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Abstract. FRAST is a TFHE-friendly stream cipher that was published at FSE 2025.
The cipher is defined over Z16, and makes extensive use of negacyclic S-boxes over Z16
as they are less costly in TFHE. Like many FHE-friendly ciphers, FRAST randomizes
some of its components to increase its security against statistical attacks. In the case
of FRAST, some S-boxes are randomized using an XOF that takes a nonce as input.
In this work, we point out a strong structural property of the full FRAST permutation,
which leads to a much simpler alternative representation of the primitive. We study
the consequences of this representation and find a weak key space of non-negligible
size (i.e., much larger than 2128) on which every ciphertext leaks one bit of plaintext.
This corresponds to a distinguishing attack on the full FRAST in the weak-key setting.
In particular, we emphasize that, apart from the structural property, the usage of
negacyclic S-boxes further leads to a much larger weak-key space for our attack.
Finally, we provide a general framework to mount a linear attack on FRAST in
the average key setting. We briefly describe our approach in the end of the paper,
and observe that standard assumptions expected to work in the context of linear
cryptanalysis do not hold in the case of FRAST: our experiments indicate that a
linear attack in the average key setting does not work as expected.
Keywords: HE-friendly cipher · stream cipher · FRAST · weak-key attack

1 Introduction
Fully homomorphic encryption (FHE) allows to perform computations (addition and
multiplication) over encrypted messages, which makes it quite appealing in privacy-
preserving applications. Although the poor performance of FHE schemes is still the
bottleneck towards wide deployments in real-world applications, it has been substantially
improved since the first proposal by Gentry [Gen09]. Specifically, computations over
encrypted messages with existing FHE schemes (e.g., BFV [FV12,Bra12], BGV [BGV14],
CKKS [CKKS17], FHEW [DM15], and TFHE [CGGI20]) are still time-consuming, and
the ciphertext expansion is also a problem since these FHE schemes are lattice-based.

To address the issue of ciphertext expansion, the so-called hybrid homomorphic encryp-
tion (HHE) or transciphering framework was proposed [NLV11]. In HHE, the client side
performs relatively easy computations while the server performs intensive computations.
The communication cost (i.e., the ciphertext expansion) between the client and server
is reduced by using a symmetric-key primitive rather than a lattice-based encryption
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algorithm to encrypt plain messages. Specifically, on the client side, a symmetric-key
primitive is used to encrypt the plain messages, and a FHE scheme is used to encrypt
the secret key once. Then, the corresponding ciphertexts as well as the encrypted secret
key are sent to the server. After receiving these, the server first performs homomorphic
decryption of the ciphertexts with the encrypted secret key. Then, it performs the required
homomorphic evaluation functions over the homomorphically decrypted results. Hence,
as the length of plain messages increases, there is almost no ciphertext expansion since
the length of the plain messages and the encrypted data sent to the server are almost the
same.

Although the issue of ciphertext expansion can be addressed with HHE, performing
homomorphic decryption of the received ciphertexts is necessary before starting the homo-
morphic evaluations. Hence, the homomorphic decryption has to be as efficient as possible
in order to improve the overall performance. This leads to the emergence of the so-called
FHE-friendly symmetric-key encryption algorithms, and many have been proposed in recent
years. Examples include block ciphers such as LowMC [ARS+15], Chaghri [AMT22], and
stream ciphers such as Kreyvium [CCF+18], FLIP [MJSC16], Rasta [DEG+18] and its vari-
ants Fasta [CIR22], Dasta [HL20], Pasta [DGH+23] and Pastav2 [GLR+24], HERA [CHK+21],
Rubato [HKL+22], Elisabeth-4 [CHMS22], FRAST [CCH+24] and Transistor [BBB+25].

Many such designs use randomized components, i.e., either randomized affine layers, or
randomized key schedules, or randomized S-boxes. Although these FHE-friendly ciphers
do significantly outperform conventional symmetric-key primitives (e.g., AES) in FHE
protocols, some do not stand the test of time or have potential weaknesses violating the
security claims. A key line of cryptanalysis in this domain is the line of algebraic attacks,
which exploits the low algebraic complexity of the cipher. Notable examples include
attacks on Rasta and Dasta [LSMI21,LSW+22], LowMC [LSMI22], Elisabeth-4 [GBJR23]
and Chaghri [LAW+23], all of which leverage the low algebraic degree of these primitives
or the sparsity of their polynomial representation. Further algebraic attacks have been
mounted on Rubato [GAH+23] and HERA [LKSM24]. Additionally, structural weaknesses
have been found in the filter function of the stream cipher FLIP [DLR16],

In this work, we continue the line of research to study the security of FHE-friendly
ciphers. In particular, we focus on the TFHE-friendly stream cipher FRAST recently
proposed at ToSC 2024 [CCH+24]. This is the first FHE-friendly symmetric-key primitive
to use randomized S-boxes in the literature. Apart from this feature, it also has a quite
large number of rounds (i.e., 40 rounds) compared with other such primitives, and it is
defined over the integer ring Z16 rather than a finite field. It shares this property only
with Elisabeth-4, which is the first FHE-friendly stream cipher defined over Z16. However,
the latter was soon broken in [GBJR23] by exploiting the fact that the least significant
bits of x, y, z are linear over F2 for the modular addition z = x + y (mod 2i) where i is a
positive integer.

1.1 Notations
In this paper, ⊞ and ⊟ represent addition and subtraction modulo 16, respectively.
We sometimes also use +, and when necessary, the modulo will be explicitly stated.
Additionally, we use a%b to denote a (mod b). Throughout this paper, vectors and
matrices are written in bold. For any vector v ∈ Zn

16, the i-th entry of v is denoted by vi,
i.e., v = (v1, . . . , vn). We also denote (e1, ..., e32) the canonical basis of Z32

16, where ei
j = 1

if i = j, and 0 otherwise.

1.2 Description of FRAST
Before proceeding, we briefly review the inner workings of FRAST, as introduced in [CCH+24].
FRAST is a stream cipher constructed using a custom block cipher operating in a variant
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of the counter mode. The cipher takes as input a 256-bit master key k ∈ Z64
16 and is

initialized with a 64-bit nonce nc ∈ {0, 1}64 and a 64-bit counter ctr ∈ {0, 1}64. The
counter is incremented with each invocation of the cipher, while the nonce remains fixed
for the duration of its use. The combined value nc||ctr ∈ {0, 1}128 is used to derive most
of the cipher’s S-boxes.

The internal block cipher consists of 40 rounds, where the r-th round is denoted by
R[k, nc||ctr, r] for 1 ≤ r ≤ 40, i.e.,

FRAST[k, nc||ctr] = R[k, nc||ctr, 40] ◦ R[k, nc||ctr, 39] ◦ · · · ◦ R[k, nc||ctr, 1] .

A 128-bit keystream block is generated by encrypting a fixed input string defined as ic =
(0, 1, ..., 15, 0, 1, ..., 15) ∈ Z32

16, i.e., the keystream is given by z = FRAST[k, nc||ctr](ic).

