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1
METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR INCREASED
DEBUGGING TRANSPARENCY

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is based on and derives the benefit of
U.S. Provisional Application 62/170,155, filed on Jun. 3,
2015, the contents of which are incorporated herein by
reference.

This invention was made with government support under
Grant Numbers CNS 1421747 and II-NEW 1205453
awarded by the National Science Foundation; and Contract
Number FA8650-11-C-7190, and ONR Grant N00014-13-
1-0088 awarded by the Defense Advanced Research Projects
Agency. The government has certain rights in the invention.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present disclosure relates to providing security for
electronic devices, and, more particularly, to providing secu-
rity for electronic devices by using the processor of the
electronic device for detecting malware.

SUMMARY

In an example embodiment, a method for analyzing code
has been disclosed herein, the method comprising triggering
a SMI (System Management Interrupt) by a server, on
receiving a triggering message from a client; entering a
System Management Mode (SMM) by the server, on receiv-
ing at least one debugging command from the client; execut-
ing debugging commands on a target application by the
server in SMM, wherein the server receives the debugging
commands from the client; and sending a response message
by the server to the client.

In an example embodiment, a system for analyzing code
has been disclosed, the system comprising of a server and at
least one client, the system being configured to trigger a SMI
(System Management Interrupt) by the server, on receiving
a triggering message from the client; the system is also
configured to enter a System Management Mode (SMM) by
the server, on receiving at least one debugging command
from the client; the system is also configured to execute
debugging commands on the target application by the server
in SMM, wherein the server receives the debugging com-
mands from the client; the system is also configured to send
a response message by the server to the client.

These and other aspects of the example embodiments
herein will be better appreciated and understood when
considered in conjunction with the following description and
the accompanying drawings. It should be understood, how-
ever, that the following descriptions, while indicating
example embodiments and numerous specific details
thereof, are given by way of illustration and not of limita-
tion. Many changes and modifications may be made within
the scope of the example embodiments herein without
departing from the spirit thereof, and the example embodi-
ments herein include all such modifications.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

The embodiments herein will be better understood from
the following detailed description with reference to the
drawings, in which:
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FIG. 1 is a flowchart depicting the process of analyzing
code of an application present on a client by a debugging
server, according to example embodiments as disclosed
herein;

FIG. 2 depicts a client device connected to the server,
wherein the server can debug an application present on the
client, according to example embodiments as disclosed
herein;

FIG. 3 is an example process descriptor containing critical
information for bridging the semantic gap in Windows NT
kernels, according to example embodiments as disclosed
herein;

FIG. 4 illustrates a computing environment implementing
the method for enabling a user to input commands, accord-
ing to embodiments as disclosed herein; and

FIG. S illustrates a computing environment implementing
the method for debugging application code, according to
example embodiments as disclosed herein.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

The example embodiments herein and the various features
thereof are explained more fully with reference to the
non-limiting embodiments that are illustrated in the accom-
panying drawings and detailed in the following description.
Descriptions of well-known components and processing
techniques are omitted so as to not unnecessarily obscure the
embodiments herein. The description used herein is intended
merely to facilitate an understanding of ways in which the
example embodiments herein may be practiced and to
further enable those of skill in the art to practice the
embodiments herein. Accordingly, this disclosure should not
be construed as limiting the scope of the example embodi-
ments herein.

This disclosure describes a debugging framework that
employs a mode in the processor (for example, a processor
using x86 architecture), to transparently study armored
malware. Embodiments herein perform stealthy debugging
by leveraging System Management Mode (SMM) to trans-
parently debug software on bare-metal. A feature of SMM is
to provide a distinct and easily isolated processor environ-
ment that is transparent to the OS or running applications.
Embodiments herein comprise of debugging functions,
including register/memory accesses and breakpoints and use
hardware performance monitoring counters. Embodiments
herein also include an interface to allow working with
debugging clients, such as IDAPro (Interactive Disassem-
bler), and GDB (GNU Project Debugger).

Embodiments herein run potential malware code to be
debugged on a first physical target machine and employ SMI
handler to communicate with the debugging client on a
second physical machine. Embodiments herein run debug-
ging code in SMM without using a hypervisor. Thus, it has
a smaller Trusted Code Base (TCB) than hypervisor-based
debugging systems, which significantly reduces the attack
surface and enables the detection of the debugging environ-
ment by the malware. SMM is a mode of execution similar
to real and protected modes. The SMM provides a transpar-
ent mechanism for implementing platform-specific system
control functions such as power management. The Basic
Input/Output System (BIOS) can initialize the SMM. The
BIOS can initialize hardware and loads the operating sys-
tem. The BIOS code can be stored on non-volatile memory
on the motherboard of the device. The BIOS can perform
some hardware initialization and then execute a payload (for
example, UEFI (Unified Extensible Firmware Interface)).
The BIOS can be written in a generic programming lan-
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guage such as C and allows edits of the SMI handler. This
makes the embodiments herein much more portable as the
BIOS abstracts away the heterogeneity of specific hardware
configurations.

