:

o Monetization of stolen data — exfiltrated information, such as customer databases, intellectual
property, or confidential contracts, may be resold or traded on underground forums even after ransom
negotiations conclude.

e Brand reputation in the criminal ecosystem — by reliably leaking data from non-paying victims,
PunkSpider builds credibility among affiliates and intimidation power against future targets.

o Leverage through cascading effects — by attacking Managed Service Providers (MSPs), they
multiply potential revenue streams, as one compromise can yield access to dozens of downstream
customers.

Thus, while profit remains the central driver, PunkSpider’s strategy reflects a sophisticated business model
where reputational pressure, systemic exploitation, and long-term monetization all play critical roles.



Capabilities and Resources

PunkSpider operates with high technical capabilities and well-resourced affiliates. Intelligence reporting
highlights the following strengths:

1. Malware Development
o Early encryptors in C++ were Windows-focused, but the malware family quickly expanded.
o Linux and ESXi-targeting variants were introduced to cripple virtualized enterprise
environments.
o Rust-based reimplementations appeared in 20242025, improving cross-platform support,
obfuscation, and reverse-engineering resistance.
2. Exploitation Expertise
o Affiliates frequently exploit VPN and firewall vulnerabilities, particularly in SonicWall SSL-
VPN appliances, as well as other remote access portals.
o Use of credential stuffing and stolen multifactor authentication seeds has been documented.
3. Operational Infrastructure
o Dedicated leak sites hosted on bulletproof services.
o Ransom negotiation portals and Tor-based communication channels.
o Use of anonymizing services to hide command-and-control (C2) infrastructure.
4. Tools and Tradecraft
o Heavy reliance on living-off-the-land binaries (LOLBins) such as PowerShell, WMI, and
PsExec.
o Deployment of credential theft tools (Mimikatz, LSASS dumps).
o Disabling of defenses and backup removal via vssadmin, wbadmin, and registry modifications.
5. Affiliate Management
o Revenue-sharing model incentivizes affiliates, who receive a percentage of ransom proceeds.
o Negotiation scripts and playbooks ensure consistency across cases.

Operational Style and Tactics

PunkSpider affiliates exhibit a professionalized style of operation. Their approach generally follows a sequence:

—

Target Selection
o Victims are chosen deliberately, focusing on industries with high downtime costs or regulatory
sensitivity (education, manufacturing, healthcare, MSPs).
2. Initial Access
o Compromise of VPNs or firewalls, either through exploitation or use of stolen credentials.
3. Privilege Escalation and Lateral Movement
o Use of legitimate admin tools to blend into normal network traffic.
o Creation of new accounts or modification of group memberships to escalate privileges.
4. Exfiltration and Pre-Encryption Staging
o Sensitive data is collected and transferred to attacker-controlled infrastructure or cloud storage
services.
5. Encryption and Extortion
o Deployment of Akira encryptors across the victim environment.
o Delivery of ransom notes directing victims to negotiation portals.
o Threats of data publication on the leak site if payment is refused.
6. Public Shaming
o Non-paying victims are listed on the Akira leak site, with sample data often posted as proof.



This structured approach mirrors legitimate business processes: lead acquisition (initial access), conversion
(encryption and ransom demand), and brand reinforcement (public leak site).

Campaign Characteristics

Notable traits of PunkSpider’s campaigns include:

e Focus on Edge Appliances — VPNs and firewalls remain frequent entry points.

o Rapid Execution — Some intrusions progress from compromise to encryption in less than one week.
e MSP Targeting — Compromising service providers allows cascading attacks on multiple clients.

e Cross-Platform Impact — Windows, Linux, and virtualized environments are all vulnerable.

o Double Extortion — Data exfiltration guarantees leverage even if backups allow recovery.

Threat Level Assessment

Based on observed behavior, PunkSpider is assessed as:

o Capability: High — demonstrated technical expertise, rapid evolution, and strong affiliate network.

o Intent: High — consistent financial motivation and willingness to escalate pressure on victims.

e Opportunity: Medium-High — exploits common weaknesses such as unpatched edge devices and
credential reuse.

e Overall Threat Rating: High — PunkSpider poses an immediate and ongoing risk to organizations
globally.

Relation to Other Groups

While overlaps in infrastructure and techniques have been observed with other ransomware families, public
evidence does not conclusively tie PunkSpider to a specific nation-state or larger criminal consortium. Affiliates
may also moonlight for other groups, but Akira represents PunkSpider’s most active and distinct “brand.” It
should be viewed as a node in the broader ransomware economy, benefiting from but not wholly dependent
on shared tools and services.

PunkSpider is not a random criminal outfit but a highly capable, financially motivated, and strategically
adaptive adversary cluster. Through its Akira RaaS operation, it has demonstrated the ability to compromise
enterprise environments, exfiltrate sensitive data, and apply pressure through both encryption and reputational
threats.

Its focus on MSPs, multi-OS encryptors, and double-extortion tactics make it a formidable adversary that
transcends traditional ransomware models. By attacking trusted providers, exploiting systemic weaknesses, and
professionalizing negotiations, PunkSpider exemplifies the industrialization of cybercrime.

For defenders, recognizing PunkSpider’s business-like operations, affiliate model, and adaptability is
critical. Combating them requires not only technical defenses but also organizational resilience, vendor risk
management, and cross-sector collaboration.



4) Technical Overview (Akira)

This chapter provides a balanced technical treatment of the Akira ransomware family: both the malware-level
details (variants, encryption behavior, persistence mechanisms) and the operational attack chain used by
affiliates (initial access, lateral movement, staging, exfiltration, and final encryption). Where appropriate the
narrative distinguishes between vendor-observed details and common incident-response patterns to help
defenders map detection and remediation controls to concrete adversary behaviors.

Overview & Variant Landscape

Akira is a family of Ransomware-as-a-Service (RaaS) encryptors that has evolved rapidly since its public
emergence in 2023. Early samples were Windows-only binaries implemented in C/C++; within months,
operators expanded to Linux-targeting variants to impact ESXi and other server platforms. Later variants —
observed and reported by multiple vendors — include reimplementations in Rust and Go, improving portability
and complicating static analysis. The architecture typically separates a deployment-stage component
(stub/loader), a core encryptor module, and a “beacon” or exfiltration helper that handles data transfer and leak-
site registration.

Common attributes across variants:

e Multi-platform support: Windows PE, Linux ELF, and ESXi-capable modules.

e Modular design: loaders that pull a platform-specific payload, enabling rapid swapping of components.

e Config-driven behavior: runtime configuration (often embedded or retrieved from C2) that controls file
targeting, exclusion lists, ransom note text, and leak-site identifiers.

o Use of common packing/obfuscation to impede static analysis (simple XOR/RC4 obfuscation, custom
packers, or Rust compilation).

Encryption & File Targeting

Akira’s core goal is file encryption combined with data theft. Typical technical characteristics observed in the
field:

e Encryption primitives: Variants use symmetric encryption (e.g., AES-256) to quickly encrypt large
volumes of files, often wrapping symmetric keys with asymmetric keypairs controlled by the operator
for offline key protection. Some samples contain per-host encryption keys and a master key encrypted
with an embedded public key (RSA or ECC).

o Target selection: Akira targets user documents, databases, virtual machine disks, and common file
shares. Typical path patterns include c:\Users\, C:\ProgramData\, \\fileserver),
/var/lib/vmware/, and other common data stores. Administrators’ workstations and backup
repositories are high-value targets.

o Exclusions: To maintain host stability during encryption, variants commonly exclude system-critical
files, Windows system directories, and certain antivirus engine paths. However, backup-related files,
VSS snapshots, and common backup software repositories are specifically targeted for deletion or
encryption.



File suffix and ransom note: Encrypted files often receive a distinct suffix (e.g., .akira, .akral23, or
other campaign-specific markers). Ransom notes are dropped in multiple directories and typically
contain negotiation instructions and links to a Tor-hosted negotiation/leak portal.

