
Introduction
Top Secret: For your eyes only
Dear Francois, I was very distressed to hear that your latest beautiful portrait of me cannot be used for the foyer display at our Matinee performance next week. The sitting was your best work and really captured the aura of the play. The Prince of Wales would have loved it, and I am sure he will be as cross as I am. It is really too bad. This is, I think, the sixth photographic plate to have cracked in only two months, and I can only think that your supplier is storing them carelessly, leading to a weakness. As you know I was hoping to convince Albert that we should take the play to London for a season, and the theatre has worked so very hard to impress him. Is there no chance that you could recover the image, or perhaps, another that we could use instead for the decorations? And will you promise me that you will investigate the cause of the breakages? While I adore sitting for you, it is very hard to find the time we need to do that properly while taking care of all the minutiae involved in the day to day running of the show, and if the Prince is amenable to my proposal to return to London, then there will be even more to arrange. Dear Francois, I beg you to please at least try to rescue the image. Before I leave this letter, allow me to beg another favour. I have found another of those curious encrypted messages among the advertisements in the newspaper. I really do think it would be fun to learn to decipher them the way you do, so, as you can see, I have begun to learn, encrypting this message with a simple Caesar shift cipher to demonstrate my newfound skills. I hope you enjoy breaking the code as much as I did using it! Your loving friend, Sarah




Challenge 1 Part A

My dear Mademoiselle Bernhardt, I am sorry to tell you that despite our best efforts we have been unable to repair the damaged plate. I fear that the fumes from the adhesives we applied may have damaged it irretrievably, since even though we were able to reassemble the parts, the image is badly fogged. The timing is unfortunate, with the Prince’s visit at hand, but I believe we may be able to retrieve matters with a new sitting if you are able to find the time today. My supplier has offered me the opportunity to try a new photographic system based on a flexible, paper backed film, which should be resistant to the sort of accident to which the other image sadly succumbed. I know that you are deeply interested in the art of photography, and this would be an excellent opportunity to examine the latest innovation. Can I convince you to attend a sitting this afternoon, after the matinee?   On the matter of learning to decipher the advertisements in Le Figaro, I think you will be disappointed! The methods use to encrypt them are not sophisticated, relying on simple substitutions, numeric codes or anagrams. Moreover, the contents themselves are mostly love letters of the forlorn sort and unlikely to entertain you, though I did find one message that had been encrypted in a slightly more sophisticated way and which seemed a little out of place. If you are interested, I will bring it to the sitting this afternoon. In the meantime, I took the liberty of encoding this letter with the famous cipher of Caesar, as I know you are familiar with it.   If you are available then please do send a messenger to let me know, and I will prepare the studio.   Yours as ever,   Francois.


Challenge 1 Part B
Top Secret: For your eyes only
Dear Prof Vandiver, I received the following letter from the department, and I really don’t know what to do. I am very grateful for your support and don’t want to get you into any trouble, so I took the liberty of lightly encrypting this message to hide it from prying eyes. I know you understand my need to work. The stipend paid for teaching has not kept up with the cost of living and without the work at the agency I might have to drop out. The money is good, but on one thing I do agree with the department chair: sneaking around taking photos of employees stealing from the till is not how I want to use my time either. I could really do with some advice. Is there some better way to make ends meet? Yours, Eli PS, I might be adding two and two to get five, but is the girl who works on the till at Marcy’s the Dean’s daughter?     Dear Mr Elliot,   The Dean has asked me to write to you to remind you that students studying for a research degree in the mathematics department at the Institute are required to devote their full attention to those studies. While there is no suggestion that you are falling behind, as a senior on our programme you set a very bad example with your extra-curricular activities. Moreover, the work you have undertaken is unworthy of the profession and risks bringing the department into disrepute.   Please make arrangements to cease your external work and return to full-time research with immediate effect.   Prof Bull
This challenge closed on 14/10/2026. Please click the Official Decrypt