In an embodiment, SMM is triggered by asserting the
System Management Interrupt (SMI) pin on the CPU. This
pin can be asserted in a variety of ways, which includes, for
example, writing to a hardware port or generating Message
Signaled Interrupts with a PCI device. Next, the CPU saves
its state to a special region of memory called System
Management RAM (RAM). Then, the CPU executes the
SMI handler stored in RAM. The requests for addresses in
RAM can be forwarded to a suitable memory by default
(such as a video memory) or even transmitted to the server
that triggered the SMM. This allows the RAM to be used as
secure storage. The SMI handler is loaded into the RAM by
the BIOS at boot time. The SMI handier has unrestricted
access to she physical address space and can run any
instructions requiring any privilege level. The RSM instruc-
tion forces the CPU to exit from the SMM and resume
execution in the previous mode. While SMM executes,
protected mode is essentially paused, with the other modules
of the devices (such as the Operating System (OS), hyper-
visor, or any other code running below the BIOS) unaware
of code executing in SMM. The debugging client can
communicate with a target server using a protocol with serial
messages (such as GDB). Embodiments herein implement
basic debugging commands (for example, breakpoints,
memory/register examination). Furthermore, embodiments
herein implement the following techniques to provide step-
by-step debugging: instruction-level, branch-level, far con-
trol transfer level, and near return transfer level.

Embodiments herein consider transparent analysis of mal-
ware, transparent analysis of virtualization, emulation,
SMM and debuggers. The transparency of virtualization is
difficult to achieve. In an example, Red Pill uses an unprivi-
leged instruction SIDT to read the interrupt descriptor (IDT)
register to determine the presence of a virtual machine. To
work on multi-processor system, Red Pill needs to use
SetThread AffinityMask ( ) Windows API call to limit thread
execution to one processor. Another solution detects hard-
ware virtualization using CPU design defects. Furthermore,
there are many footprints introduced by virtualization such
as well-known strings in memory, magic I/O ports, and
invalid instruction behaviors.

Some techniques use emulation to debug malware. For
example, QEMU simulates all the hardware devices includ-
ing CPU, and malware runs on top of the emulated software.
Because of the emulated environment, malware can detect
the debugging software. For example, accessing a reserved
or unimplemented MSR register causes a general protection
exception, while QEMU does not raise an exception.

SMM is a hardware feature that is present on x86 CPUs.
There are implementations of SMM by microprocessor
manufacturers with similar properties including Intel and
AMD. Regarding its transparency, the following mecha-
nisms make SMM transparent to the application programs
and operating systems: (1) the only way to enter SMM is by
means of an SMI; (2) the processor executes SMM code in
a separate address space (RAM) that is inaccessible from the
other operating modes; (3) upon entering SMM, the proces-
sor saves the context of the interrupted program or task; (4)
all interrupts normally handled by the operating system are
disabled upon entry into SMM; and (5) the RSM instruction
can be executed only in SMM.

An array of debuggers have been proposed for transparent
debugging. As to the transparency, embodiments herein only
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consider the artifacts introduced by debuggers and hypervi-
sors, not the environments (e.g. the SMM). A plurality of
formal requirements have been proposed for achieving
transparency, including (1) high privilege, (2) no non-
privileged side effects, (3) identical basic instruction execu-
tion semantics, (4) transparent exception handling, and (5)
identical measurement of time. Embodiments herein satisfy
the first requirement by running the analysis code in SMM
with ring —2. There are no side effects created by embodi-
ments of the present disclosure that can be detected by the
device or code running on the device without interaction to
an external source providing precise timing information.
Since embodiments herein run on bare metal, it immediately
meets the third and fourth requirements. Lastly, embodi-
ments herein partially satisfy the fifth requirement by adjust-
ing the local timers in the SMI handler.

FIG. 1 is a flowchart depicting the process of analyzing
code of an application present on a client by a debugging
server. The client can be an electronic device such as a
computer, laptop, mobile phone, smart phone, tablet, wear-
able computing device, or any other device comprising of a
processor architecture with SMM. The client can be in
communication with a server, wherein the server performs
debugging.

The client sends an SMI triggering message to the server.
On receiving the SMI triggering message from the client, the
server can generate a SMI.

In step 101, the user inputs debugging commands (for
example, list registers) on the client. The user can use a
suitable means such as a keyboard, a touchscreen, or any
other equivalent means to input the debugging commands.
In step 102, the client sends a message comprising the
inputted debugging commands to the server. The message
can comprise of the code to be debugged, or a means to
access the code to be debugged (such as a link, requisite
permissions to access and execute commands on the code
resident on the client). In step 103, the server enters SMM,
on receiving the message from the client. In step 104, the
client starts to send debugging commands to the SMI
handler on the server. In step 105, the SMI handler trans-
parently executes the received commands (for example, list
registers, set breakpoints). At step 106, the SMI handler
inspects the debugged application at runtime and at step 107,
if the SMI handler hits a breakpoint on the application. the
SMI handler sends a breakpoint bit message to the debug-
ging client (step 108) and stays in SMM until further
debugging commands are received. In step 109, the SMI
handler sends a response message containing the informa-
tion requested by the command. Since, the server executes
the actual debugging command within the SMI handler, its
operation remains transparent to the target application and
underlying operating system. Once SMM has control of the
system, the next SMI can be configured via performance
counters on the CPU. The various actions in method 100
may be performed in the order presented, in a different order
or simultaneously. Further, in some embodiments, some
actions listed in FIG. 1 may be omitted.

FIG. 2 depicts a client device connected to the server,
wherein the server can debug an application present on the
client. The client 201 comprises of at least one debugger
203. The debugger 203 can implement a protocol such as
GDB, IDAPro, to interface with the client 201 and/or the
server 202.

The client 201 comprises of a command line application.
A user can direct the debugger 203 to perform tasks, such as
setting breakpoints. For example, the user writes commands
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such as b Oxdeadbeef to set a breakpoint at address Oxdead-
beef. The specific commands are described in Table 1.

TABLE 1
Message Format Description
R A single byte, R is sent to request that all

registers be read. This includes all the

processor registers. The order in which

they are transmitted corresponds with the

trap frame. The response is a byte, 1,

followed by the registers 1, 15, I3, Tay .« + . T

The byte m is sent to request a particular

memory address for a given length. The

address, A, is a 32-bit little-endian virtual
address indicating the address to be read.