Persistence, Evasion, and Anti-Forensics

Akira variants employ a mix of persistence and evasion techniques aimed at rapid impact and making recovery

harder:

Persistence mechanisms: Creation of services, scheduled tasks, or modified startup scripts to maintain
re-entry. In Linux/ESXi contexts, cron jobs or modified init scripts have been observed.
Living-off-the-land (LOTL): Reliance on legitimate administrative tools (PowerShell, PsExec, WMI,
ssh, scp) to execute commands and move laterally, reducing noisy malware signatures.

Defense evasion: Attempts to disable or tamper with endpoint agents, stop logging services, and alter
registry keys related to security products. Use of process injection or in-memory-only loaders reduces
disk artifacts.

Shadow copy/backups tampering: Execution of vssadmin delete shadows /all /quiet, wbadmin
delete catalog, or removal of backup-related files to impede restoration. Attackers also search for and
delete cloud synchronization agent data when accessible.

Data Exfiltration & Leak Infrastructure

A defining trait of Akira operations is pre-encryption exfiltration:

Staging & selection: Attackers aggregate high-value directories and compress or archive them for
exfiltration. Data is often staged on intermediate hosts to avoid detection.

Exfiltration channels: Observed channels include direct upload to cloud storage (S3/Blob buckets
under attacker control), SFTP/SSH transfers, and tunneled HTTPS to C2 endpoints. Use of popular
cloud services complicates detection.

Leak site & extortion workflow: Stolen data is published on a controlled leak site if the ransom is not
paid. Negotiation portals (often Tor-based) allow victims to communicate and verify stolen samples.
Leak sites and negotiation portals are maintained to enforce credibility and maintain affiliate workflows.

Attack Chain — From Initial Access to Impact

Initial Access: The most commonly observed entry vectors are exploitation of vulnerable public-facing
appliances (VPN/SSL gateways, remote management consoles), credential stuffing/stolen credentials,
and phishing-lured credential capture. SonicWall and other remote-access devices have frequently
appeared in incident timelines.

Establish Foothold & Reconnaissance: Once inside, operators create or leverage valid accounts,
explore network shares, and enumerate services. Tools for discovery include native commands (net, arp,
nmap) and custom scripts.

Credential Harvesting & Privilege Escalation: Use of credential dumpers (Mimikatz or similar) and
exploitation of misconfigurations to escalate privileges. Where possible, attackers elevate to domain-
admin equivalent credentials.



4. Lateral Movement: Admin tooling (PsExec, WMI, psexec.py, wmic, SSH keys) is used to move
laterally. RDP sessions and SMB authentication reuse are common.

5. Staging & Exfiltration: Data is collected, compressed, and exfiltrated using SFTP/HTTPS to attacker-
controlled hosts or cloud storage. Staging hosts may be set up to aggregate data from multiple
compromised assets.

6. Payload Deployment & Cleanup: Encryptors are deployed en masse. Prior to encryption, backup
snapshots and recovery artifacts are removed. Logs may be truncated; persistence mechanisms may be
created or removed depending on the operator’s intent.

7. Extortion & Negotiation: Ransom notes direct victims to Tor-hosted negotiation portals; leak sites are
updated with victim identities and sample files to coerce payment.

Detection Opportunities & Defensive Notes (brief)

o Behavioral telemetry: Monitor for unusual vssadmin, wbadmin usage, large archival and outbound data
transfers, and privilege escalation events (new local or domain admin accounts).

o Endpoint controls: EDR with process-tree analysis can detect abnormal parent/child relationships
(PowerShell spawning archive and upload tools).

o Network egress control: Block or alert on unexpected TLS destinations, unusual S3/Blob uploads, and
long-lived HTTPS sessions from non-web servers.

o Backup hardening: Ensure backups are air-gapped, immutable if possible, and that backup credentials
are segregated from general admin accounts.

Akira’s technical sophistication stems from two combined strengths: (1) a flexible, multi-platform encryptor
that evolves quickly, and (2) a disciplined operational playbook that emphasizes credential abuse, living-off-
the-land tradecraft, and data-driven extortion. Effective defense requires both malware-centric controls (EDR,
file integrity monitoring) and operational controls (patching edge appliances, robust credential hygiene, network
egress monitoring, and immutable backups).



5) Tactics, Techniques & Procedures (MITRE ATT&CK
Mapping)

This chapter maps the observed behaviors of the PunkSpider / Akira ransomware operation to the MITRE
ATT&CK framework. The objective is to provide defenders with a structured way to understand the actor’s
playbook, highlight detection opportunities, and link each tactic to real-world case evidence. The mapping is
derived from open-source reporting, incident response observations, and intelligence collected across multiple
campaigns between 2023 and 2025.

Introduction to TTPs

Akira affiliates operate with a high degree of professionalism. Their attack cycle is not random; it follows a
consistent sequence of actions that align closely with MITRE ATT&CK techniques. This makes ATT&CK an
effective lens for analyzing the adversary’s modus operandi.

By understanding these TTPs, defenders can prioritize telemetry collection, improve detections, and build
response playbooks that anticipate likely adversary behaviors.

Initial Access

e T1190 — Exploit Public-Facing Application
Akira affiliates often exploit vulnerabilities in SonicWall SSL-VPN appliances, Citrix devices, and other
exposed services. They are quick to weaponize recently disclosed CVEs, particularly those affecting
remote-access gateways.

o« T1078 — Valid Accounts
Stolen credentials, including VPN and Active Directory accounts, are used extensively. Reports indicate
that even multifactor authentication (MFA) seeds have been compromised in some campaigns.

o T1133 — External Remote Services
Aftiliates routinely leverage VPN, RDP, or SSH sessions to establish a foothold. This allows them to
blend malicious traffic with legitimate administrative access.

Defensive note: Focus on patching edge appliances, monitoring authentication logs for anomalies, and
enforcing conditional access or geo-restrictions.

Execution

o T1059 — Command and Scripting Interpreter
PowerShell and cmd.exe are frequently abused to run reconnaissance scripts, launch credential-dumping
tools, or deploy ransomware payloads.

o T1204 — User Execution
Although less common than direct exploitation, phishing emails with malicious attachments or links
have occasionally been used to gain initial execution privileges.



Defensive note: Implement PowerShell logging (Script Block, Module, and Transcription logs), and restrict
unsigned scripts with application control policies.

ersistence

e T1543 — Create or Modify System Process
Attackers create new Windows services or scheduled tasks to maintain persistence.

e T1053 — Scheduled Task/Job
On Linux and ESXi hosts, cron jobs are sometimes deployed to maintain footholds or ensure the
ransomware payload relaunches.

Defensive note: Audit service creation and scheduled task creation events. Look for services with suspicious
names or unusual parent processes.

Privilege Escalation

o T1068 — Exploitation for Privilege Escalation
Affiliates occasionally exploit privilege escalation vulnerabilities in Windows or Linux kernels to move
from user-level to administrator/root access.

e T1134 — Access Token Manipulation
Use of runas or token impersonation allows lateral movement with escalated privileges.

Defensive note: Monitor for abnormal privilege assignments (Event ID 4672 on Windows) and investigate new
admin accounts.

Defense Evasion

o T1562 — Impair Defenses
Akira operators disable antivirus software, endpoint agents, and logging services to reduce visibility.
e T1070 — Indicator Removal on Host
Deletion of event logs, use of wevtutil to clear log files, and registry modifications are common.
e T1490 — Inhibit System Recovery
Affiliates delete shadow copies and tamper with backup catalogs using vssadmin delete shadows,
wbadmin, Or custom scripts.

Defensive note: Create alerts for execution of vssadmin, wbadmin, and bcdedit in production environments.

Credential Access

e T1003 — OS Credential Dumping
Tools such as Mimikatz, LSASS memory dumps, and NTDS.dit extraction are widely used to harvest
credentials.

o T1552 — Unsecured Credentials
Operators search file shares, configuration files, and password managers for stored plaintext credentials.