Round Functions of FRAST. A schematic illustration of the r-th round function
R[k, nc||ctr, r] is shown in Figure 1. Let the input and output of the r-th round be
(y(r−1)

1 , . . . , y
(r−1)
32 ) and (y(r)

1 , . . . , y
(r)
32 ), respectively. The round function R[k, nc||ctr, r]

is defined as follows:

y
(r)
i = y
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i ⊞ S

(r)
erf (y(r−1)
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Figure 1: The round function of FRAST

S-boxes of FRAST. Crucially, the 4-bit S-boxes S
(r)
erf and S

(r)
crf are not fixed for 32 out

of 40 rounds. Specifically, for rounds where r ̸= 0 (mod 5), they are generated randomly
using an eXtendable Output Function (XOF) seeded with the value nc||ctr. Since ctr
increments on each call to FRAST, a unique set of S-boxes is used in each call. For rounds
where r = 0 (mod 5), the S-boxes are fixed and identical across those rounds. They are
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denoted by Sfixed, as defined in Table 1. Rounds that use S-boxes derived from nc||ctr
are referred to as random rounds, while those using Sfixed are referred to as fixed rounds.
In total, there are 32 random rounds and 8 fixed rounds.

Table 1: The fixed S-box Sfixed used in the fixed rounds of FRAST
y 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

S(y) 0 3 5 8 6 9 12 7 13 10 14 4 1 15 11 2

Although S
(r)
erf and S

(r)
crf are randomly generated for each random round, only 4×8 = 32

random bits are required to instantiate each S-box. This is enabled by the property of
negacyclicity, designed to optimize the cipher’s implementation in TFHE. Negacyclicity
enforces that S(x ⊞ 8) = ⊟S(x) for all x ∈ Z16, which implies that only values for
x ∈ {0, . . . , 7} need to be explicitly sampled. We emphasize that there is no rejection when
sampling these S-boxes, i.e., there are no constraints on the 32 random bits to instantiate
each random S-box.

Key Schedule of FRAST. Each round key rk(r) = (rk(r)
1 , rk(r)

2 , . . . , rk(r)
32 ) ∈ Z32

16 is a
linear function of the 256-bit master key k. Specifically, the round keys rk(2i−1) and rk(2i)

for i = 1, 2, . . . , 20 are defined by rk(2i−1)||rk(2i) = M i · k, where M ∈ Z64×64
16 is a fixed

invertible matrix. For the detailed specification of M , and for a full description of the
initial security analysis of this primitive, we refer to [CCH+24].

1.3 Our Contributions
In this paper, we present a third-party cryptanalysis of FRAST. Our main contribution is
the discovery of a strong distinguishing property in the inner block cipher of FRAST— on
which all our other results are based. Indeed, it turns out that any input difference taken
in a vector space of co-dimension 2 (meaning, in a space of dimension 30) will go through
an arbitrary number of rounds with probability 1.

Needless to say, this property has strong consequences in terms of security. However,
the mode in which the inner block cipher is used to construct a stream cipher successfully
prevents some trivial attacks by injecting the counter alongside the nonce rather than
through the plaintext. As a consequence, exploiting the differential patterns we identified
turned out to require sophisticated techniques.

We first demonstrate that these differential patterns give rise to a large number
of alternative representations of (restrictions of) the round function. These structural
redundancies can be exploited in a meaningful way. Indeed, using these alternative
forms, we identify extensive families of weak keys. Specifically, out of all possible 256-
bit master keys, at least 2135+w keys lead to deterministic relations between bits in the
keystream, using an online complexity of 231.9 and a choice of nonces that induces an offline
complexity of 27(w+1). Using this weak key space, we propose a distinguishing attack in
FRAST keystream generator with advantage better than generic attack. This distinguishing
attack has been implemented on reduced round versions as a proof of concept.1

Then, we investigate the consequences of these alternative representations in terms
of linear cryptanalysis. However, the linear behaviour of FRAST turns out to be poorly
explained by state-of-the-art techniques. In the hopes to foster further research in this
direction, we present an attempt at linear cryptanalysis, and describe the mismatch
between the correlations expected based on standard arguments, and the ones we actually
observed in practice.

1The verification codes are available at https://github.com/ShibamCrS/Cryptanalysis_FRAST.git.

https://github.com/ShibamCrS/Cryptanalysis_FRAST.git
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Outline of this paper. The alternative representation of FRAST is detailed in Section 2.
Then, we describe the full-round attack in the weak key setting in Section 3. Our attempt
at linear cryptanalysis in the average key setting can be found in Section 4. Finally, this
paper is concluded in Section 5

2 Alternative Representations of FRAST
It turns out that the round function of FRAST admits many functionally equivalent
representations, i.e., there exist multiple distinct circuit structures, in the style of Figure 1,
that compute the same round function. These are consequences of a particularly strong
differential property that holds with probability 1, which we detail in Section 2.1. Then,
we present different alternative representations of FRAST, and in fact of the restriction of
FRAST to some specific subspaces, in Section 2.2. Finally, we deduce some probability 1
linear approximations in a weak key setting in Section 2.3.

2.1 A Powerful Differential Distinguisher
FRAST is built as a generalized Feistel network operating on 32 branches. However, the
specific variant used in FRAST exhibits an unusually strong property. Using the notation
from Figure 1, consider two plaintexts: (y1, . . . , y32) and (y1, y2 ⊞ δ, y3 ⊟ δ, y4, . . . , y32),
meaning a pair corresponding to the input differential (0, δ,⊟δ, 0, . . . , 0). This differential
pattern passes through the first part of the round function, namely the layer involving
S

(r)
erf , since the difference does not affect any of the S-box inputs. However, it also remains

unchanged in the second part. Indeed, the input to S
(r)
crf is the same for both plaintexts

because the summed difference is equal to 0: δ − δ = 0. As a consequence, for any δ, we
have an iterated probability 1 differential.

This pattern can be greatly generalized. The choice to place the non-zero differences
in the second and third branches is arbitrary, and many other such configurations are
possible. In fact, the following result holds.

Theorem 1 (Probability 1 iterated differentials). Let ∆ = (0, ∆2, ∆3, . . . , ∆32) be a vector
of Z32

16 such that
∑32

i=2 ∆i = 0. Then, for any input x ∈ Z32
16, key k, nonce nc, and round

number r, the following equation holds:

R[k, nc||ctr, r](x + ∆) = R[k, nc, r](x) + ∆ . (1)

In other words, the round function preserves the difference ∆ with probability 1, as
long as two linear constraints are satisfied: ∆1 = 0 and

∑32
i=2 ∆i = 0. The set of such

valid differences forms a subspace of dimension 30 over Z16, meaning Theorem 1 applies
to 2120 distinct input differences out of all 2128 possible.

2.2 Describing Alternative Representations
Representing a Restriction. To get a better understanding of Theorem 1, we describe in
this section an alternative representation of the round function of FRAST. For this purpose,
we divide one round of FRAST into two steps: the expanding step and the compressing
step. Then, we apply each step on a state (x1, . . . , x32), and study how it modifies the
specific pair (x1,

∑32
k=2 xk).

• Expanding step. This step is defined as

(x1, . . . , x32) 7→ (x1, x2 ⊞ Serf(x1 ⊞ rk2), . . . , x32 ⊞ Serf(x1 ⊞ rk32)) .
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After this step, the pair (x1,
∑32

k=2 xk) becomes(
x1,

32∑
i=2

(xi ⊞ Serf(x1 ⊞ rki))
)

=

x1,

32∑
i=2

xi ⊞
32∑

j=2
Serf(x1 ⊞ rkj)

 .

• Compressing step. This step is defined as

(x1, . . . , x32) 7→
(

x1 ⊞ Scrf

( 32∑
k=2

xk ⊞ rk1

)
, x2, . . . , x32

)
.

After this step, the pair (x1,
∑32

k=2 xk) becomes(
x1 ⊞ Scrf

( 32∑
k=2

xk ⊞ rk1

)
,

32∑
k=2

xk

)
.