The value L represents the number of

bytes to be read.

The byte W is sent to request that the

SMI handler write all of the registers.

Each value 1i contains the value of a

particular register. The response byte, + is

sent to indicate that it has finished.

The command, S, is sent when the

debugger wants to write a particular

address. A is the 32-bit, little-endian
virtual address to write, L represents the
length of the dara to be written, and V is
the memory to be written, byte-by-byte.

The response is a byte: +, indicating that

the operation has finished, or - if the

operation has failed.

The B command indicates a new

breakpoint at the 32-bit little-endian

virtual address A. The response is —r if
successful, or —- if it fails (for example,
trying to break at an already-broken
address). If the SMI handler is triggered
by a breakpoint (for example, the
program is in breakpoint debugging
status), it will send a status packet with
the single character, B, to indicate that the
program has reached a breakpoint and is
ready for further debugging. The SMI
handler will wait for commands from the
client until the continue command is
received, whereupon it will exit from

SMM.

C The C command continues execution
after a breakpoint. The SMI handler will
send a packet with single character, +.

X The X command clears all breakpoints

and indicates the start of a new debugging

5685101,

The K command removes the

specified break point if it was set

previously. The 4-byte value A specifies

the virtual address of the requested

breakpoint. It responds with a single +

byte if the breakpoint is removed

successfully. If the breakpoint does not
exist, it responds with, a single -.

The ST command indicates stepping the

system instruction by instruction. The SB

command indicates stepping the system
by taken branches. The SF command

indicates stepping the system by control
transfers including far call/jmp/ret. The

SN command indicates stepping the

system by near return instructions. The

SMI handler replies with single character,

+.

mAAAALLLL

Wrle2t3 ... m

SAAAALLLLV ...

BAAAA

KAAAA

ST, SB, SF, SN

The client 201 can use a suitable messaging format such
as serial messages to communicate with the server 202. The
commands in Table 1 cover the basic debugging operations
upon which the client can expand.

The server 202 comprises of the SMI handler 204, the
debugging target application 205 (which can be a potential
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malware/rootkit), and a RAM 206. The SMI handler 204
implements the critical debugging features (for example,
breakpoints, state reports), thus restricting the execution of
debugging code to SMM. The debugging target application
205 executes in protected mode. The CPU state is saved
within the RAM 206 when switching to SMM, so embodi-
ments herein can reconstruct useful information and perform
typical debugging operations each time an SMI is triggered.
The RAM 206 can be an isolated memory region (RAM)
from normal memory in Protected Mode. The RAM 206
comprises architectural state information of the thread that
was running when the SMI was triggered. Since the SMIs
are produced regardless of the running thread, the RAM 206
can contain a state unrelated to the debugging target. After
recognizing the SMI assertion, the processor can save
almost the entirety of its state to the RAM 206. Any access
to this memory in other CPU modes will be redirected to
VGA memory.

The SMM cannot understand the semantics of raw
memory. The CPU state saved by SMM only belongs to the
thread that was running when the SMI was triggered. If
step-by-step execution is used, there is a chance that another
application is executing when the SMI occurs. Thus, the
target application must be identified, so that there is no
interference with the execution of unrelated applications.
This requires reconstructing OS semantics.

Considering the example of Windows (as depicted in FIG.
3), consider the Kernel Processor Control Region (KPCR)
structure 301 associated with the CPU, which has a static
linear address, Oxffdff000 302. At offset 0x34 of KPCR,
there is a pointer to a structure called KdVersionBlock 303,
which contains a pointer to PsActiveProcessHead 304. The
PsActiveProcessHead serves as the head of a doubly and
circularly linked list of Executive Process (EProcess) struc-
tures. The EProcess structure is a process descriptor con-
taining critical information for bridging the semantic gap in
Windows NT kernels. In particular, the Executive Processes
305 contains the value of the CR3 register associated with
the process. The value of the CR3 register contains the
physical address of the base of the page table of that process.
The name field in the EProcess or task struct is used to
identify the CR3 value of the target application when it
executes first instruction. Since the malware may change the
name field, the saved CR3 is compared with the current CR3
to identify the target process for further debugging. Alter-
natively, the ETP value is compared with the target appli-
cation’s entry point.

Filling the semantic gap in Linux is a similar procedure.
Any suitable method can be used to debug applications on
the Linux platform, such as described in F. Zhang, K. Leach.
E. Sun, and A. Stavrou, “SPECTRE: A Dependable Intro-
spection Framework via System Management Mode,” in
Proceedings of the 43rd Annual IEEE/IFI.P International
Conference on Dependable Systems and Networks
(DSN’13), 2013; and X. Jiang, X. Wang, and D. Xu,
“Stealthy Malware Detection Through VMM-based Out-of-
the-box Semantic View Reconstruction,” in Proceedings of
the 14th ACM Conference on Computer and Communica-
tions Security (CCS’07), 2007.

By bridging the semantic gap within the SMI handler, the
state of the thread executing in protected mode can be
ascertained. The analysis in the SMI handler is continued
only if the RAM state belongs to a thread that needs to be
debugging. Otherwise, the SMI handler can be exited. Note
that embodiments herein do not require Protected Mode;
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SMM can be initialized from any other mode (for example,
Real Mode), but the semantics of the code would be differ-
ent.

A target machine comprises of a device with a custom
BIOS. The SMI handler in the BIOS code has been modified
1o implement a debugging server. This custom SMI handler
1s responsible for all typical debugging functions found in
other debuggers 203. Remote debugging functions can be
implemented to achieve common debugging functions such
as breakpoints, step-by-step execution, state inspection and
mutation.