Defensive note: Enable LSASS protection, restrict administrative tool use, and monitor for creation of
suspicious memory dumps.

Discovery

e T1083 — File and Directory Discovery

Affiliates manually browse shares or use scripts to enumerate storage directories.
e T1018 — Remote System Discovery

Commands like net view or tools like Advanced IP Scanner are used to map network hosts.
e T1046 — Network Service Scanning

Nmap or built-in Windows commands may be used for quick port scans.

Defensive note: Watch for scanning behavior from hosts that are not normally scanning infrastructure.

Lateral Movement

e T1021 — Remote Services (RDP/SMB/SSH)
Lateral movement is primarily conducted via RDP and SMB. On Linux systems, stolen SSH keys are
often used.

e T1563 — Remote Service Session Hijacking
Hijacking active RDP sessions has been observed in some cases.

Defensive note: Monitor RDP usage outside of expected maintenance windows and from unusual source IPs.

Collection

e T1005 — Data from Local System
Sensitive files are identified and staged locally.
e T1074 — Data Staged
Data is compressed into archives (ZIP, 7z, RAR) before exfiltration.
e T1113 — Screen Capture
Less common, but some affiliates have been observed capturing screenshots to validate access or
exfiltrated content.

Defensive note: Alerts on large archive creation in unusual directories can reveal staging activity.

Exfiltration

e T1041 — Exfiltration over C2 Channel
Data is exfiltrated via HTTPS connections to attacker-controlled servers.

o T1567 — Exfiltration to Cloud Storage
Affiliates upload data to attacker-controlled cloud storage buckets or use legitimate services like Mega
or Dropbox.

Defensive note: Restrict outbound access to known business cloud services and monitor for large uploads.



Impact

e T1486 — Data Encrypted for Impact
Core ransomware action: encrypting files across endpoints and servers.
e T1490 — Inhibit System Recovery
Removal of backups and shadow copies ensures victims cannot easily recover without paying.

Defensive note: Immutable backups, segmented storage, and rapid restoration drills are key countermeasures.

Summary of ATT&CK Mapping

Akira’s tactics align with the classic ransomware kill chain but exhibit notable strengths: rapid exploitation of
VPN, reliance on living-off-the-land binaries, pre-encryption exfiltration, and strong focus on inhibiting
recovery.

By mapping Akira’s operations to ATT&CK, organizations can design specific detections:

e Monitor Initial Access through VPN logs.

e Detect Defense Evasion via shadow copy deletion.

o Identify Exfiltration by tracking abnormal HTTPS uploads.
o Contain Impact by ensuring backups are segregated.

The MITRE ATT&CK mapping highlights Akira’s blend of commodity techniques and professional discipline.
None of the tactics are revolutionary in isolation, but their consistency, sequencing, and affiliate training make
them highly effective. Defenders must therefore focus on detection depth (not just signatures) and response
readiness to mitigate Akira’s impact.



6) Indicators of Compromise (10Cs)

This chapter consolidates known Indicators of Compromise (IOCs) associated with the PunkSpider/Akira
ransomware operation. While no IOC list is ever fully comprehensive—because adversaries rapidly rotate
infrastructure and update tooling—patterns and families of indicators provide defenders with practical hooks for
detection and hunting. This section is organized into network indicators, host/endpoint indicators, file
artifacts, and behavioral patterns. It concludes with recommendations on operationalizing IOCs in SIEM and
EDR environments.

Introduction: The Role of I0Cs in Ransomware Defense

IOCs are valuable for short-term detection and incident triage, but they are perishable. Domains, IP addresses,
and file hashes often change on a weekly or even daily basis. As such, they should not be the sole basis for
defense. Instead, organizations should use IOCs in tandem with TTP-based detections (as described in Chapter
5).

Nevertheless, curated IOC lists remain essential:

e They enable rapid identification of known infections.
o They provide pivot points for threat hunting in historical logs.
e They support automated blocking in firewalls, proxies, and endpoint protection tools.

Network I0Cs

Akira affiliates maintain a small but dynamic set of network indicators. These typically include command-and-
control servers, exfiltration endpoints, and Tor negotiation portals.

o Tor negotiation portals: Victims are directed to . onion addresses for ransom communication. These

URLSs rotate but follow common patterns such as:
o akira<random>.onion

o Negotiation portals sometimes embedded in ransom notes as base64-encoded URLs.
o Leak sites: Akira maintains a leak site where victim data is published. Public mirrors of these sites
occasionally surface on clearnet infrastructure.
o Example observed domains (historical): akira-data[.]top, akira-leak[.]xyz.
o [Exfiltration servers:
o Affiliates have used cloud storage providers (Amazon S3, MEGA, Dropbox) with attacker-
controlled accounts.
o Dedicated VPS or bulletproof hosting nodes observed with rotating IPs in Eastern Europe and
Asia.
o SSL/TLS certificates often self-signed or issued from free providers like Let’s Encrypt with
suspiciously generic CN fields.
o Traffic characteristics:
o Large outbound HTTPS uploads during non-business hours.
o Consistent beaconing patterns (e.g., small periodic HTTPS requests) from servers that should not
generate such traffic.
o Tor traffic from corporate servers (where Tor use is not expected).



Hunting Tip: Filter VPN logs for unusual external destinations immediately after new sessions. Akira affiliates
often exfiltrate quickly once inside.

Host & Endpoint 10Cs

On compromised hosts, Akira leaves a number of artifacts—some generic to ransomware, others more specific.

e Process activity:
o Execution of vssadmin.exe delete shadows /all /quiet.
o Useof wbadmin delete catalog to remove backup catalogs.
o Dbcdedit /set {default} bootstatuspolicy ignoreallfailures commands observed
disabling recovery.
o Parent/child process anomalies: powershell.exe spawning 7z .exe or similar archiving tools.
Account creation events:
o Event ID 4720 (new user account created) tied to suspicious usernames.
o Temporary domain admin accounts appearing shortly before encryption.
Log tampering:
o Event ID 1102 (audit log cleared) followed by suspicious process execution.
o Useofwevtutil cl commands.
Persistence artifacts:
o New Windows services with random or disguised names (e.g., mimicking legitimate drivers).
o Scheduled tasks named innocuously but executing binaries from unusual paths.
o On Linux/ESXi: cron jobs pointing to shell scripts in /tmp/ or hidden directories.

File Artifacts

Ransom notes:
o Typically named akira readme.txt, readme akira.txt, or campaign-specific variants.
o Contain instructions with victim-specific identifiers and Tor portal links.
o Notes are dropped in multiple directories.
File extensions:
o Encrypted files may append .akira or campaign-specific suffixes such as .Akr2024.
o Suffixes vary across samples but are consistent within a single incident.
Binary characteristics:
o Early C++ encryptors compiled as PE executables with low entropy sections.
o Later Rust binaries show high entropy, static linking, and obfuscated function names.
o Linux/ELF variants often statically compiled with musl or glibc, containing hardcoded ransom
note strings.
Hashes (sample, historical):
o 5d8al2f7cée7bléf... (Windows Akira sample, 2023)
o a3bf59ccla22f4dd. .. (Linux Akira sample, 2024)
(Note: Replace with current feed from vendor/MISP sources when operationalizing.)

Behavioral Patterns as “Soft 10Cs”

Soft IOCs are patterns of behavior not tied to specific binaries but highly indicative of Akira-style operations:



1. High-volume archiving before encryption: creation of multi-gigabyte ZIP or 7z files in staging
directories.

2. Unusual RDP activity: spikes in RDP logins from accounts not normally used for administrative
sessions.

3. Simultaneous logon anomalies: the same account logging in from two geographically distant IPs
within minutes.

4. Data exfiltration + encryption sequencing: large outbound transfer followed closely by encryption
events.

5. Naming and shaming timeline: victims appearing on the Akira leak site within days of observed
exfiltration.

10C Sources and Reliability

Sources for Akira IOCs include:

o CISA/FBI Joint Cybersecurity Advisories (#StopRansomware: Akira)

e Vendor intelligence (CrowdStrike, IBM X-Force, Arctic Wolf, Rapid7)

e Open Threat Exchange (OTX), MISP communities, CERTSs

o Incident response case studies from Huntress, Rewterz, and other forensic teams

Reliability caveat: Network IOCs (IPs/domains) are the least durable; file hashes remain useful for a longer
period but only for specific variants. Behavioral IOCs are the most valuable for long-term detection.