Now, if we consider F1 : x 7→
∑32

j=2 Serf(x⊞rkj) and F2 : x 7→ Scrf (x⊞ rk1), then it is clear
from the above discussion that one round R[k, nc||ctr, r] of FRAST acts on (x1,

∑32
k=2 xk)

as two rounds of a two-branch Feistel with round functions F1 and F2. If we denote this
two branch Feistel as g[k, nc||ctr, r], and if we let L(x1, . . . , x32) = (x1,

∑32
k=2 xk), then

L ◦ R[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, . . . , x32) = g[k, nc||ctr, r] ◦ L(x1, . . . , x32) .

This two-branch Feistel structure is represented as the two leftmost branches in Figure 2.
Recall that (e1, ..., e32) is the canonical basis of Z32

16. Using it, we reframe this finding
as follows: the subspace with basis (e1,

∑
k>1 ek) is stable under the round function of

FRAST, and said restriction can be seen as a two-branched Feistel network.
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Figure 2: An alternative representation of a restriction of the FRAST round function.
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Considering Other Restrictions. Another important observation is that after one round
of FRAST, for 2 ≤ i ≤ 32, xi is mapped to xi ⊞ S

(r)
erf (x1 ⊞ rk(r)

i ), which only depends on
the coordinates x1 and xi of the input. We will show that this observation allows the
description of highly structured alternative representations of the whole FRAST, and also
of its restrictions to other spaces.

In its original definition, the round functions are defined using the canonical basis
(e1, . . . , e32) of Z32

16. Let us write the equations defining FRAST over other bases. For all
2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32, we introduce a subspace of Z32

16 defined by the basis

B(i,j) =
(

e1,

32∑
k=2

ek, ei − ej

)
.

Over the corresponding subspace of dimension 3, the input differences ∆ that satisfy the
conditions of Theorem 1 take the form (0, 0, δ), meaning that the non-zero coordinates
lie only in the last coordinate. We then define an alternative representation of the round
function as follows:

Ralt[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2, x3) = (g[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2), f(i,j)[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x3)) .
(2)

Here, the function g[k, nc||ctr, r] corresponds to the two-branch Feistel structure we
defined earlier, i.e. it can be decomposed into two parts as follows

g[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2) = g2[k, nc||ctr, r] ◦ g1[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2) ,

where g1 and g2 are such that

g1[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2) =
(

x1, x2 ⊞
32∑

i=2
S

(r)
erf (x1 ⊞ rk(r)

i )
)

g2[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x2) =
(

x1 ⊞ S
(r)
crf (x2 ⊞ rk(r)

1 ), x2

)
.

The last output coordinate (the rightmost one in Figure 2) is then defined as:

f(i,j)[k, nc||ctr, r](x1, x3) = x3 ⊞ S
(r)
erf

(
x1 ⊞ rk(r)

i

)
⊟ S

(r)
erf

(
x1 ⊞ rk(r)

j

)
. (3)

This structure mirrors the choice of the basis B(i,j), where the last vector is expressed as a
difference between two standard basis vectors. Thus, the relationship between the original
round function R and its alternative representation Ralt is captured by the fact that they
commute with a specific linear mapping:

L ◦ R[k, nc, r](x1, . . . , x32) = Ralt[k, nc, r] ◦ L(x1, . . . , x32) , (4)

where L is the linear transformation mapping the canonical representation of vectors to
the alternative representation. As a result, the subset (z1,

∑32
k=2 zk, zi ⊟ zj) of the output

of the full FRAST cipher can be equivalently expressed using:

L ◦ FRAST[k, nc||ctr] = Ralt[k, nc||ctr, 40] ◦ · · · ◦ Ralt[k, nc||ctr, 1] ◦ L .

Remark 1. If the round function had included a final swap between branches — such
as the branch rotation commonly used in many generalized Feistel networks — then the
iterative structure underlying these alternative representations would no longer hold. It
is therefore reasonable to attribute this structural vulnerability to the absence of such a
swap. However, whether introducing a swap would be sufficient to eliminate the issue
entirely remains an open question.
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2.3 Probability 1 Linear Approximations
As a consequence of the observation above, the alternative representation can be used to
construct a linear approximation of the round function. Consider the structure depicted in
Figure 2 with respect to B(i,j). Let x(r−1), x(r) ∈ Z3

16 denote the input and output vectors
of Ralt at round r. From the definition of f(i,j) in Equation (3), we have:

x
(r)
3 = f(i,j)[k, nc||ctr, r](x(r−1)

1 , x
(r−1)
3 )

= x
(r−1)
3 ⊞

(
S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
i )⊟ S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
j )
)

.

Now suppose the round key satisfies rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j . In that case, the two S-box inputs
are identical, and the subtraction cancels out, leading to: x

(r)
3 = x

(r−1)
3 . If this condition

holds for every round r ∈ [1, 40], we obtain the following invariant over 40 rounds of the
alternative representation: x

(40)
3 = x

(0)
3 . Translating this result back to the canonical basis

(i.e., undoing the change of basis), if x(40) = L(y(40)) and x(0) = L(y(0)), then we find the
following relation in the input and output values of 40-round FRAST:

y
(40)
i ⊟ y

(40)
j = ici ⊟ icj ,

where (ici, icj) are the corresponding coordinates of the initial input, which is public. In
particular, we have the following linear relation:

y
(40)
i + y

(40)
j = ici + icj (mod 2) , (5)

which we will use in the attack. This relation holds for any choice of nc||ctr, provided
the condition rk(r)

i = rk(r)
j is satisfied for all rounds. For the remainder of the paper, given

an alternative representation (i.e., a fixed basis B(i,j)), we refer to any master key that
satisfies the corresponding conditions as a weak key with respect to that representation.

3 Refined weak key Attack on Full FRAST
As established in Section 2.3, any master key satisfying the weak key conditions leads to
a deterministic full-round distinguisher. The central goal of this section is therefore to
demonstrate that the space of such weak keys is large enough so that the probability of a
randomly chosen key being weak exceeds 2−128. We believe that if the number of weak
keys exceeds 2128, the attack becomes more practically relevant and exposes a meaningful
structural vulnerability in the cipher, as discussed at the end of this section.

The above analysis given in Section 2.3 indicates that whatever Serf is, it is always
possible to add 4 bit conditions on round keys at each round to construct a deterministic
full-round distinguisher. However, this attack will require the 4× 40 = 160 bit conditions
to be satisfied by the round keys. First, assume that these conditions are independent. As
there are

(31
2
)

possible choices of B, we can have
(31

2
)

alternative representations. Hence,
there are

(31
2
)

different sets of weak keys, and each set is about 2256−160 = 296. If the
intersection of each set is small enough compared with 296, the weak key space size is
estimated as (

31
2

)
· 2256−160 =

(
31
2

)
· 296 < 2128.

How to further enlarge the weak key space so that a weak key is used with probability
higher than 2−128? In the following, we will describe three methods to do this.
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3.1 Exploiting the Negacyclic Property of Random S-boxes
As already stated, there are 32 rounds of FRAST where random S-boxes are used. In
particular, each random S-box is a negacyclic function over Z16. Hence, Lemma 1 will be
useful to reduce the number of conditions on round keys for the random rounds.

Lemma 1. For a negacyclic function S
(r)
erf over Z16 which satisfies

∀x ∈ Z16 : S
(r)
erf (x) = ⊟S

(r)
erf (x⊞ 8) ,

and for any δ ∈ {0, 8}, the following holds:

∀x ∈ Z16 : S
(r)
erf (x⊞ δ)− S

(r)
erf (x) = 0 (mod 2) . (6)

Proof. The proof is rather simple:

• If δ = 0, then it is clear that S
(r)
erf (x⊞ δ)⊟ S

(r)
erf (x) = 0. In particular, the equality

also holds modulo 2.

