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The distribution problem

A game modification can be benign at creation and unsafe by the time a user downloads it. Risks may

enter through compromised publisher accounts, altered mirrors, repackaged archives or misleading

links. The package's claimed name does not reliably describe its origin.

A useful defense focuses on the path from publisher to user, not only on the file after it arrives.

A chain of evidence

A release claim should identify the publisher, project, version, publication time and artifact digest.

Where available, verified signatures or provenance attestations can help establish who produced an

artifact and under what declared process. A checksum posted on the same untrusted mirror as the file

does not independently authenticate that mirror.

Version history can reveal unexpected changes, but a long-lived project is not automatically safe.

Attackers can exploit existing trust if a distribution account is compromised.

Common uncertainty traps

A popular download count is not a security audit. An HTTPS connection protects transport but does not

certify the content's intentions. A clean result from one reputation feed is not a guarantee, especially for

new or rare files.

Likewise, a warning about an unknown publisher is a prompt for scrutiny, not conclusive proof of

maliciousness. Security reports should separate these statements.
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Defensive assessment workflow

Record the exact source URL and any observed redirects. Capture the retrieved artifact's digest, claimed

version and publication metadata. Compare the artifact to authenticated publisher references where

possible. Inspect archive structure for components inconsistent with the declared function. Clearly mark

checks that were unavailable.

Avoid downloading and executing untrusted installers solely to complete an assessment. Static

inspection and provenance checks can inform the decision without creating unnecessary exposure.

Illustrative case

Imagine a fictional community mod published in two places. The official release has a documented

digest while a third-party mirror serves different bytes under the same version label. This mismatch

justifies investigation, but does not alone identify which copy is malicious. It may reflect repackaging, a

versioning error or tampering.

The correct result is 'artifact differs from the referenced release', with the source and digest recorded,

not an invented malware diagnosis.

Limitations and further work

This note does not report a measured rate of malicious mods or evaluate real distribution platforms. A

reproducible follow-up could compare a permissioned sample of benign release artifacts across mirrors,

with source authentication and careful treatment of legitimate packaging differences.

Provenance is not the same as harmlessness

Provenance evidence can help establish the claimed origin and production context of a release. It does

not certify that the producer made no mistakes or that a dependency is safe. A signed release can contain

vulnerable code; an unsigned community project is not automatically malicious. The defensible

question is which claims the available evidence actually authenticates.

For example, a digest obtained from an independently authenticated release channel can support a

byte-for-byte comparison with a downloaded package. A digest copied from the same unknown mirror

is weaker because the file and its checksum may share a compromised source. Report this distinction

instead of reducing it to a green or red badge.
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Minimal release-evidence record

A reproducible report can retain the declared project name, exact version, retrieval location, observation

timestamp, digest algorithm and value, publisher reference, signature or attestation status, and any

mismatches. For each field, identify whether it was directly observed, asserted by the distributor or

independently authenticated.

Unresolved redirects, missing release metadata and conflicting copies should be recorded as gaps. This

record can help future investigators reproduce a comparison without implying that the investigator

executed or certified the downloaded software.

References and further reading

These external references support background concepts. The analysis and examples above are original

to MalGuard Research; they are not attributed experiments.

• SLSA provenance specification · https://slsa.dev/spec/v1.0/provenance

• NIST SP 800-218 SSDF · https://csrc.nist.gov/pubs/sp/800/218/final