Operationalizing 10Cs

1. SIEM Integration:
o Import IOCs into correlation rules for Splunk, QRadar, Elastic.
o Apply IOC lists to historical data to identify retroactive compromises.
2. EDR/Endpoint Controls:
o Upload file hashes to blocklists.
o Monitor execution of vssadmin, wbadmin, becdedit.
o Detect creation of ransom note files and new extensions.
3. Network Security Controls:
o Block or monitor connections to known Akira C2 infrastructure.
o Alert on Tor traffic from unexpected endpoints.
o Monitor for large uploads to cloud storage providers from servers.
4. Threat Hunting:
o Use behavioral IOCs to query logs for suspicious patterns even in the absence of known bad
hashes.
o Develop Sigma rules around RDP anomalies, log tampering, and archive creation.

Akira IOCs span traditional domains and hashes, but their true strength lies in the behavioral patterns that
affiliates repeatedly demonstrate. While adversaries rotate infrastructure quickly, they rarely change their
operational DNA: exfiltration before encryption, shadow copy deletion, and leak-site publication.



For defenders, the most resilient strategy is a hybrid approach: ingesting fresh IOC feeds for immediate
blocking, while simultaneously building detection pipelines around enduring TTPs. This ensures that even as
PunkSpider evolves its infrastructure, organizations remain capable of spotting the telltale footprints of Akira
operations.



7) Timeline of Observed Activity

This chapter provides a chronological overview of PunkSpider / Akira ransomware operations as observed
between 2023 and 2025. While precise details vary per incident, threat intelligence reporting and forensic case
studies reveal recurring phases and timelines. Understanding this sequence allows defenders to anticipate likely
adversary moves and deploy detection/response measures proactively.

Unlike opportunistic malware outbreaks that spread indiscriminately, Akira campaigns are highly targeted.
Affiliates follow a structured workflow that can unfold over days or weeks. In many cases, the operational
tempo is surprisingly fast: incidents often progress from initial access to full encryption within 3—7 days. This
section synthesizes multiple incident reports into a representative timeline.

Phase 1 — Initial Access (Day 0 to Day 1)

The earliest observable activity often involves exploitation of VPN appliances or other public-facing
applications. Common examples include:

o Exploitation of unpatched SonicWall SSL-VPN vulnerabilities.
o Use of stolen credentials purchased on underground forums or harvested via phishing.
e Insome cases, MFA bypass or seed theft enabling adversaries to log in as legitimate users.

Timestamps in VPN logs usually mark the first confirmed presence of affiliates in victim networks. This access
is often established outside of business hours to reduce detection risk.

Key Indicators:
e Successful VPN logins from unusual IPs or geographic regions.

o Failed login attempts followed by sudden success.
e New VPN sessions using accounts with no prior history of remote access.

Phase 2 — Establish Foothold & Reconnaissance (Day 1 to Day
2)

Shortly after initial access, operators deploy basic reconnaissance techniques to map the environment. They
identify domain controllers, file servers, endpoint protection tools, and backup infrastructure.

Tools and behaviors:
o Execution of commands like net view, ipconfig /all, arp -a.
e Directory listing of network shares.

e Scanning of open ports using built-in or downloaded utilities.

This stage often lasts hours rather than days, reflecting the operators’ discipline in gathering only essential
information before escalating.



Phase 3 — Credential Harvesting & Privilege Escalation (Day 2
to Day 3)
By the second or third day, affiliates attempt to elevate privileges and harvest credentials. Methods include:
e Dumping of LSASS memory to extract NTLM hashes.
e Use of tools such as Mimikatz or custom credential dumpers.
e Extraction of NTDS.dit from domain controllers for offline cracking.

e Searching file shares and admin desktops for plaintext passwords or configuration files.

Once elevated, adversaries often create new administrative accounts, which serve as fallback access in case
detection or remediation occurs.

Phase 4 — Lateral Movement (Day 3 to Day 4)

With privileged credentials in hand, affiliates spread laterally across the network. Tactics include:
o RDP sessions into high-value servers.
o PsExec or WMI for remote command execution.

o Use of stolen SSH keys in Linux/ESXi environments.

This stage is crucial for reaching backup servers, hypervisors, and file storage systems. The goal is
maximum disruption by ensuring that when encryption begins, recovery is extremely difficult.

Key Indicators:
o Event ID 4624 logons from unusual accounts or locations.

e Creation of scheduled tasks or services across multiple servers simultaneously.
e Unusual use of PsExec from workstations not normally associated with IT staff.

Phase 5 — Staging & Data Exfiltration (Day 4 to Day 5)

Before encrypting, Akira affiliates steal sensitive data to enforce their double-extortion model.

e Data is compressed into ZIP, RAR, or 7z archives.
e Archives are staged in temporary directories or on intermediate servers.
e Outbound transfers occur via HTTPS, SFTP, or cloud storage uploads.

The volume of stolen data varies but often includes contracts, financial records, customer databases, HR
files, and source code.

Observable behaviors:
e Sudden spikes in outbound bandwidth.

o Large archive creation on file servers.
e Cloud storage uploads from servers that do not normally interact with the internet.



Phase 6 — Ransomware Deployment & Encryption (Day 5 to Day
7)

Once data theft is complete, affiliates launch the encryption phase. This is highly coordinated, often beginning
overnight or during weekends to minimize immediate detection.

Ransomware binaries are deployed simultaneously across multiple servers.
e vssadmin and wbadmin commands executed to remove backups.
Encrypted files receive .akira or campaign-specific extensions.

e Ransom notes (akira readme.txt) appear across directories.

The encryption phase can take hours to complete, depending on the size of the environment. During this
period, defenders may notice CPU spikes, storage anomalies, and system crashes.

Phase 7 — Extortion & Negotiation (Day 7 onward)

After encryption, victims are instructed to contact the attackers through Tor negotiation portals. Negotiations
typically include:

e Proof of stolen data (sample files).

e Initial ransom demand (often 2—5% of annual revenue).

e (Gradual reduction or structured settlement if victims resist.
e Threats of public shaming on Akira’s leak site.

Victims that refuse payment usually appear on the leak site within days to weeks. Partial leaks (5-10% of
stolen data) are sometimes posted as “proof of life.”

Observed Timeline Examples

e Case A (Education Sector, 2023):
Initial access on Day 0 (VPN exploit), reconnaissance by Day 1, data staging by Day 4, encryption by
Day 6. Victim listed on leak site one week later.

o Case B (Manufacturing, 2024):
Initial access via stolen RDP credentials, credential dumping on Day 2, exfiltration on Day 5, encryption
on Day 7. Negotiations lasted three weeks; partial data leaked publicly.

e Case C (MSP, 2025):
Compromise of MSP VPN, lateral movement into client networks within 48 hours. Exfiltration and
encryption occurred simultaneously across multiple downstream organizations.

General Timelines

o Fastest observed progression: <72 hours from initial access to encryption.
o Typical progression: 5-7 days from compromise to ransom note.



o Longest progression: Several weeks, especially where affiliates took time to map MSP client
environments.

Defensive Value of Timeline Awareness

Understanding Akira’s operational tempo allows defenders to:

e Set detection thresholds: unusual VPN logins or archive creation within the first 48 hours should
trigger immediate review.

o Prioritize incident response: once exfiltration is detected, defenders may have less than 24 hours
before encryption.

o Improve readiness: table-top exercises can simulate Akira’s 7-day kill chain, preparing SOC teams to
respond quickly.