• If δ = 8, then by negacyclicity we have S
(r)
erf (x ⊞ δ) ⊟ S

(r)
erf (x) = ⊟2 · S(r)

erf (x) = 0
(mod 2).

Specifically, for any round Ralt[k, nc||ctr, r] and for any B(i,j), we have

x
(r)
3 = f(i,j)[k, nc||ctr, r](x(r−1)

1 , x
(r−1)
3 )

= x
(r−1)
3 ⊞

(
S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
i )⊟ S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
j )
)

= x
(r−1)
3 +

(
S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
i ) + S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
j )
)

(mod 2) . (7)

Thus, if rk(r)
i ⊟ rk(r)

j ∈ {0, 8} then (according to Lemma 1) we have the following important
consequence: x

(r)
3 = x

(r−1)
3 (mod 2). Therefore, instead of imposing the 4 bit conditions

rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 16) for each random round, we only need to impose 3 bit conditions by
exploiting the negacyclic property of the random S-boxes. However, the condition for the
8 fixed rounds remain the same. In this way, there are still

(31
2
)

different sets of weak keys,
and each set is of size

2256−32·3−8·4 = 2128. (8)
If the intersection of these sets is small enough, the weak key space size is estimated as(

31
2

)
· 2128 > 2128.

3.2 Generating Weak Random S-boxes with Chosen Nonce
As is clear in our weak key attack, for any r-th round Ralt and for any three-branch
structure B(i,j), Equation (7) holds. It implies that x

(r)
3 = x

(r−1)
3 (mod 2) provided that

rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 16). If S
(r)
erf (x) is a negacyclic function, the condition can be improved

to rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 8). Both cases have been discussed above. Are there other methods
that can further relax the condition? In the following, we describe the second method to
enlarge the weak key space.

During each random round, each negacyclic function S
(r)
erf (x) over Z16 is randomly gen-

erated by an XOF seeded with nc||ctr. Moreover, due to the negacyclic property, only the
values of S

(r)
erf (0), S

(r)
erf (1), . . . , S

(r)
erf (7) are randomly sampled, and S

(r)
erf (8), S

(r)
erf (9), . . . , S

(r)
erf (15)

are accordingly determined. Hence, 32 random bits are required to specify each random
4-bit S-box S

(r)
erf (x). With this in mind, we define a weak random S-box as follows:
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Definition 1 (Weak S-box). We say that the r-th round random S-box S
(r)
erf is weak if it

satisfies the following condition:

S
(r)
erf (0) = S

(r)
erf (1) = . . . = S

(r)
erf (7) (mod 2), (9)

The negacyclic property imposes that if Equation (9) holds, then we have that

∀x ∈ Z16 : S
(r)
erf (x) = ⊟S

(r)
erf (x⊞ 8) =⇒ S

(r)
erf (x) = S

(r)
erf (x⊞ 8) (mod 2).

and thus:

S
(r)
erf (0) = S

(r)
erf (1) = . . . = S

(r)
erf (7) = S

(r)
erf (8) = S

(r)
erf (9) = . . . = S

(r)
erf (15) (mod 2).

A random negacyclic S-box is weak with probability 2−8+1 = 2−7, meaning each random
S-box is a weak S-box in our weak key attack with probability 2−7. If a weak random
S-box S

(r)
erf (x) is used at the r-th round then we have

∀x(r−1)
1 , rk(r)

i , rk(r)
j ∈ Z16 : S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
i ) + S

(r)
erf (x(r−1)

1 ⊞ rk(r)
j ) = 0 (mod 2).

Hence, there is no need to add conditions on the round key at this round, and the following
deterministic iterative relation is still preserved:

x
(r)
3 = x

(r−1)
3 (mod 2).

This motivates the following definition of weak key, taking into account the possibility for
an attacker to find weak S-boxes for w random rounds.
Definition 2 (Weak key). Let 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32, and I ⊂ {r ∈ N | 1 ≤ r ≤ 40, r ̸= 0
(mod 5)}, |I| = w. We say that k is a weak key for branches i, j and weak S-boxes at
rounds r for r ∈ I if:

∀1 ≤ r ≤ 40, r = 0 (mod 5), rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j , and

∀1 ≤ r ≤ 40, r ̸∈ I, r ̸= 0 (mod 5), rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 8) .

In particular, when k is a weak key for branches i, j and a subset I, and the nonce and
counter are chosen such that S

(r)
erf is weak whenever r ∈ I, we have that

x
(0)
3 = x

(40)
3 (mod 2) .

Counting the Number of Weak Keys and Possible Combinations. In the following, we
denote the number of rounds featuring weak S-boxes by w where w ≤ 32. Thus, the weak
key condition must apply on 32− w random rounds, and must still apply on 8 full rounds.
For each of the

(31
2
)

choices of branches i, j, there is a set of weak keys of size

2256−(32−w)·3−8·4 = 2128+3w. (10)

This indicates that even if there is only one random S-box satisfying Equation (9), i.e.,
w = 1, then a weak key occurs with probability higher than 2−128.

Complexity to Generate Each Combination of w Weak S-boxes. The generation of
weak S-boxes can be done offline, as it is only related to nc||ctr which is input to the
XOF. For each combination, w S-boxes are required to be weak and their positions are
fixed. As a weak S-box occurs with probability 2−7, the offline complexity to generate w
weak S-boxes for w pre-determined random rounds is 27w. Furthermore, to reduce the
false-positive probability of our distinguisher, we check whether the 1-bit relation holds for
ϵ independent keystreams. For a random function, the probability that the 1-bit relation
holds for ϵ independent keystreams is 2−ϵ. We set ϵ = 128 in order to obtain a negligible
false-positive probability. Thus, for each set of weak keys, the offline complexity of the
attack is ϵ · 27w and the online complexity is ϵ ·

(31
2
)
.
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3.3 Add Key-recovery Rounds
The weak key space can be further increased by a factor of 27 at the cost of increasing
the complexity of the online phase. In the previous analysis, we have stated that there
are several sets of weak keys and the sets are divided according to the choice of w rounds
instantiated with weak S-boxes. In this basic attack, to detect whether a weak key is
used, we simply test whether there exists a three-branch structure with B(i,j) such that
x

(40)
3 = x

(0)
3 (mod 2) always holds for ϵ tests. This test can be improved by involving a

key-recovery strategy, which is our third method. In other words, in our third method, we
not only improve the weak key space, but also recover partial key bits.

Specifically, in the key-recovery attack on full FRAST, we assume that rk(1)
i ̸= rk(1)

j

(mod 8) at the first round and rk(40)
i ̸= rk(40)

j at the last round2. Note that the first round
is instantiated with random S-boxes, while the last round is instantiated with the fixed
S-box. Assume that we have found ϵ different nc that can cause w weak S-boxes at the
same pre-determined w random rounds where the first round is not included. This is done
offline and the complexity is still ϵ · 27w.

At the online phase, for each nc||ctr, we get an output of the form y(40). At first we
rewrite it using an alternative basis x(40) = L(y(40)). Thus, we obtain: (x(40)

1 , x
(40)
2 , x

(40)
3 ).

Then, we guess (rk(1)
i , rk(1)

j , rk(40)
i , rk(40)

j , rk(40)
1 ) where

rk(1)
i ̸= rk(1)

j (mod 8), rk(40)
i ̸= rk(40)

j .

