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To my lovely boss “Miss” Lisa Edwards with thanks for sparing the time to make a guest star appearance in the last pages of this book.


A SNEAKY START
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As you launch yourself into this extraordinary book, notice that arranged within the main text there are many cunningly concealed kinds of trick messages, only you don’t see any just yet.

Hah! Did you spot it? No? We hate to tell you this but you have already read a secret message. Yes indeed, a hidden announcement of national importance was sneaked into that first sentence! It uses one of the easiest sorts of codes, but don’t worry if you didn’t see it as we’ll explain it soon.
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There are hundreds of different ways you can send a message so that it can only be read by the right person, and nearly all of them rely on math. Some codes need extremely murderous math and we’ll have a look at those later on, but the code in the first paragraph used some of the simplest math there is. If you want to decode the message, all you need to do is count to 2 but it still fooled you, didn’t it?

There are three basic ways of sending secret messages:

•   SCRAMBLED (where the order of the letters is mixed up)

•   SUBSTITUTED (where each letter is swapped for something else)

•   DISGUISED

By now you might have realized that the message in the first sentence is disguised. This means that when you read the sentence, you didn’t even realize there was a message there! If we’d started the book by saying XQ3JJF8MZ27 then you might have got a bit suspicious, but as it was, you didn’t know there was anything strange happening until we told you.
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It’s time you found out how to decode the first sentence, but do bear in mind that when you see what it says, you needn’t worry. It’s not as scary as it seems and all is in hand (we hope). Here’s that sentence again, but you’ll notice that the words are now split into groups of two.

As you – launch yourself – into this – extraordinary book – notice that – arranged within – the main – text there – are many – cunningly concealed – kinds of – trick messages – only you – don’t see – any just – yet.

Now just look at the first letter of each group. Got the message?
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Eeek! It’s the evil Gollarks from the planet Zog, but don’t panic. Just dive behind the sofa, grab the TV remote and prepare to zap anything green and slimy that approaches. The odd thing about Gollarks is that although they like to invade, causing mayhem and destruction, all it takes is one little push of the TV remote control and ping they end up doing whatever program you switched to. Today it’s “Gorgeous Gardens.”
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Special words to know








	
code:


	
A code is when you use words or signals to convey special messages. Codes don’t have to be secret, for instance MAYDAY is the well-known international code word sent out by ships or planes in trouble. (It comes from the French “m’aider” which means “help me.”) So if you get a message from a boat stuck on the rocks saying “MAYDAY,” don’t immediately start dancing round a striped flagpole waving handkerchiefs. They won’t be impressed.
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cryptic message:


	
This is the general name for any secret code—in other words any message that needs decoding before you can understand it. In this book we’ll just call cryptic messages “codes” to be simple, but you know what we mean.





	
cipher:


	
For substitution messages, the method of swapping the letters for other letters or symbols is called a cipher.





	
agent:


	
This is the person you are sending your message to. You like this person.





	
crackers:


	
These are the EVIL people such as Professor Fiendish who might get hold of your message and will work tirelessly for days and nights trying to break your code. You don’t like crackers, especially as the posh word for them is “cryptanalysts.”
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plaintext:


	
This is your uncoded message, and is usually written in lowercase letters.





	
CODETEXT:


	
This is your coded message, and is usually written in CAPITAL LETTERS.





	
algorithm:


	
This is the general method you’ve used to encode your messages. It doesn’t usually matter if the crackers know this.





	
key:


	
This is the little bit of information you need to start decoding a message. You don’t want crackers to know this.







The difference between the KEY and the ALGORITHM

The algorithm for the first sentence of this book (the one that was coded) is that the hidden message is made up from the first letters of some of the words. Even if the crackers know the algorithm, they don’t know which words in the sentence are the important ones.

The key describes exactly which words were important. For instance it could be every fourth word, or every fifth word, or perhaps every word before a comma. Crackers who know the algorithm can experiment and try to find the key, and for our first sentence it’s so simple they might get it quite quickly.

An obvious algorithm and a coded key

Here’s another sort of algorithm that is useless without a key. If you wanted to tell your agent where to find buried treasure, you could print these directions in a newspaper for anybody to read:
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This is an algorithm because it gives plenty of instructions as to what to do, but any crackers would have real problems finding the treasure because they don’t know the key! In this case, the key would say where your agent has to start walking from. If they guessed wrong and decided to start walking from skull rock, then they’d end up digging a hole in the sea. Ha! Serves them right. The good bit is that as long as the crackers don’t know where to start walking, they won’t find the treasure.

You could send the key to your agent on a postcard like this:
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The key which describes where to start has been coded in the message, just in case the crackers read the newspaper AND they manage to intercept the postcard. Once again we’ve used the first letters of some of the words on the postcard, but the key to which words we’ve used is more clever than the one we used before. Why not try to crack it yourself? To give you a clue, hidden in the message on the postcard is one of the places marked on the map! If you give in, the key is below.

Postcard key: Look at all the words ending in “e.” Read the first letter of every word that comes immediately afterwards.

The rules of codes

It doesn’t matter what sort of code you’re using, there are three important rules to remember:
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This last rule might look silly but it’s important. The whole point of codes is to work in secret; therefore, as long as you can obey rules 1 and 2, then the crazier and more misleading you can make your code and the better it is! As soon as you start obeying rules such as “keywords should only be seven letters long” or “no spelin mistaykes,” then you’re in danger of being predictable and you’ll end up breaking rule 2.

Although this book might look like it’s got lots of rules and instructions, they are only guidelines to show you how it all works. If you can think of your own methods and ignore everything here then GOOD FOR YOU. This book just shows and explains how all the codes we know about got invented, but there might be millions more codes being sent around the world that we don’t even know about! These codes are probably much better than anything we’ve got here, but as we don’t know about them we can’t be sure.

How to make sure you write your codes right!

When you write code out, if you make just one mistake then your whole message could be impossible to decode. What’s more it might even help the crackers work out what code you’re using! When people sent coded messages in the war, the one thing crackers used to dream of was a message having to be sent twice with a corrected mistake because they could compare them and unravel how the code worked. Therefore it’s very important to get your code right first time, so here’s what to do:
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