Akira affiliates follow a predictable yet fast-moving playbook. From exploitation of remote access appliances
through to extortion on leak sites, most campaigns unfold in less than one week. While specific tools and
infrastructure may change, the sequencing remains strikingly consistent. This consistency provides defenders
with opportunities: by recognizing the early phases—especially unusual VPN logins, privilege escalation, and
archive creation—organizations can detect intrusions before the final, destructive encryption stage.



8) Detection & Hunting Queries

This chapter provides actionable detection and hunting guidance tailored to the PunkSpider/Akira
ransomware operation. While Indicators of Compromise (IOCs) are useful for short-term defense, long-term
resilience requires behavioral detection rules and structured queries across SIEM and EDR platforms. This
section outlines detection strategies for each key stage of the Akira attack chain, provides sample queries
(Splunk, Elastic, Sigma), and offers guidance for integrating them into operational workflows.

Introduction: Why Behavior-Based Detection Matters

Akira affiliates rotate domains, IPs, and even ransomware binaries with high frequency. This makes static [OC
detection insufficient. What persists across campaigns are behaviors: shadow copy deletion, creation of unusual
archive files, spikes in outbound HTTPS traffic, and RDP session anomalies. By writing detection rules around
these consistent behaviors, defenders can catch both known and future Akira variants.

Detection Priorities

Initial Access — abnormal VPN/RDP logins, exploitation attempts.

Credential Access & Privilege Escalation — LSASS memory dumps, suspicious process trees.
Lateral Movement — PsExec/WMI execution, abnormal RDP usage.

Data Exfiltration — large archive creation, high outbound traffic.

Impact — backup deletion commands, encryption anomalies, ransom note creation.

SNk W=

Splunk Queries

1. Suspicious VPN Login Locations

index=vpn sourcetype=vpn logs action=login

| stats count by user, src ip, src_country

| where src country not in ("US","UK","NL","DE")

Flags logins from unexpected countries. Adapt allowlist to local business operations.

2. Shadow Copy Deletion

index=wineventlog EventCode=4688

| search New Process Name="*vssadmin.exe" OR New Process Name="*wbadmin.exe"
| search CommandLine="*delete*"

Detects attempts to delete shadow copies or backup catalogs.

3. Unusual Archive Creation

index=fs sourcetype=filemon

| search file extension IN ("zip","7z","rar")

| stats sum(bytes written) by host, user, file path
| where sum(bytes written) > 5000000000

Hunts for multi-gigabyte archives, often staging exfil data.



4. Ransom Note Creation
index=fs sourcetype=filemon
| search file name="akira readme.txt" OR file name="readme akira.txt"

Direct detection of ransom note creation.

Elastic Queries (EQL/ES DSL)

1. Credential Dumping (LSASS access)
{

"query": {
"bool": {
"must": [
{ "match": { "process.name": "lsass.exe" }},
{ "match": { "event.action": "process access" }},
{ "match": { "process.target": "memory dump" }}

}

2. Abnormal Outbound Bandwidth
{

"aggs": {
"high transfer": ({
"terms": { "field": "host.name" },
"aggs": {
"total bytes": { "sum": { "field": "network.bytes out" }}

}

Highlights systems transferring unusually large amounts of data externally.

Sigma Rules (YAML format)

1. Suspicious Use of vssadmin
title: Suspicious vssadmin Usage
id: 1234-5678-akira-vss
status: experimental
description: Detects shadow copy deletion often linked to ransomware.
logsource:
category: process creation
product: windows
detection:
selection:
Image|endswith: '\vssadmin.exe'
CommandLine|contains: 'delete shadows'
condition: selection
fields:
- CommandLine
- ParentImage
level: high

2. Creation of Akira Ransom Note
title: Akira Ransom Note Creation
id: 2345-6789-akira-note

status: experimental



description: Detects ransom note filenames dropped by Akira affiliates.
logsource:
category: file event
product: windows
detection:
selection:
TargetFilename|contains:
- 'akira readme.txt'
- 'readme akira.txt'
condition: selection
level: critical

3. PsExec Remote Execution
title: PsExec Execution Across Hosts
id: 9876-5432-akira-psexec
status: stable
description: Flags PsExec lateral movement linked to Akira affiliates.
logsource:
category: process_creation
product: windows
detection:
selection:
Image|endswith: '\psexec.exe'
condition: selection
level: medium

Endpoint Detection & EDR Queries

e Monitor process chains:

o powershell.exe — 7z.exe

o cmd.exe — vssadmin.exe

O explorer.exe —>psexec.exe
e Alert on abnormal service creation: suspicious services with random strings or mimicking drivers.
e Watch for persistence artifacts: cron jobs (Linux/ESXi) or scheduled tasks with obfuscated names.

Network Detection Queries

e Alert on Tor traffic from enterprise servers.
e Block or monitor uploads to MEGA, Dropbox, Google Drive from sensitive servers.
o Correlate RDP session creation with unusual geographies or outside maintenance windows.

Threat Hunting Scenarios

1. RDP Abuse
o Query for Event ID 4624 logons via RDP.
o Hunt for unusual source IPs, times, or users.
2. Archive Staging
o Query filesystem events for creation of *. 7z or *.rar exceeding 5SGB.
o Cross-reference with processes (7z.exe, winrar.exe).
3. Backup Tampering
o Hunt for bcdedit, vssadmin, Or wbadmin usage.
o Correlate with subsequent ransomware activity.



Integration & Automation

e SOAR Integration: automatically isolate hosts when ransom notes are detected.

o Threat Intelligence Feeds: merge Akira IOC feeds (MISP, OTX, vendor advisories) with behavioral
queries.

o Dashboards: visualize detections across the kill chain: initial access, lateral movement, exfiltration,
encryption.

Effective defense against Akira requires layered detection:

e Use IOCs for immediate blocking and short-term triage.

o Deploy behavioral queries across SIEM and EDR for long-term resilience.

e Prioritize detections for shadow copy deletion, archive staging, RDP anomalies, and ransom note
creation.

By embedding these detections into Splunk, Elastic, and Sigma workflows, SOC teams can not only spot active
infections but also hunt retrospectively for earlier compromises.



9) Immediate Mitigations & Response Checklist

This chapter outlines practical, time-sensitive steps organizations should take upon detecting—or even
suspecting—an Akira ransomware intrusion. The focus is on immediate containment and damage reduction,
not long-term strategy (covered in Chapter 11). The recommendations below are drawn from observed Akira
incidents, NIST/ISO 27035 best practices, and lessons learned from multiple ransomware IR engagements.

Introduction

When Akira affiliates breach a network, the time window for effective response is extremely short. As detailed
in Chapter 7, victims often have 3—7 days between initial access and full-scale encryption. Once files are
encrypted and exfiltrated, recovery becomes both technically challenging and strategically costly.

The following mitigations and checklist aim to provide defenders with actionable, prioritized steps to contain
the incident, preserve forensic evidence, and accelerate restoration.

Incident Triage & Verification

e Confirm Indicators of Compromise (I10Cs):
Validate whether suspicious activity (shadow copy deletion, ransom note presence, abnormal VPN
logins) is indeed consistent with Akira TTPs.

e Classify Severity Immediately:
If ransom notes, encryption, or exfiltration are confirmed, escalate to Critical status and trigger full
incident response escalation.

o Engage Stakeholders Early:
Notify IT leadership, legal, compliance, and communications teams. Time lost in communication delays
directly benefits the adversary.

Containment Actions

o Isolate Infected Hosts:
Immediately disconnect compromised endpoints and servers from the network. If possible, isolate at the
switch level rather than powering down—this preserves volatile forensic evidence.
o Disable Potential Entry Points:
o Temporarily disable VPN access for accounts showing abnormal logins.
o Restrict RDP access across the environment, except for emergency response teams.
o Monitor for unauthorized new accounts and disable them.
o Network Segmentation Controls:
Place sensitive infrastructure (file servers, hypervisors, domain controllers) behind emergency ACLs or
firewalls.