Therefore, there are about 220 candidates to guess (in fact, slightly less than 220 candidates).
For each guess, we want to compute x

(1)
i and x

(39)
i ) so that we can check if x

(1)
i = x

(39)
i

(mod 2). We compute x
(1)
i and x

(39)
i as follows:

x
(1)
3 = x

(0)
3 ⊞

(
S

(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
i )⊟ S

(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
j )
)

(11)

x
(39)
1 = x

(40)
1 ⊟

(
Sfixed(x(40)

2 ⊞ rk(40)
1 )

)
x

(39)
3 = x

(40)
3 ⊟

(
S

(1)
erf (x(39)

1 ⊞ rk(40)
i )⊟ S

(40)
erf (x(39)

1 ⊞ rk(40)
j )

)
. (12)

If weak round keys are used in the middle 38− w rounds, for the correct guess of the 20
key bits, the following relation

x
(1)
3 = x

(39)
3 (mod 2) (13)

always holds for any nc||ctr. However, due to the special form of Equation (13), there are
more than one correct keys left. We call equivalently correct keys. For other key guesses,
Equation (13) will hold with probability 2−1, and hence it holds for ϵ tests with probability
2−ϵ. Again, in our setting, ϵ = 128.

Equivalently Correct Keys. From Equation (11), it is clear that guessing (rk(1)
i , rk(1)

j ) =
(v0, v1) ∈ Z2

16 and (rk(1)
i , rk(1)

j ) = (v1, v0) ∈ Z2
16 are equivalent and will result in the same

value for x
(1)
3 (mod 2). This similarly applies to the guess of (rk(40)

i , rk(40)
j ) for computing

x
(39)
3 . In other words, if the guess (rk(1)

i , rk(1)
j , rk(40)

i , rk(40)
j ) = (v0, v1, v2, v3) always leads

to (13) for ϵ chosen nonces, it is redundant to test the following 3 candidates

(v0, v1, v3, v2), (v1, v0, v2, v3), (v1, v0, v3, v2)
2If assuming rk(1)

i = rk(1)
j (mod 8) and rk(40)

i ̸= rk(40)
j , this will be a similar key-recovery attack where

the last round is used for key recovery. If assuming rk(1)
i ̸= rk(1)

j (mod 8) and rk(40)
i = rk(40)

j , only the
first round is used for key recovery. If both hold, no need to add key-recovery rounds.
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since the 4 candidates cannot be distinguished by (13). This reduces the key space to guess
by a factor of 4, but also increases the candidates left for the correct key by a factor of 4.

Moreover, as S
(1)
erf (x) is a negacyclic function satisfying ∀x ∈ Z16 : S

(1)
erf (x) = ⊟S

(1)
erf (x⊞

8), we have ∀x ∈ Z16 : S
(1)
erf (x) = S

(1)
erf (x⊞ 8) (mod 2). Therefore, we only need to guess

(rk(1)
i , rk(1)

j ) = (v0, v1) satisfying 0 ≤ v0, v1 < 8. This is because after guessing such a
(v0, v1), we also get(

S
(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
i ) + S

(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
j )
)

=
(

S
(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
i ⊞ 8) + S

(1)
erf (x(0)

1 ⊞ rk(1)
j ⊞ 8)

)
(mod 2) .

In other words, the following 4 candidates for (rk(1)
i , rk(1)

j ) cannot be distinguished by (13):

(v0, v1), (v0 ⊞ 8, v1), (v0, v1 ⊞ 8), (v0 ⊞ 8, v1 ⊞ 8).

As a consequence, this further reduces the key space to guess by a factor of 4, but also
further increases the number of candidates for the correct key by a factor of 4. In summary,
due to the equivalently correct key for Equation (13), we do not need to exhaust about
220 candidates. Instead, only fewer than 216 candidates need to be tested.

Complexity Evaluation. The complexity of the offline phase is ϵ · 27w = 27w+7. The
online complexity is 216 · ϵ ·

(31
2
)

= 223 ·
(31

2
)
. There are still

(31
2
)

sets of weak keys, and
each set is of size

2256−(31−w)·3−7·4 = 2135+3w.

This increases the number of weak keys by a factor of 27 compared with the second method
under the same value of w. The offline complexity remains the same as for the second
method, but the online complexity of the third method increases by a factor of 216.

Experimental Validation on Reduced-Round FRAST. To provide a proof of concept for
our theoretical framework, we conducted an experimental verification of the key-recovery
attack on a 10-round version of FRAST, (8 random and 2 fixed rounds). In our experiments,
we set w = 2 and applied the techniques for enlarging the weak key space via the negacyclic
properties discussed above. The implementation successfully recovered a total of 20 bits of
the round key: 8 bits from the initial round and 12 bits from the final rounds. This result
shows the validity of our proposed distinguisher. A complete Rust implementation of our
experiment is available at https://github.com/ShibamCrS/Cryptanalysis_FRAST.git,
with detailed instructions in the accompanying README file.

3.4 The Number of Weak Keys
In the above analysis, we assume that each condition

rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 16) or rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 8)

reduces the weak key space by a factor of 24 and 23, respectively. Is this a reasonable
estimate? In this section, we will address this issue.

First, according to the key schedule of FRAST, each round key nibble rk(r)
i is represented

by a linear polynomial over Z16 in the master key k = (k1, k2, . . . , k64) ∈ Z64
16. Moreover,

rk(r)
i = rk(r)

j (mod 8) is equivalent to

rk(r)
i ⊟ rk(r)

j = 0 or rk(r)
i ⊟ rk(r)

j = 8.

https://github.com/ShibamCrS/Cryptanalysis_FRAST.git
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Hence, all conditions can be written as a set of linear equations in (k1, k2, . . . , k64) over
Z16.

For the three-branch structure with B(i,j), we consider the case where there are 40
conditions specified in (14), i.e., note that this corresponds to increasing weak keys with
the negacyclic property of the random S-boxes.

rk(r)
i ⊟ rk(r)

j = δr, δr =
{

0, if r ≡ 0 (mod 5),
0 or 8, otherwise.

(14)

The linear equation system over Z16 corresponding to these 40 conditions is denoted by

Mi,j · k = b (mod 16), (15)

where Mi,j ∈ Z40×64
16 is the coefficient matrix, and b ∈ Z40

16 is parameterized by δ =
(δ1, . . . , δ40) ∈ Z40

16. Note that b can take 232 possible values since there are 32 random
rounds.

Studying the weak key set for the three-branch structure with B(i,j) is equivalent to
studying the solution space of the linear equation system (15). If the equation system is
defined over a finite field, computing the rank of Mi,j is enough. However, (15) is over
the integer ring Z16. Even if Mi,j is of full rank, i.e., all rows are linearly independent
over Z16, it does not necessarily mean that there are 1664−40 = 296 solutions for any b.

The Number of Solutions to Equation (15). For each Mi,j , we use Gaussian elimination
to find 40 columns that can form an invertible square matrix over Z16, and denote the
matrix formed by these 40 columns of Mi,j by M left

i,j ∈ Z40×40
16 . The matrix formed by

the remaining 64− 24 columns of Mi,j is denoted by M right
i,j ∈ Z40×24

16 . Specifically, after
applying Gaussian elimination to M left

i,j to obtain its reduced row echelon form, it can
become the identity matrix. It is found that for each possible (i, j), it is always possible to
find such an invertible square matrix M left

i,j . This implies that the number of solutions to
Equation (15) is exactly 296+32 = 2128. Specifically, the equation can always be rewritten
as

M left
i,j · kL = b′ −M right

i,j · kR (mod 16), (16)

where kL ∈ Z40
16, kR ∈ Z24

16. Since the matrix[
M left

i,j

∣∣∣ M right
i,j

]
is obtained by permuting the columns of Mi,j ,

(
kL

kR

)
and b′ are obtained by permuting

the rows of k and b, respectively. Note that b′ can take 232 possible values, while kR can
take 1624 = 296 possible values. As M left

i,j is invertible over Z16, there are in total 2128

solutions to k.
The above analysis also indicates that the number of solutions is 2128+3w if removing w

equations from (16) with the second method, and that the number of solutions is 2135+3w

if removing w + 2 equations from (16) with the third method. Hence, the claim for the
size of each set of weak keys in the above analysis is correct.