The client 201 sends an SMI triggering message to the
server 202. On receiving the SMI triggering message from
the client, the server 202 can trigger the SMI. The server 202
can trigger the SMI by rerouting a serial interrupt. Embodi-
ments herein require the CPU to stealthily enter SMM. An
SMI can be asserted via software or hardware. Embodiments
herein change the redirection table entry back to its original
value to remove this footprint in the first generated SMI
handler. Once SMM has control of the system, the SMIs are
triggered by configuring performance counters.

In an embodiment herein, the software method writes to
an Advanced Configuration and Power Interface (ACPI) port
to trigger an SMI, and this method can be used to implement
software breakpoints. An out instruction can be placed in the
malware code so that when the application’s control flow
reaches that point, SMM begins execution, and the applica-
tion can be analyzed. The assembly instructions are:
mov $0x52f, % dx;
out % ax, (% dx);

The first instruction moves the SMI software interrupt
port number into the dx register, and the second instruction
writes the contents stored in ax to that SMI software
interrupt port. In total, these two instructions take six bytes:
66 BA 2F 05 66 EE. While this method is straightforward,
it is similar to traditional debuggers using XNT3 instructions
to insert arbitrary breakpoints.

Embodiments herein can use hardware-based methods to
trigger SMTs. A first method uses a serial port to trigger an
SMI to start a debugging session. In order for the client 201
to interact with the server 202 and start a session, a serial
interrupt is rerouted to generate an SMI by configuring the
redirection table in VO Advanced Programmable Interrupt
Controller (APIC). The serial port COM on the server 202
can be used, and its Interrupt Request (IRQ) number is 4.
The redirection table entry of IRQ 4 is configured at offset
0x18 in /O APIC and the Delivery Mode (DM) is changed
to SMI. Therefore, an SMI is generated when a serial
message arrives. The client 201 sends a triggering message,
causing the target machine to enter SMM. Once in SMVM, the
client 201 sends further debugging commands to which the
target responds. Embodiments herein use this method to
trigger the first SMI and start a debugging session on the
server 202. The time of triggering the first SMI is right
before each debugging session after reboot, because it is
assumed that the first instruction of malware can compro-
mise the system.

A second hardware-based method uses performance
counters to trigger an SMI. This method leverages two
architectural components of the CPU: performance moni-
toring counters and Local Advanced Programmable Inter-
rupt Controller (LAPIC). First, the Performance Counter
Event Selection (PerfEvtSel0) register is configured to select
the counting event. There is an array of events from which
to select; and different events are used to implement various
debugging functionalities. For example, the Retired Instruc-
tions Event (COML) is used to single-step the whole system.
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Next, the corresponding performance counter (PerfCtr0)
register is set to the maximum value. In this case, if the
selected event happens, it overflows the performance coun-
ter. Lastly, the Local Vector Table Entry (LVTE) in LAPIC
is configured to deliver SMTs when an overflow occurs.
LAPIC registers in the CPU are memory-mapped, and its
base address is normally at OxFEEOOOOO. Embodiments
herein relocate LAPIC registers to another physical address
by modifying the value in the 24-bit base address field of tire
1A32_APIC_BASE Model Specific Register (MSR). The
guest VM is also switched to the hypervisor VMX root
mode.

The user can input debugging commands (for example,
list registers). The user can use a suitable means such as a
keyboard, a touchscreen, or any other equivalent means to
input the debugging commands. The client 201 sends the
message comprising the inputted debugging commands to
the server 202. The message can comprise of the code to be
debugged, or a means to access the code to be debugged
(such as a link, requisite permissions to access and execute
commands on the code resident on the client). The server
202 enters SMM, on receiving the message from the client
201. The client 201 starts to send debugging commands to
the SMI handler 204 on the server 202. The SMI handler 204
transparently executes the received commands (for example,
list registers, set breakpoints).

Using different performance counters breaks the execu-
tion of a program. For instance, by monitoring the Retired
Instruction event, instruction-level stepping can be achieved
in the system. Table 2 summarizes the performance counters
used herein.

TABLE 2

Performance counter events ~ Description

Retired instruction Counts retired instruction, plus
executions and interrupts (each count as
one instruction)

Includes all types of architectural control
flow changes, including exceptions and
interrupts

Includes far calls/jumps/returns, IRET,
SYSCALL and SYSRET, exception and
interrupts

Counts near return instruction (RET or
RET Iw) retired

Retired taken branches

Retired far control transfers

Retired near returns

First, the event is assigned to the PerfEvtSel0 register to
indicate that the event of interest will be monitored. Next,
the value of the counter is set to the maximum value (i.e., a
48-bit register is assigned 2**-2). Thus, the next event to
increase the value will cause an overflow, triggering an SMI.
Note that the -2 term is used because the Retired Instruction
event also counts interrupts. In this case, the SMI itself will
cause the counter to increase as well. The system becomes
deadlocked if the value is not chosen correctly.

Embodiments herein leverage SMM and do not employ
virtualization, which provides a more transparent execution
environment. In addition, embodiments herein do not incur
a time gap between the occurrence of a performance event
and the NMI delivery. Note that the SMI has priority over an
NMI and a maskable interrupt as well. Embodiments herein
can use stepping methods such as instruction-by-instruction
stepping, and retired near returns event. Instruction-by-
instruction stepping achieves fine-grained tracing. Using the
Retired Near Returns event causes low system overhead,
while providing coarse-gained debugging.
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The SMI handler 204 inspects the debugged application at
runtime and at step 106, if the SMI handler 204 hits a
breakpoint on the application, the SMI handler 204 sends a
breakpoint bit message to the client 201 and stays in SMM
until further debugging commands are received.