Backup & Recovery Safeguards

e Protect Backup Infrastructure:
Akira operators consistently target backups. Immediately:
o Disconnect backup systems from the main network if feasible.
o Verify integrity of recent backups (offline or immutable storage).
o Test restore capabilities on non-production systems.
e Preserve “Golden Images”:
Ensure you have clean system images available for rapid re-deployment.

Credential Hygiene

e Force Password Resets:
Reset credentials for all privileged accounts (Domain Admins, local admins). If compromise scope is
unclear, broader resets may be required.
o Invalidate Sessions:
Terminate all active VPN and RDP sessions, forcing re-authentication.
e Audit MFA Tokens:
Check for signs of MFA seed theft. Re-issue MFA tokens where compromise is suspected.

Monitoring & Detection Enhancement

e Enable Maximum Logging:
o Turn on PowerShell transcription and command-line logging.
o Increase retention of security logs on domain controllers and critical servers.
o Deploy Rapid Detections:
Activate queries provided in Chapter 8 for shadow copy deletion, unusual archive creation, and ransom
note deployment.
e Hunt for Persistence:
Look for scheduled tasks, services, or cron jobs that could allow attackers back in after remediation.

Communication & Legal Considerations

o Internal Communication Protocols:
o Avoid using potentially compromised corporate email.
o Use secure, out-of-band channels (signal, encrypted messaging, or clean laptops).
o External Notifications:
o Engage legal counsel early regarding regulatory breach notifications (e.g., GDPR, HIPAA).
o Prepare draft communication for employees, partners, and possibly media.
e Law Enforcement & CERT Reporting:
Many jurisdictions encourage or require reporting ransomware attacks to national CERTs or law
enforcement (e.g., FBI IC3, Europol EC3).



Negotiation & Extortion Considerations

e Do Not Engage Directly (Initially):
All negotiation attempts should be handled through vetted incident response or negotiation specialists.
Direct communication risks worsening terms.
o Preserve Ransom Notes:
o Collect ransom note files intact.
o Document any Tor portal addresses, victim IDs, or attacker communications.
e Policy Alignment:
Confirm organizational policy regarding ransom payments, including insurance clauses.

Forensic Preservation

e Preserve Evidence for Analysis:
o Memory dumps (if systems remain online).
o Copies of ransom binaries and notes.
o Log archives from firewalls, VPNs, domain controllers.
e Chain of Custody:
Document evidence handling for legal admissibility and possible insurance claims.
e IR Partner Coordination:
If using a third-party IR team, package preserved evidence for rapid transfer.

Response Checklist (Quick Reference)

First 0-2 Hours

e Confirm compromise indicators and escalate severity.
o Isolate infected endpoints and servers.

e Disable VPN/RDP access temporarily.

o Notify executive leadership, legal, and IR partners.

First 612 Hours

e Disconnect or secure backup systems.

Reset privileged account credentials.

Force MFA re-enrollment where applicable.
Preserve ransom notes, binaries, and suspicious logs.

First 24 Hours

Conduct targeted threat hunting (shadow copy deletion, archive creation).
Increase log collection and retention.

e Communicate internally via secure channels.

Begin drafting external notifications (regulatory, partners, customers).

First 48 Hours



o Test restoration from clean backups.

o Conduct forensic triage of key servers.

o Engage law enforcement and/or CERT as required.

e Decide on negotiation/insurance pathways with executive leadership.

Pitfalls to Avoid

e Shutting Down Systems Prematurely: Leads to loss of forensic evidence. Prefer isolation.

o Delaying Password Resets: Attackers frequently maintain persistence with stolen credentials.

e Communicating on Compromised Channels: Attackers may monitor corporate email during
intrusions.

o Underestimating Exfiltration: Even if encryption hasn’t occurred, stolen data will likely surface on
Akira’s leak site.

Akira ransomware incidents demand rapid, disciplined, and coordinated response. Organizations must act
within hours, not days, to meaningfully reduce impact. The checklist above provides a structured triage
pathway: confirm, isolate, protect backups, reset credentials, and engage appropriate stakeholders. While no
mitigation guarantees full prevention of damage, following these immediate steps maximizes the chances of
containing the intrusion before encryption and extortion escalate.



10) Remediation & Recovery

This chapter focuses on the post-containment phase of responding to Akira ransomware incidents. While
immediate mitigations (Chapter 9) aim to halt active compromise, remediation and recovery are about
eradicating attacker presence, restoring business operations, and strengthening resilience against
recurrence. The process is often complex and resource-intensive, but following structured steps ensures
recovery that is both technically sound and strategically aligned with organizational priorities.

Introduction

Remediation is not simply restoring from backups or decrypting files; it requires a comprehensive effort to:

Remove adversary footholds and persistence mechanisms.
Rebuild and harden infrastructure to prevent reinfection.
Restore services and data from clean, verified sources.
Communicate transparently with stakeholders.

e

For Akira victims, recovery is complicated by data exfiltration: even if systems are restored, sensitive data
may have been stolen and potentially leaked. Thus, recovery planning must consider both technical restoration
and reputational/legal response.

Eradication of Threat Actor Presence

o Comprehensive System Scans:
Perform in-depth EDR scans across all endpoints, servers, and cloud resources. Look for lingering Akira
binaries, scheduled tasks, and scripts.
e Persistence Removal:
o Delete unauthorized accounts.
o Remove rogue services or cron jobs.
o Audit and clean Group Policy Objects (GPOs) that may have been modified.
e Credential Reset at Scale:
Even after containment, assume credential theft has occurred. Reset all domain and privileged
accounts, and encourage organization-wide password changes. Re-issue MFA tokens where compromise
is suspected.
o Network Traffic Review:
Inspect outbound traffic logs to confirm exfiltration channels have been blocked. Pay close attention to
Tor connections, suspicious HTTPS endpoints, and unexpected cloud storage uploads.

Infrastructure Rebuilding

¢ Re-image Systems:
Where possible, wipe and rebuild compromised hosts rather than “cleaning” them. Golden images
ensure a trustworthy baseline.

e Active Directory Hardening:



o Rebuild domain controllers if compromise is confirmed.
o Apply tiered admin models (separating high-privilege from day-to-day accounts).
o Implement “clean forest” migration in severe compromises.
e Patch & Harden Public-Facing Systems:
Since Akira affiliates often enter via VPN, Citrix, or web servers, all such systems must be fully
patched. Consider implementing virtual patching via WAFs or IPS if vendor patches are unavailable.

Restoration of Services and Data

e Backup Validation:
Confirm backup integrity before restoration. Verify that backups are free from malware artifacts and that
data consistency is preserved.

o Prioritization of Business Services:

Use a Business Impact Analysis (BIA) approach to decide which systems to restore first—often domain
controllers, ERP/CRM systems, and email servers.

e Test Restores Before Production Deployment:

Always test restored systems in isolated environments to ensure no latent attacker artifacts remain.

o Immutable & Offline Backups Going Forward:

As part of recovery, implement immutable storage (WORM), oftline backups, or cloud-native
immutability features to prevent recurrence.

Data Exfiltration Response

e Confirm Scope of Stolen Data:
Review forensic logs to determine what was accessed and exfiltrated. Use DLP (Data Loss Prevention)
tools where possible.

o Assess Legal & Regulatory Impact:
If P11, health data, or financial records were exfiltrated, legal counsel must guide regulatory reporting
(GDPR, HIPAA, SEC, etc.).

e Proactive Communication:
Transparency with customers and partners is key. Even partial disclosure on Akira’s leak site can
damage trust; proactive communication demonstrates control of the situation.

Stakeholder & Communication Management

o Internal Communication:
o Keep employees updated on restoration progress.
o Provide clear guidance on when and how systems can be safely used again.
o External Communication:
o Notify customers, regulators, and partners as required.
o Ifcovered by cyber insurance, coordinate with the insurer on disclosure and remediation steps.
¢ Reputation Management:
Consider engaging PR firms or crisis communication experts to help mitigate reputational damage.