Intersection Between Different Sets of Weak Keys. If the intersection between different
sets of weak keys is small enough compared with each set, after applying the third method,
it is reasonable to claim that the total number of weak keys is about(

31
2

)
· 2135+3w = 2143.9+3w.
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Indeed, we can interpret the intersection between two different sets of weak keys
from the perspective of the solutions to a larger linear equation system. For two sets
corresponding to the coefficient matrices Mi,j and Mi⋆,j⋆ where (i, j) ̸= (i⋆, j⋆), the
intersection between the two sets corresponds to the solutions to the following linear
equation system: (

Mi,j

Mi⋆,j⋆

)
· k =

(
b
b⋆

)
(mod 16),

where
(

b
b⋆

)
can take 264 possible values. However, as can be observed, compared with

the case where one set of weak keys is studied, the number of equations to consider here
is doubled. Hence, even if there are solutions to this linear equation system, the number
is too small compared with 2128. To partially verify this, for all

((31
2 )
2

)
= 107880 possible

combinations, we have checked that the number of solutions is smaller than 100 when
the right-hand side is set to zero. Hence, we believe that it is reasonable to estimate the
number of weak keys as 2143.9+3w. Or we can simply use a conservative estimate, that is,
we could consider only the number of weak keys in each set, which is a lower bound on the
number of weak keys, i.e., the lower bound is 2135+3w.

3.5 Distinguishing Attack on FRAST Keystream Generator
We now present our distinguishing attack on the FRAST keystream generator, where it
is treated as a Pseudo-Random Function (PRF). The foundation of our attack is the
deterministic linear relationship from Equation (5), which, as established in Section 2.3,
holds for any key belonging to the weak key class. Based on this property, we construct a
deterministic distinguisher, D, which interacts with a challenger oracle. The Challenger
and the full algorithm for D are provided in Algorithm 1 and Algorithm 2, respectively.
We note that the master key k used by the challenger is randomly chosen by the challenger
and is fixed throughout the duration of the distinguishing game.

Algorithm 1 Challengerk

Require: x = nc||ctr
Ensure: A keystream in Z32

16
1: Samples b← {0, 1} uniformly at random;
2: if b = 1 then
3: return FRAST[k, x]
4: end if
5: return a random value in Z32

16

Complexity Analysis. Here we summarize the complexity of the attack. The attack
consists of an offline pre-computation phase and an online phase. The pre-computation
phase involves key-independent computation, with its time complexity denoted by Tprecomp.
The online phase includes computations performed after the first query, measured in bit
operations and table lookups, and the time complexity of this phase is denoted by Tonline.

• Pre-computation Phase: The goal of this phase is to construct a set Xweak
containing ϵ inputs x = nc||ctr such that each of these inputs induce a weak
S-box (as defined in Section 3.2) at w predetermined random rounds. The repetition
parameter ϵ is chosen to filter the false positive cases in the online phase. The
generation of weak S-boxes can be done offline, as it is only related to nc||ctr which
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Algorithm 2 Deterministic Distinguisher D
Ensure: A binary value χ

1: Precompute a set Xweak of weak nc||ctr of size ϵ as discussed in Section 3.2;
2: Define a binary array γ of size

(32
2
)

indexed by (i, j) for 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32, initialized to 1
3: for x = nc||ctr ∈ Xweak do
4: query x to get yx = Challengerk(x) ∈ Z32

16;
5: for all 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32 do
6: if yx,i ⊟ yx,j ̸= (ici ⊟ icj) (mod 2) then ▷ Checking Equation (5) for B(i,j)
7: γ[(i, j)] = 0
8: end if
9: end for

10: end for
11: for all 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32 do
12: if γ[(i, j)] = 1 then
13: return 1
14: end if
15: end for
16: return 0

is input to the XOF. Given that a weak S-box occurs with probability 2−7, finding
a single nc||ctr that gives weak S-boxes for w rounds requires approximately 27w

evaluations of the XOF. To construct the full set Xweak of ϵ different nc||ctr such
that each leads to w weak S-boxes at the same w random rounds has a complexity
of Tprecomp = ϵ · 27w evaluations of the XOF.

• Online Phase: During the online phase, the distinguisher queries each of the
ϵ inputs from Xweak to the challenger. For each response, it checks the linear
relation across all

(31
2
)

possible three-branch structures B(i,j). The total online time
complexity is therefore Tonline = ϵ ·

(31
2
)
. Furthermore, if the key recovery is added

(as discussed in Section 3.3), the online time complexity increases by a factor of 216,
i.e., Tonline = ϵ · 216 ·

(31
2
)
.

The memory complexity is to store ϵ different nc||ctr which is negligible. A summary of
these complexities for various choices of w, considering scenarios both with and without
the final round key recovery, is provided in Table 2.

Distinguishing Advantage. The advantage of our distinguisher D is its ability to distin-
guish the real world (where the challenger uses FRAST) from the ideal world (where the
challenger returns random outputs). In the real world, if the challenger’s key k is a weak
key corresponding to some structure B(i,j), the following linear relation holds for all ϵ tests

x
(40)
3 = x

(0)
3 (mod 2) =⇒ y

(40)
i + y

(40)
j = y

(0)
i + y

(0)
j = ici + icj (mod 2) ,

and D outputs 1. If k is not a weak key, the relation behaves randomly, and the probability
of it holding for all ϵ queries for any single structure is 2−ϵ. On the other hand, in the
ideal world, the challenger’s outputs are random, so the probability of the linear relation
holding for all ϵ queries for any given structure is also 2−ϵ.

Let pweak be the probability that a randomly chosen master key belongs to a weak key
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Table 2: Complexity of the distinguishing attack for various numbers of weak S-boxes w.

w Tprecomp Tonline Adv(D) Last Round
Key Recovery

13 298
215.86 2−80.14

no17 2126 2−68.14

14 2105
231.86 2−70.14

yes17 2126 2−61.14

space. Thus, the total distinguishing advantage of D is given by

Adv(D) := Pr
k

[D outputs 1 | b = 1]− Pr
k

[D outputs 1 | b = 0]

=
(

31
2

)(
pweak + (1− pweak) · 1

2ϵ
− 1

2ϵ

)
=
(

31
2

)
pweak

(
1− 1

2ϵ

)
≈
(

31
2

)
pweak,

for a sufficiently large ϵ (e.g., ϵ = 128). The calculated complexities and corresponding
advantages are detailed in Table 2. We can also consider ϵ = 256 with slight increases in
the complexities.

Discussion and Implications. Since the FRAST specification does not define a formal
security model against distinguishing attacks, we establish the following metric for success:
our attack is considered meaningful if its advantage surpasses that of a generic attack
with the same online complexity on a 128-bit key cipher, i.e., Adv(D) > Tonline/2128. The
advantage of generic attack is 2−112 or 2−96 depending on whether we consider the last
round key recovery. Our distinguisher achieves advantages over the generic attack for a
wide range of values of w, some of them are shown in Table 2.