Breakpoints are generally software or hardware based.
Software breakpoints allow for unlimited breakpoints, but
they must modify a program’s code, typically placing a
single interrupt or trap instruction at the breakpoint. Self-
checking malware can easily detect or interfere with such
changes. On the other hand, hardware breakpoints do not
modify code, but there can only be a limited number of
hardware breakpoints as restricted by the CPU hardware.

Embodiments herein emulate the behavior of software
breakpoints by modifying the target’s code to trigger SMIs.
An SMI is triggered by writing a value to the hardware port,
0x52f. In total, this takes six bytes. Six bytes are thus saved
from the requested breakpoint address and replaced with the
SMI triggering code. Thus, when execution reaches this
point, the CPU enters SMM. The breakpoint is stored in the
RAM 206, represented as 4 bytes for the address, 6 bytes for
the original instruction, and one byte for a validity flag.
Thus, each breakpoint occupies 11 bytes in the RAM 206.
When the application’s control reaches the breakpoint, it
generates an SMI. In the SMI handler, the saved binary code
is written back to the application text and the Extended
Instruction Pointer (EIP) register is reverted so that it will
resume execution at that same instruction. Then, the SMI
handler waits until the client sends a continue command. In
order to remove an inserted breakpoint, the client can send
a remove-breakpoint command and the SMI handler will
disable that breakpoint by setting the enable flag to 0.

Embodiments herein implement a new hardware break-
point technique. It relies on performance counters to gen-
erate SMIs. Essentially, the EIP of the currently executing
instruction is compared with the stored breakpoint address
during each cycle. 4 bytes are used to store the breakpoint
address and 1 byte for a validity flag. We do not need to store
instructions because there is no change in the application
memory. Thus, only 5 bytes are needed to store such
hardware breakpoints. For each Protected Mode instruction,
the SMI handler 204 checks if the target application is the
running thread when the SMI is triggered; checks if the
current EIP equals a stored breakpoint address; start to count
retired instructions in the performance counter, and set the
corresponding performance counter to the maximum value;
and configure LAPIC so that the performance counter over-
flow generates an SMI.

Breakpoint addresses are stored in the RAM 206, and thus
the number of active breakpoints is limited by the size of the
RAM 206. Embodiments herein reserve a 512-byte region,
from SMM_BASE+0xFC00 to SMM_BASE+0xFE00.
Since each hardware breakpoint takes 5 bytes, 102 break-
points can be stored in this region. If necessary, the total
region of the RAM 206 can be expanded by taking advan-
tage of a region called TSeg, which is configurable via the
SMM_MASK register.

The SMI handler 204 sends a response message contain-
ing the information requested by the command. Since, the
server 202 executes the actual debugging command within
the SMI handler, its operation remains transparent to the
target application and underlying operating system. Once
SMM has control of the system, the next SMI can be
configured via performance counters on the CPU.

Performance monitoring registers are also MSRs.
RDMSR, RDPMC, and WRMSR are the only instructions
that can access the performance counters or MSRs. To
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mitigate the footprints of these MSRs, embodiments herein
run in instruction-by-instruction mode and adjust the return
values seen by these instructions before resuming Protected
Mode. If a WRMSR to modify the performance counters is
found, the client 201 will be notified.

The server 202 can flash the BIOS with the original image
before the debugging process, and it takes about 28 seconds
to flash the BIOS with the original BIOS. At that time, the
SMI handler, including the debugging code, has been loaded
into RAM and locked. Note that it is needed to reflash the
BIOS for the next system restart.

There are many timers and counters on the motherboard
and chipsets, such as the Real Time Clock (RTC), the
Programmable Interval Timer (8253/8254 chip), the High
Precision Event Timer (HPET), the ACPI Power Manage-
ment Timer, the APIC Timer, and the Time Stamp Counter
(TSC). Malware can read a timer and calculate its running
time. If the time exceeds a certain threshold, malware can
conclude that a debugger is present. For the configurable
timers, embodiments herein record their values after switch-
ing into SMM. When SMM exits, the values are set back
using the recorded values minus the SMM switching time.
Thus, malware is unaware of the time spent in the SMI
handler.

However, some of the timers and counters cannot be
changed, even in SMM. To address this problem, embodi-
ments herein adjust the return values of these timers in the
instruction-level stepping mode. For example, the RDTSC
instruction reads the TSC register and writes the value to the
EAX and EDX registers. While debugging, it is checked if
the current instruction is RDTSC and adjust the values of
EAX and EDX before leaving the SMI handler.

Embodiments herein can intercept the instruction that
reaches out for timing information and prepare a fake time
for the OS.

FIG. 5 illustrates a computing environment implementing
the method for enabling a user to input commands. As
depicted, the computing environment 401 comprises at least
one processing unit 404 that is equipped with a control unit
402 and an Arithmetic Logic Unit (ALU) 403, a memory
405, a storage unit 406, plurality of networking devices 408
and at least one Input output (1/O) device 407. The process-
ing unit 404 is responsible for processing the instructions of
the algorithm. The processing unit 404 receives commands
from the control unit in order to perform its processing.
Further, any logical and arithmetic operations involved in
the execution of the instructions are computed with the help
of the ALU 403.

The overall computing environment 401 can be composed
of multiple homogeneous and/or heterogeneous cores, mul-
tiple CPUs of different kinds, special media and other
accelerators. The processing unit 404 is responsible for
processing the instructions of the algorithm. Further, the
plurality of processing units 404 may be located on a single
chip or over multiple chips.