Security Hardening for Future Resilience

Recovery must go beyond restoring the status quo. Organizations should use the incident as a catalyst to
strengthen defenses. Key actions include:

Zero Trust Principles:
Adopt a model where no user or device is trusted by default. Implement continuous authentication,
conditional access, and micro-segmentation.
Enhanced Monitoring:

o Deploy EDR/XDR across the enterprise.

o Integrate SIEM/SOAR for automated detection and response.

o Use behavioral detections for ransomware-specific TTPs (as described in Chapter 8).
Patch Management & Vulnerability Scanning:

o Establish strict SLAs for patching critical systems.

o Use continuous vulnerability management tools.
User Training & Awareness:
While Akira often relies on technical exploits, phishing remains a secondary vector. Refreshed training
reduces the risk of credential theft.

Post-Incident Review

Lessons Learned Workshops:

Within 2—4 weeks post-incident, conduct cross-departmental workshops to identify what went well and
what failed.

Update Playbooks:

Revise incident response procedures based on real-world lessons.

Threat Intelligence Integration:

Feed new IOCs, TTPs, and lessons back into SOC detection pipelines.

Table-Top Exercises:

Simulate similar ransomware scenarios to validate readiness for the next event.

Insurance & Financial Considerations

Cyber Insurance Claims:

Collect and submit required evidence for insurance coverage, including ransom notes, logs, and forensic
reports.

Cost Assessment:

Track costs of downtime, remediation, legal fees, and potential fines. This data supports both insurance
recovery and future security budgeting.

Future Premiums:

Expect insurers to require proof of remediation (MFA, backups, EDR) before renewing or adjusting
policies.

Remediation and recovery after an Akira ransomware attack require more than restoring files; they demand a
comprehensive rebuild of trust in systems, data, and processes. The steps include:



o Eradicating adversary presence.

o Rebuilding infrastructure from clean baselines.

o Restoring business-critical services with validated backups.

e Managing the fallout of data exfiltration.

o Strengthening resilience through hardening, monitoring, and Zero Trust.

Handled correctly, recovery not only restores operations but leaves the organization stronger, more resilient,
and better prepared for future attacks.



11) Long-term Strategic Recommendations

While immediate containment and remediation focus on halting active Akira ransomware intrusions, sustainable
resilience requires a long-term strategic approach. PunkSpider/Akira affiliates exploit systemic weaknesses—
gaps in patching, flat network architectures, over-privileged accounts, and under-prepared incident response. To
counter these, organizations must move beyond short-term fixes and embed resilience into culture, technology,
and governance. This chapter outlines strategic recommendations that align with best practices from NIST
CSF, ISO 27001, CIS Controls, and the EU NIS2 directive.

Akira ransomware represents a class of professionalized, affiliate-driven threats. These actors are disciplined,
opportunistic, and capable of pivoting between multiple attack vectors. They exploit not only technology but
also organizational inertia—slow patching cycles, lack of monitoring, and untested backups.

Therefore, long-term defense must balance strategic governance (board-level awareness, budget, compliance)
with operational security (modern defenses, rapid detection, skilled teams).

Governance & Risk Management

¢ Board-Level Engagement
Cybersecurity must be treated as a business risk, not an IT issue. Regular board briefings should cover
ransomware trends, current organizational posture, and incident readiness metrics.

o Risk Appetite & Tolerance
Define clear thresholds: what level of downtime, data loss, or regulatory penalty is acceptable? This
guides investment in preventive controls versus recovery capacity.

o Policy Frameworks
Align policies with recognized standards (ISO 27001/2, NIST CSF, NIS2). Ensure policies are living
documents updated annually.

e Third-Party Risk Management
Since Akira affiliates often compromise supply chains and MSPs, organizations must enforce vendor
risk assessments and require contractual security clauses (e.g., patch SLAs, SOC reports).

Security Architecture Enhancements

Zero Trust Model
o Enforce least-privilege access.
o Segment networks by business function.
o Apply continuous verification of identity, device health, and location.
o Privileged Access Management (PAM)
Implement vaulting, just-in-time access, and session recording for privileged accounts. This prevents
abuse of domain admin rights.
e Segmentation & Containment
o Isolate high-value assets (crown jewels) into separate network segments.
o Implement firewalls and ACLs between production, backup, and management networks.
o Backup Resilience
Move to immutable and offsite backups. Regularly test restoration processes. Assume ransomware
affiliates will attempt to destroy or encrypt backups.



Continuous Vulnerability & Patch Management

o Rapid Patch Cycles
Akira affiliates exploit vulnerabilities in VPN appliances and remote services within days of disclosure.
Organizations must:
o Monitor threat intelligence feeds.
o Apply emergency patching for internet-facing systems within 72 hours.
e Virtual Patching & Compensating Controls
Where patches are delayed, deploy WAF/IPS signatures or temporary firewall rules.
e Automated Vulnerability Scanning
Run weekly authenticated scans across servers and endpoints. Integrate results into risk registers and
remediation workflows.

Advanced Monitoring & Threat Detection

 EDR/XDR Deployment
Deploy endpoint detection across all workstations, servers, and cloud environments. Ensure coverage
includes Linux/ESXi systems, which Akira frequently targets.
e SIEM/SOAR Integration
o Collect logs from firewalls, VPNs, endpoints, AD, and backup systems.
o Automate containment playbooks (e.g., isolate host on ransom note detection).
o Behavioral Detection Focus
Use the detection queries and Sigma rules (Chapter 8) as baselines. Emphasize behavior-based
analytics (archive staging, shadow copy deletion, abnormal RDP) over static signatures.
e Threat Hunting Program
Establish a proactive hunting team to look for anomalies weekly, not just reactively.

Identity & Access Improvements

e Universal MFA
Mandate MFA across VPN, RDP, cloud services, and privileged access. Enforce phishing-resistant
MFA methods (FIDO2, hardware tokens).
o Passwordless & Strong Authentication
Reduce reliance on static credentials. Implement passwordless or adaptive authentication in high-risk
workflows.
o Identity Governance
o Quarterly reviews of admin accounts.
o Immediate deprovisioning of departed employees.
o Monitor for orphaned service accounts.

Incident Response Preparedness

o Table-Top Exercises
Simulate Akira-style attacks (VPN exploit — lateral movement — exfiltration — encryption) with
executive participation.



Dedicated Playbooks
Maintain ransomware-specific response playbooks, aligned with MITRE ATT&CK phases.
Partnerships
Establish retainer agreements with IR firms, cyber insurance providers, and law enforcement contacts.
Metrics & KPIs
Track metrics such as:

o Mean Time to Detect (MTTD).

o Mean Time to Contain (MTTC).

o Percentage of systems covered by EDR.

Data Protection & Privacy Considerations

Data Classification & Minimization

Reduce the volume of sensitive data stored. If Akira affiliates cannot steal it, they cannot extort with it.
Encryption & Tokenization

Encrypt sensitive datasets at rest and in transit. Consider tokenization for high-value identifiers (SSNs,
credit card numbers).

Privacy Impact Assessments (PIAs)

Conduct regular PIAs to evaluate regulatory risks if exfiltration occurs.

Workforce Awareness & Training

Executive Training

Train senior leadership on ransomware negotiation, legal exposure, and crisis communication.

SOC Analyst Upskilling

Provide advanced training on hunting ransomware behaviors and using ATT&CK-mapped detections.
Employee Education

While phishing is less common for Akira, general awareness reduces credential theft and insider
negligence.

Collaboration & Intelligence Sharing

Information Sharing Groups (ISACs/ISAOs)

Participate in sector-specific threat sharing to receive timely Akira indicators.

MISP/OTX Integration

Automate IOC ingestion from trusted communities.

Public-Private Collaboration

Engage with national CERTs and law enforcement to receive early warnings of ransomware campaigns.