Furthermore, we can strategically select the parameter w to balance the attack’s trade-
offs. To equalize the offline pre-computation cost Tprecomp with Tonline/Adv(D), we can
set 27+7w ≈ 27(31

2
)
· 2128−3w (with no key recovery step), which yields an optimal value of

w = 13, and 27+7w ≈ 27+16(31
2
)
· 2128−3w (with key recovery step), which yields an optimal

value of w = 14. Also, if we aim to maximize the probability that a weak key occurs, we
can choose w = 17. In this case, the pre-computation complexity is 2126, and a weak key
occurs in each set with probability 2−68.14 or 2−61.14 depending on whether we consider
the last round key recovery.

3.6 Distinguishing Attack on FRAST Keystream Generator In a Multi-
User Setting

We now extend our analysis on FRAST to the multi-user setting, a standard model for
evaluating the security of cryptographic primitives when deployed at scale [BBM00]. In
this scenario, an adversary’s goal is to distinguish FRAST keystreams generated from a
PRF for at least one of many users, each of whom possesses an independently and randomly
generated key. This model is particularly relevant for weak key attacks, as the adversary’s
probability of encountering at least one weak key increases with the number of users.

Our multi-user attack is a natural generalization of the distinguisher presented in
Section 3.5. In that setting, we interact with a challenger, ChallengerMU, and construct a
new distinguisher against it, DMU, as detailed in Algorithm 3 and Algorithm 4, respectively.
The set of keys for all users, K = {k1, . . . , kNuser}, is sampled once at the beginning of the
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game and remains fixed throughout. The challenger, upon receiving a query for a user u,
will use the corresponding key ku in the real world to generate the keystream.

Algorithm 3 ChallengerKMU

Require: (u, x) where x = nc||ctr
Ensure: A keystream in Z32

16
1: Samples b← {0, 1} uniformly at random;
2: if b = 1 then
3: return FRAST[ku, x]
4: end if
5: return a random value in Z32

16

Algorithm 4 Deterministic Distinguisher DMU

Ensure: A binary value χ
1: Precompute a set Xweak of weak nc||ctr of size ϵ as discussed in Section 3.2;
2: for u = 1, . . . , Nuser do
3: Define a binary array γ of size

(32
2
)

indexed by (i, j) for 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32, initialized
to 1

4: for x = nc||ctr ∈ Xweak do
5: query x to get yx = ChallengerKMU(u, x) ∈ Z32

16;
6: for all 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32 do
7: if yx,i ⊟ yx,j ≠ (ici ⊟ icj) (mod 2) then ▷ Checking Equation (5) for B(i,j)
8: γ[(i, j)] = 0
9: end if

10: end for
11: end for
12: for all 2 ≤ i < j ≤ 32 do
13: if γ[(i, j)] = 1 then
14: return 1
15: end if
16: end for
17: end for
18: return 0

The complexity of the offline pre-computation phase, which involves finding the set
Xweak, is identical to the previous attack: Toffline = ϵ·27w evaluations of the XOF. Note that
we can amortize the cost of finding Xweak and use it for multiple users (like in Hellman’s
time memory trade-off attacks [Hel80]). However, the online complexity increases, scaling
linearly with the number of users to Tonline = Nuser · ϵ ·

(31
2
)

(or Tonline = Nuser · ϵ · 216 ·
(31

2
)

when key recovery is included).
Finally, as the user keys are sampled randomly, the distinguishing advantage of DMU is

also increased by the number of users, i.e., the probability that one user out of Nuser has a
weak key follows a geometric probability distribution with parameter

(31
2
)
· pweak. This

yields Adv(DMU) = 1− (1−
(31

2
)
· pweak)Nuser . Thus, taking Nuser ≃ 2/

(31
2
)
· pweak, we get

distinguishing advantage close to 1− e−2 ≃ 0.85. The complexities and number of users for
several tradeoffs are given in Table 3. We observe that we can achieve an advantage close
to 1 for a number of users as low as 262.14, and we still have Adv(DMU) > Tonline/2128.
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Table 3: Complexity of the distinguishing attack for various numbers of weak S-boxes w
and numbers of users Nuser.

w Nuser Tprecomp Tonline Adv(DMU) Last Round
Key Recovery

13 281.14 298 297
0.85 no17 269.14 2126 285

14 271.14 2105 2103
0.85 yes17 262.14 2126 294

4 An Attempt at Linear Cryptanalysis

In this section, we present a general framework for the linear cryptanalysis of ciphers that
employ randomized S-boxes, with a specific application to FRAST. Our primary objective
was to mount a key-recovery attack in the average key setting. However, our investigation
revealed that several common assumptions underpinning statistical cryptanalysis do not
hold for our attack, a phenomenon we detail in Section 4.4. Although the attack was
ultimately unsuccessful in the average key setting, we believe our findings are valuable and
important to report for two main reasons. First, the formalism we develop for analyzing
linear properties over randomized components (Section 4.2) is interesting for future research
into similar cryptographic designs. Second, the failure of the attack itself is insightful, as
it shows the limits of commonly made statistical assumptions.

4.1 Linear Cryptanalysis Over Non-binary Rings

Linear cryptanalysis, first introduced by Matsui to attack the FEAL block cipher [MY92],
is an important known-plaintext attack. The core principle of this statistical method is
to exploit an approximate linear relationship between plaintext, ciphertext, and key bits.
Once such an equation is found, it can be used to make a guess at some of the key bits.

The original framework for linear cryptanalysis was developed over the binary field F2.
We assume the reader is familiar with the basic principles of linear cryptanalysis over the
binary field F2. Here, we begin by generalizing this concept to non-binary rings and recall
some background. For simplicity, we restrict ourselves to the rings Zt of integers modulo t.
Following the approach in [BSV07], we use a primitive t-th root of unity, ζt = ei2π/t, to
define the correlation of a function F : Zm

t → Zn
t for given input and output masks b ∈ Zm

t

and a ∈ Zn
t :

CF (a, b) = 1
tm

∑
x∈Zm

t

ζ
a·F (x)−b·x
t .

Note that in the case where t = 2, we get ζ2 = −1, and CF (a, b) is simply the normalized
Walsh transform of F , as in binary linear cryptanalysis.

In general, we study key-alternating ciphers Ek : Zn
t → Zn

t that are of the form

Ek = kR +R(R) ◦ · · · ◦ R(1) , where R(r)(x) = R(x + kr−1) .
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In that setting, the linear correlation of Ek with masks a, b is as follows:

CEk(a, b) = ζaR·kR
t ·

∑
ar∈Zn

t , 1≤r≤R−1
a0=b, aR=a

R∏
r=1

CR(r)
(ar, ar−1)

= ζaR·kR
t ·

∑
ar∈Zn

t , 1≤r≤R−1
a0=b, aR=a

R∏
r=1

CR(ar, ar−1) · ζar−1·kr−1
t .

We call a sequence of masks b = a0 ⇝ a1 ⇝ · · · ⇝ aR = a a linear trail, and define the
correlation of the trail as

ζ

∑R

r=0
ar·kr

t ·
R∏

r=1
CR(ar, ar−1) .

The objective of linear cryptanalysis is to find masks a, b such that |CEk(a, b)| is sufficiently
large over random k. Since the exact computation of this value is generally infeasible,
cryptanalysts often rely on heuristics, the most common of which is the dominant trail
assumption, which states that there exists a linear trail b = a0 ⇝ a1 ⇝ · · ·⇝ aR = a such
that: ∣∣CEk(a, b)

∣∣ ≃ R∏
r=1

∣∣CR(ar, ar−1)
∣∣ ,

i.e., the cipher’s correlation is well-approximated by the correlation of a single, dominant
linear trail. We will use this assumption throughout the next subsections.