The algorithm comprising of instructions and codes
required for the implementation are stored in either the
memory unit 405 or the storage 406 or both. At the time of
execution, the instructions may be fetched from the corre-
sponding memory 405 and/or storage 406, and executed by
the processing unit 404.

In case of any hardware implementations various net-
working devices 408 or 1/O devices 407 may be connected
to the computing environment to support the implementa-
tion through the networking unit and the I/O device unit. The
processing unit 404 can use a suitable messaging format
such as serial messages to communicate with the server 202,
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using the I/O device 407. The processing unit 404 can send
an SMI triggering message to the server 202. The processing
unit 404 can enable the user to provide debugging com-
mands, which are sent to the server 202.

FIG. 5 illustrates a computing environment implementing
the method for debugging application code. As depicted, the
computing environment 501 comprises at least one process-
ing unit 504 that is equipped with a control unit 502 and an
Arithmetic Logic Unit (ALU) 503, a memory 505, a storage
unit 506, plurality of networking devices 508 and at least
one Input output (I/0) device 507. The processing unit 504
is responsible for processing the instructions of the algo-
rithm. The processing unit 504 receives commands from the
control unit in order to perform its processing. Further, any
logical and arithmetic operations involved in the execution
of the instructions are computed with the help of the ALU
503.

The overall computing environment 501 can be composed
of multiple homogeneous and/or heterogeneous cores, mul-
tiple CPUs of different kinds, special media and other
accelerators. The processing unit 504 is responsible for
processing the instructions of the algorithm. Further, the
plurality of processing units 504 may be located on a single
chip or over multiple chips.

The algorithm comprising of instructions and codes
required for the implementation are stored in either the
memory unit 505 or the storage 506 or both. At the time of
execution, the instructions may be fetched from the corre-
sponding memory 505 and/or storage 506, and executed by
the processing unit 504.

In case of any hardware implementations various net-
working devices 508 or external /O devices 507 may be
connected to the computing environment to support the
implementation through the networking unit and the 1/O
device unit.

The processor 504 can generate a SMI, on receiving the
SMI triggering message from the client. The processor 504
can enter SMM, on receiving the message from the client.
The processor 504 can transparently execute the received
commands (for example, list registers, set breakpoints). The
processor 504 can inspect the debugged application at
runtime and if the processor 504 can hit a breakpoint on the
application, the processor 504 can send a breakpoint bit
message to the debugging client and stay in SMM until
further debugging commands are received. The processor
504 can send the response message containing the informa-
tion requested by the command.

Packing is used to obfuscate the binary code of a program.
It is typically used to protect the executable from reverse
engineering. Nowadays, malware writers also use packing
tools to obfuscate their malware. Packed malware is more
difficult for security researchers to reverse-engineer tire
binary code. In addition, many packers contain anti-debug-
ging and anti-VM features, further increasing the challenge
of reverse engineering packed malware. To demonstrate the
transparency of embodiments disclosed herein, in an
example, consider that the Notepad.exe application is
packed in a Windows environment and this packed appli-
cation is debugged with using a plurality of methods. After
running the packed Notepad.exe, if the Notepad window
appears, it can be known that it has launched successfully.
Table 3 lists the results.
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TABLE 3
Dis-
closed Dynamo VMware
embod- GliyDbg RIO Fusion
Packing tool iments  V1.10 V4.2.0-3 V6.0.2
UPX V3.08 OK OK OK OK
Obsidium VI4 OK Access Segmentation ~ OK
violation at fault
0x00000000
ASPack V2.29 OK OK OK OK
Armadillo oK Access Crash Crash
V2.01 violation at
0x42434847
Themida oK Privileged Exception at ~ Message;
V2.2.3.0 instruction 0x10a65d7 cannot run
exception under & VM
RLPack VI21 OK OK OK OK
PELock OK Display Segmentation  OK
V1.0694 message and  fault
terminate
VMProtect OK Message; a OK Crash
V2.135 debugger was
found
eXPressor oK Message: Segmentation  Crash
VI1.8.0.1 unknown fault
executable
format
PECompact OK Access OK OK
V3.022 violation at
0x00000000

All the packing tools except UPX, ASPack, and RL.Pack
can detect OllyDbg. Obsidium, Armadillo, Themida,
PELock, and eXPressor are able to detect DynamoRIO, and
the VM can be detected by Armadillo, Themida, VMProtect,
and eXpressor. In contrast, embodiments herein remain
transparent to all these packing tools as expected.

Embodiments herein have been on two example physical
machines. The target server used an ASUS M2V-MX_.SE
motherboard with an AMD K8 northbridge and a VIA
VT8237r southbridge. It has a 2.2 GHz AMD LE-1250 CPU
and 2 GB Kingston DDR2 RAM. The target machine uses
Windows XP 8P.3, CentOS 3.5 with kernel 2.6.24, and Xen
3.1.2 with CentOS 5.5 as domain 0. To simplify the instal-
lation, they are installed on three separate hard disks, and the
SeaBlOS manages the booting. The debugging client is a
Dell Inspiron 15K laptop with Ubuntu 12.04 LTS. It uses a
2.4 GHz Intel Core 15-2430M CPU and 6 GB DDR3 RAM.
A USB-to-serial cable is used to connect the two machines.