Strategic Investment

Budgeting for Cyber Resilience
Allocate funds not just for tools, but for people and processes. Ransomware defense is resource-
intensive, requiring skilled staff.



e Cyber Insurance
Evaluate coverage for ransom payments, data restoration, and regulatory penalties. Be prepared for
insurers to demand evidence of MFA, EDR, and immutable backups.

o Red/Blue Team Exercises
Commission adversary emulation (red team) specifically modeled on Akira TTPs. Validate defenses and
response under real-world conditions.

Long-term resilience against Akira ransomware requires a multi-layered strategy:

e Governance: treat cyber risk as a board-level issue.

e Architecture: implement Zero Trust, PAM, segmentation, and immutable backups.
e Operations: accelerate patching, deploy EDR/XDR, strengthen SIEM/SOAR.

o Identity: enforce MFA, minimize privileged access, govern accounts.

e Preparedness: maintain tested playbooks, engage partners, and run simulations.

e Culture: embed security awareness from employees to executives.

o Collaboration: share intelligence across industry and government.

Ultimately, the best defense is resilience: the ability to detect early, respond effectively, recover quickly, and
emerge stronger. By embedding these long-term recommendations, organizations can shift from reactive
defense to proactive resilience, reducing both the likelihood and impact of future ransomware campaigns.



12) References & Further Reading

This chapter lists authoritative resources, advisories, and vendor analyses relevant to AKira ransomware and
PunkSpider affiliates. References are divided into categories: government advisories, threat intelligence
vendor reports, frameworks & standards, and academic/technical resources. Where available, direct URLs
are included to support further study and operationalization.

Government Advisories & CERT Publications

e CISA/FBI/MS-ISAC — #StopRansomware: Akira Ransomware (July 2023).
https://www.cisa.gov/news-events/cybersecurity-advisories/aa23-163a

e Europol EC3 — Internet Organised Crime Threat Assessment (IOCTA).
https://www.europol.europa.eu/activities-services/main-reports/internet-organised-crime-threat-
assessment-iocta

o UK NCSC — Mitigating malware and ransomware attacks.
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/guidance/mitigating-malware-and-ransomware-attacks

e ENISA — Threat Landscape Reports.
https://www.enisa.europa.eu/topics/threat-risk-management/threats-and-trends

Threat Intelligence Vendor Reports

e CrowdStrike — Akira Ransomware.: Double Extortion and Expanding Targets (2023).
https://www.crowdstrike.com/blog/akira-ransomware-analysis/

e Sophos X-Ops — Akira ransomware’s path of destruction.
https://news.sophos.com/en-us/2023/05/05/akira-ransomware/

e Arctic Wolf Labs — Threat Spotlight: Akira Ransomware.
https://arcticwolf.com/resources/blog/threat-spotlight-akira-ransomware/

o IBM X-Force — Akira ransomware targeting education and manufacturing sectors.
https://securityintelligence.com/news/akira-ransomware-targets-education/

o Rapid7 — Akira ransomware exploitation of Cisco VPN vulnerabilities.
https://www.rapid7.com/blog/post/2023/07/19/akira-ransomware-exploiting-cisco-vpn/

o Rewterz Threat Intelligence — Akira Ransomware Indicators of Compromise.
https://www.rewterz.com/akira-ransomware-iocs/

o Huntress — Akira Ransomware Analysis (technical dissection of Windows binaries).
https://www.huntress.com/blog/akira-ransomware-analysis

Technical & Research Resources

e MITRE ATT&CK — Ransomware-related techniques.
https://attack.mitre.org/

¢ VX Underground — Ransomware samples and leaked builder tools.
https://vx-underground.org/



e AnyRun / MalwareBazaar — Community samples and sandboxed Akira executables.
https://bazaar.abuse.ch/

e DFIR Report — Case studies involving ransomware affiliates (2023-2024).
https://thedfirreport.com/

e Malpedia (Fraunhofer FKIE) — Akira ransomware entry.
https://malpedia.caad.fkie.fraunhofer.de/details/win.akira

Frameworks, Best Practices & Standards

e NIST Cybersecurity Framework (CSF 2.0) — Ransomware-specific implementation guidance.
https://www.nist.gov/cyberframework

e ISO/IEC 27035 — Information security incident management standard.
https://www.iso.org/standard/44379.html

o CIS Ciritical Security Controls v8 — Foundational ransomware mitigations.
https://www.cisecurity.org/controls/cis-controls

e NIS2 Directive (European Union).
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/nis2-directive

Academic & Analytical Sources

e Alhassan, J., et al. Ransomware-as-a-Service: Criminal Business Models and Mitigation Strategies.
Journal of Cybersecurity (2023).

o Krebs, B. Inside the Economics of Modern Ransomware Groups (KrebsOnSecurity).
https://krebsonsecurity.com/

Community & Open Sharing

e MISP Project — Community-driven threat intelligence sharing.
https://www.misp-project.org/

e AlienVault OTX — Public indicators of compromise for Akira.
https://otx.alienvault.com/

o Twitter/X OSINT Community — Analysts regularly share fresh IOCs under hashtags such as

#ransomware and #Akira.

The above references provide a blend of official government guidance, vendor technical research, open-
source intelligence, and formal standards. Together, they form a strong foundation for:

o Validating Indicators of Compromise (Chapter 6).

e Cross-checking TTPs against MITRE ATT&CK (Chapter 5).

e Designing detection rules and playbooks (Chapters 8 & 9).

o Implementing long-term governance and compliance measures (Chapter 11).


https://www.nist.gov/cyberframework
https://krebsonsecurity.com/

Organizations are encouraged to subscribe to CISA, vendor threat feeds, and MISP communities to stay
updated on evolving Akira ransomware campaigns.



About Ransomwared

Ransomwared is a European-based cybersecurity initiative committed to protecting organizations against the
evolving threat of ransomware. Our mission is to disrupt the economics of cyber extortion by providing
intelligence, technology, and rapid response capabilities that empower defenders to outpace attackers.

At the core of our work is a next-generation, Al-enhanced, autonomous SOC (Security Operations Center)
that operates 24/7. This SOC continuously ingests global threat intelligence, analyzes attacker behaviors, and
autonomously correlates patterns against enterprise telemetry. By leveraging machine learning models trained
on ransomware TTPs—including those used by groups such as Akira—we provide real-time detection,
predictive defense, and automated containment actions.

How We Stay Ahead of Threats Like Akira

e Al-Driven Threat Intelligence: Our models are continuously refined with data from ransomware
campaigns, CVE exploit chains, and underground ecosystems, enabling proactive detection of new
attack variants.

e 24/7 Autonomous SOC: Operating around the clock, our SOC doesn’t just monitor—it autonomously
correlates anomalies, isolates compromised endpoints, and enforces adaptive security controls in real
time.

o Behavioral Defense: By mapping techniques to MITRE ATT&CK, we detect ransomware campaigns
even when adversaries change infrastructure, binaries, or ransom note formats.

o Continuous Learning: Every incident enriches our Al and SOC capabilities, strengthening defenses not
only for individual organizations but across the entire Ransomwared community.

Our Broader Mission

e Threat Intelligence Reports: In-depth CTI reporting (like this Akira analysis) that provides technical,
operational, and strategic insights.

e Vulnerability-to-Exploit Correlation: Automated pipelines that link CVEs with ransomware
campaigns within hours of disclosure.

e Resilience by Design: Guidance for implementing Zero Trust, immutable backups, and robust incident
response frameworks.

Our Vision

We believe the fight against ransomware will not be won by reacting to incidents, but by out-automating
adversaries. By combining advanced Al, a 24/7 autonomous SOC, and a culture of open intelligence sharing,
Ransomwared helps organizations move from reactive defense to proactive resilience—ensuring that
ransomware groups like Akira lose their strategic advantage.

For more information, resources, and access to our threat intelligence services, visit:
www.ransomwared.eu