To demonstrate that embodiments herein are capable of
debugging kernels and hypervsiors, the OS kernels and
domain 0 of a Xen hypervisor are intentionally crashed and
then use embodiments herein to debug them. For the Linux
kernel and domain O of the Xen hypervisor, the command
echo ¢>/proc/sysrq-trigger is run, which performs a system
crash by a NULL pointer dereference. To force a Blue
Screen of Death (BSOD) in Windows, a new value named
CrashOnCtrlScroU is created in the registry key HKEY_
LOCAL_MACHSNE\System\CuircntControlSet\Serrices'
18042prt\Parameters and set it equal to a REGIDWORD
value of 0x01. Ther, the BSOD can be initiated by holding
the Ctrl key and pressing the Scroll Lock key twice. Afier a
system crashes, embodiments herein can start a debugging
session by sending an SMI triggering message. In experi-
ments conducted, embodiments herein are able to examine
all the CPU registers and the physical memory of the crashed
systems.

In order to understand the performance of embodiments
disclosed herein, the time elapsed during particular opera-
tions is measured in the SMI handler. The Time Stamp
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Counter (TSC) is used to measure the number of CPU cycles
elapsed during each operation; and multiplied the clock
frequency by the delta in TSCs. After a performance counter
triggers an SMI, the system hardware automatically saves
the current architectural state into RAM and begins execut-
ing the SMI handler. The first operation in the SMI handler
is to identify the last running process in the CPU. If the last
running process is not the target malware, only the perfor-
mance counter register for the next SMI needs to be con-
figured and exited from SMM. Otherwise, several checks are
performed. First, a check is made for newly received mes-
sages and whether a breakpoint has been reached. If there
are no new commands and no breakpoints to evaluate, the

10
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Cygwin is installed on Windows to execute these com-
mands. First, the programs are run and record their runtimes.
Next each of the four stepping methods are enabled sepa-
rately and the runtimes are recorded. SuperPI calculates 16K
digits of it, and shell scripts are used to calculate the
runtimes of the Linux commands. Table 5 shows the per-
formance slowdown introduced by the step-by-step debug-
ging. The first column specifies four different stepping
methods; the following five columns show the slowdown on
Windows, which is calculated by dividing the current run-
ning time by the base running time; and the last five columns
show the slowdown on Linux.

TABLE 5
Windows Linux
Stepping methods 7 Is ps pwd tar 7 Is ps  pwd tar

Retired far control transfers 2 2 2 3 2 2 3 2 2 2

Retired near returns

Retired taken branches

Retired instructions

30 21 22 28 29 26 41 28 10 15
565 476 527 384 245 192 595 483 134 159
973 880 897 859 704 349 699 515 201 232

25
performance counter registers are configured for the next

SMI. Table 4 shows a breakdown of the operations in the
SMI handler if the last running process is the target malware
in the instruction-by-instruction stepping mode.

TABLE 4
Operations Mean STB 95% CX
SMM switching 3.29 0.08 [3.27,3.32]
Command and BP 2.19 0.09 [2.15,2.22]
checking
Next SMI 1.66 0.06 [1.64, 1.69]
configuration
SMM resume 4.58 0.10 14.55, 4.61]
Total 11.72

Table 4 shows the mean, standard deviation, and 95%
confidence interval of 25 runs. The SMM switching time
takes about 3.29 microseconds. Command checking and
breakpoint checking take about 2.19 microseconds in total.
Configuring performance monitoring registers and SMI
stains registers for subsequent SMI generation takes about
1.66 microseconds. Lastly, SMM resume takes 4.58 micro-
seconds. Thus, embodiments herein take about 12 micro-
seconds to execute an instruction without, debugging com-
mand communication.

In order to demonstrate the efficiency of embodiments
disclosed herein, the performance overhead of the four
stepping methods is measured on both Windows and Linux
platforms. A popular benchmark program is used, SuperPI
version 1.8, on Windows and version 2.0 on Linux. SuperPI
is a single-threaded benchmark that calculates the value of
7 to a specific number of digits and outputs the calculation
time. This tightly written, arithmetic-intensive benchmark is
suitable for evaluating CPU performance. Additionally, four
Linux commands (Is, ps, pwd, and tar) are used to measure
the overhead. Is is executed with the root directory; pwd is
executed under the home directory; and tar is used to
compress a hello-world program with 7 lines of C code.
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It can be seen that far control transfer (e.g., call instruc-
tion) stepping only introduces a 2x slowdown on Windows
and Linux, which facilitates coarse-grained tracing for mal-
ware debugging. As expected, fine-grained stepping meth-
ods introduce more overhead. The instruction-by-instruction
debugging causes about 973x slowdown on Windows for
running SuperPl, which demonstrates the worst-case perfor-
mance degradation in the four debugging methods. This high
runtime overhead is due to the 12-microsecond cost of every
instruction (as shown in Table 5) in the instruction-stepping
mode. One way to improve the performance is to reduce the
time used for SMM switching and resume, operations by
cooperating with hardware vendors. Note that embodiments
herein are three times as fast as other solutions in the
single-stepping mode.

Despite a three order-of-magnitude slowdown on Win-
dows, the debugging target machine is still usable and
responsive to user interaction. In particular, the instruction-
by-instruction debugging is intended for use by a human
operator from the client machine, and the user would not
notice this overhead while entering the debugging com-
mands (for example, Read Register) on the client machine.
Achieving high transparency at the cost of performance
degradation is necessary for certain types of malware analy-
sis. Note that the overhead in Windows is larger than that in
Linux. This is because (1) the semantic gap problem is
solved differently in each platform, and (2) the implemen-
tations of the benchmark programs are different.

Embodiments herein have been explained considering
processors/CPUs with a x86 architecture, but it may be
obvious to a person of ordinary skill in the art to use any
other processor/CPU to implement embodiments as dis-
closed herein.

Embodiments herein use the terms ‘server’, ‘debugging
server’ and ‘target machine’ interchangeably and all these
terms refer to the server 202, as described herein.

Embodiments herein can run on two or more physical
machines connected by a serial cable. Embodiments herein
have been tested with popular packing, anti-debugging,
anti-virtualization, and anti-emulation techniques. The
experimental results show that embodiments herein remain
transparent against these techniques. Since embodiments
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herein run on a bare-metal machine, antivirtualization tech-
niques will no longer work on it. Additionally, embodiments
herein do not change any code or the running environments
of operating systems and applications so that normal anti-
debugging techniques cannot work against it. For example,
the debug flag in the PEB structure on Windows will not be,
set while debugging is being performed. Additionally,
experiments demonstrate that embodiments herein are able
to debug crashed kernels/hypervisors. Embodiments herein

introduce a reasonable overhead: it takes about 12 micro- 10

seconds on average to execute the debugging code without
command communication.

Moreover, popular benchmarks are used to measure the
performance overhead for the four types of step-by-step
execution on Windows and Linux platforms. The overhead
ranges from 2 to 973 times slowdown on the target system,
depending on the user’s selected instrumentation method.

Embodiments herein isolate the execution in the CPU and
the running environment of the debugger is more transparent
than those of previous systems/solutions.

Embodiments herein transparently analyze malware with
minimum footprints. Embodiments herein run potential mal-
ware in a Virtual Machine (VM) or emulator and use an
analysis program to introspect the malware from the outside
so that the malware cannot infect the analysis program.
Embodiments herein aim to increase the debugging trans-
parency, and can be used by security companies or research-
ers for malware analysis that requires high transparency. As
embodiments herein run debugging code in SMM, far fewer
artifacts are exposed to the malware, enabling a more
transparent execution environment for the debugging code
than existing approaches. Embodiments herein do not leave
artifacts introduced by the debugging functions. Embodi-
ments herein are OS-agnostic and immune to hypervisor
attacks (for example, VM-escape attacks). Compared to
existing bare-metal malware analysis, SMM has the same
privilege level as hardware. Thus, embodiments herein are
capable of debugging and analyzing kernel and hypervisor
rookits as well. Embodiments herein do not depend on
virtualization or emulation and thus, is immune to threats
targeting such environments. Embodiments herein reduce
the attack surface at the software level.

The foregoing description of the specific embodiments
will so fully reveal the general nature of the embodiments
herein that others can, by applying current knowledge,
readily modify and/or adapt for various applications such
specific embodiments without departing from the generic
concept, and, therefore, such adaptations and modifications
should and are intended to be comprehended within the
meaning and range of equivalents of the disclosed embodi-
ments. It is to be understood that the phraseology or termi-
nology employed herein is for the purpose of description and
not of limitation. Therefore, while the embodiments herein
have been described in terms of preferred embodiments,
those skilled in the art will recognize that the embodiments
herein can be practiced with modification within the spirit
and scope of the claims as described herein.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for debugging a target application having
potential malware, the method comprising

triggering a System Management Interrupt (SMI) by a
server, on receiving a triggering message from a client;

entering a System Management Mode (SMM) by the
server, on receiving at least one debugging command
from the client, wherein interrupts handled by an oper-
ating system are disabled upon entry into the SMM, and
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wherein a subsequent SMI is configured by using a
performance counter of the server;

executing debugging commands on the target application

by the server in SMM, wherein the server receives the
debugging commands from the client, the debugging
commands being executed within the SMI handler to
make operation of the server transparent to the target
application and underlying operating system; and
sending a response message by the server to the client, the
response message including information requested by a
debugging command to debug the target application.

2. The method, as claimed in claim 1, wherein the client
comprises a debugger, wherein the debugger implements at
least one of GDB (GNU Project Debugger); and IDAPro
(Interactive Disassembler).

3. The method, as claimed in claim 1, wherein triggering
the SMI by the server comprises:

rerouting a serial interrupt; and

asserting the SMI using at least one of software and

hardware.

4. The method, as claimed in claim 1, wherein executing
debugging commands comprises of using at least one of
instruction-by-instruction stepping; and retired near returns
event.

5. The method, as claimed in claim 1, wherein the method
further comprises of:

sending a breakpoint bit message by the server, on the

server hitting a breakpoint during execution; and
staying in SMM by the server until the server receives
further debugging commands.

6. A system for debugging a target application having
potential malware, the system comprising of a server and at
least one client, the system being configured to:

trigger a System Management Interrupt (SMI) by the

server, on receiving a triggering message from the
client;

enter a System Management Mode (SMM) by the server,

on receiving at least one debugging command from the
client, wherein interrupts handled by an operating
system are disabled upon entry into the SMM, and
wherein a subsequent SMI is configured by using a
performance counter of the server;

execute debugging commands on the target application by

the server in SMM, wherein the server receives the
debugging commands from the client, the debugging
commands being executed within the SMI handler to
make operation of the server transparent to the target
application and underlying operating system; and
send a response message by the server to the client, the
response message including information requested by a
debugging command to debug the target application.

7. The system, as claimed in claim 6, wherein the client
comprises a debugger, wherein the debugger implements at
least one of GDB (GNU Project Debugger); and IDAPro
(Interactive Disassembler).

8. The system, as claimed in claim 6, wherein the server
is configured to trigger the SMI by:

rerouting a serial interrupt; and

asserting the SMI using at least one of software and

hardware.

9. The system, as claimed in claim 6, wherein executing
debugging commands comprises of using at least one of
instruction-by-instruction stepping; and retired near returns
event.
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10. The system, as claimed in claim 6, wherein the system
is further configured to:
send a breakpoint bit message by the server, on the server
hitting a breakpoint during execution; and
stay in SMM by the server until the server receives further s
debugging commands.
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