While computing the correlation CR(a, b) for a generic function is hard, for SPN or
Feistel-based designs it decomposes into a more manageable form. The propagation of
linear masks through a round function is based on its layers and there are known trail
propagation rules for various cases (detailed for the non-binary case in [BSV07, Section3.2]),
with the S-box layer being the most critical. A key implication of these propagation rules
is that the correlation of one round function can be expressed as the product of the
correlations of its individual S-boxes:

CR(a, b) =
∏

S−box j

CSj (aj , bj)

for some masks aj , bj . We call an S-box active if its correlation is not 1. This means the
correlation of round function is effectively the product of the correlations of all its active
S-boxes:

CR(a, b) =
∏

active S−box j

CSj (aj , bj)

and consequently the correlation of a trail is of the form:

R∏
r=1

∏
active S−box j

at round r

|CSr,j (ar,j , br,j)| .

Up to reindexing the active S-boxes, we can also write it as a product over the active
S-boxes through all rounds: ∏

active S−box i

|CSi(ai, bi)| .
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4.2 Extending linear attacks on ciphers with random S-boxes
In this section, we present a general framework for doing linear attacks on ciphers with
randomized components, and in particular, public randomized S-boxes. The setting is as
follows: we have a family of Feistel (or SPN) block ciphers (Ek,IV)k∈K,IV∈{0,1}n . Those
ciphers all share the same structure (i.e., the same key schedule, linear layer for an SPN
and same branch rotations for a Feistel), but the S-boxes S depend on the initialization
vector IV. The adversary can choose the IV for each query but not the plaintext itself,
which may be fixed to a constant (e.g., IC).

To understand the challenges this model presents, let us first recall the standard
setting with fixed S-boxes. A linear trail whose active S-boxes Si have masks ai, bi and
corresponding key ki as input will have correlation of the form:

c =
∏

active S−box i

CSi(ai, bi) · ζbi·ki
t .

An adversary can detect this correlation by computing an empirical linear correlation over
Ndata ≈ 1/|c|2 known plaintexts, which is defined as:

ĉ = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

ζ
a·Ek(xu)−b·xu

t .

In this case, with non-negligible probability we have that |ĉ| ≥ |c|/2, allowing us to
distinguish Ek from a random permutation.

This approach fails when the S-boxes are randomized and change at each call to the
ciphe. Here, the trail’s correlation c becomes a function of the IV used for each query:

c(IV) =
∏

active S−box i

CSi(IV)(ai, bi) · ζbi·ki
t .

This dependence on IV introduces two critical problems. First, a trail that is dominant
for one IV may not be for another. Second, and more fundamentally, the correlations
c(IVu) are complex numbers whose argument or phase may vary depending on the IV. To
overcome these challenges, we introduce a two-part strategy. The first problem, ensuring
trail dominance, can be tackled by selecting a trail that activates a minimal number of
S-boxes, so that other trails activate much more S-boxes and thus have lower correlation.
To this technique, we add a pre-computation step of a set of “good” IVs, for which this
trail’s correlation magnitude is maximized. On the other hand, the second challenge
requires an additional term in the definition of ĉ. Indeed, taking the expectation of ĉ over
random choices of xu would give:

Ex(ĉ) = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

Exu

(
ζ

a·Ek,IVu (xu)−b·xu

t

)
≃ 1

Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

c(IVu) .

When there is no dependence on IV, this simply gives Ex(ĉ) = c. However, in the case
where the complex arguments of the correlation c(IV) differ from each other, they may
simply cancel each other out based on destructive interference of the arguments. This
motivates the introduction of the following phase correction function:

g(IV) =
∏

active S−box i

sgn
(

CSi(IV)(ai, bi)
)

= sgn(c(IV)) ·
∏

active S−box i

ζbi·ki
t ,

where sgn(ρeiθ) = eiθ for ρ > 0, θ ∈ R and sgn(0) = 0. Then, we define the corrected
empirical correlation ĉ as:

ĉ = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

ζ
a·Ek,IVu (xu)−b·xu

t · g(IVu) .
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This way, we have that:

Ex(ĉ) = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

Exu

(
ζ

a·Ek,IVu (xu)−b·xu

t

)
· g(IVu)

≃ 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

c(IVu) · sgn(c(IVu)) ·
∏

active S−box i

ζbi·ki
t

= 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1
|c(IVu)| ·

∏
active S−box i

ζbi·ki
t .

The phase correction function g then allows the trails for the different IV to all go in the
same direction instead of canceling each other.

4.3 The Case of FRAST
We now apply the general framework discussed in the previous sections to FRAST. For our
analysis, we use the alternative representation of the cipher defined in Section 2.2), with
branches i, j. The linear trail we will exploit is the iterated trail:

(0, 0, a)⇝ (0, 0, a)⇝ · · ·⇝ (0, 0, a) .

The trail is illustrated in Figure 3. Setting ∆S
(r)
ij (x) = S

(r)
erf (x ⊞ ∆k

(r)
ij ) ⊟ S

(r)
erf (x) and

∆k
(r)
ij = rk(r)

i ⊟ rk(r)
j , we get that this trail has correlation:

R∏
r=1

C∆S
(r)
ij (a, 0) .

0 0 a

⊞
rk

(r)
j 0

⊞
rk

(r)
i ⊟ rk

(r)
j

S
(r)
erf

S
(r)
erf

⊟
a

C∆Sij (a, 0)

⊞

⊞

⊞

rk
(r)
32

rk
(r)
2

⊞ ⊞

S
(r)
erf

...

S
(r)
erf

S
(r)
crf

rk
(r)
1

⊞⊞

0 0 a

Figure 3: Iterated linear trail for FRAST.

Note that in that case, the trail’s correlation has a non-trivial dependency on the secret
key. This dependency arises because each function ∆S

(r)
ij is itself a function of the round
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key difference ∆k
(r)
ij = rk(r)

i ⊟ rk(r)
j . As a consequence, the function g is redefined as a

function of both the IV and the key k:

g(IV, k) = sgn
(

R∏
r=1

C∆S
(r)
ij (a, 0)

)
,

and will depend on the key materials ∆k
(r)
ij = rk(r)

i ⊟ rk(r)
j . Thus, we will have to guess

them while computing the empirical correlation ĉ. The outline of the attack is as follows:
1. Take Tprecomp nonces and compute the corresponding random S-boxes. Keep Ndata

nonces according to some criteria specified later.

2. Query these Ndata nonces to get (y(R)
i , y

(R)
j ) where

y
(R)
i = (y(R)

i,1 , . . . , y
(R)
i,Ndata

), y
(R)
j = (y(R)

j,1 , . . . , y
(R)
j,Ndata

).

For the u-th nonce, (y(R)
i,u , y

(R)
j,u ) denote the output keystream words at the i-th and

j-th branches. In addition, y
(1)
i,u , y

(1)
j,u, y

(R−1)
i,u , y

(R−1)
j,u denote the outputs at the i-th

and j-th branches after 1 round and R− 1 rounds, respectively.

3. Guess some key material in the external rounds to obtain

(y(1)
i,u , y

(1)
j,u, y

(R−1)
i,u , y

(R−1)
j,u ),

i.e., as in our key-recovery attack in the weak key setting. In addition, guess
tr = rk(r)

i ⊟ rk(r)
j for the internal rounds where 2 ≤ r ≤ R− 1.

4. For each guess, compute a “corrected” empirical correlation defined as

ĉ = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

g (Su, t2, . . . , tR−1) · ζa·x̃u
16 .

where ζ16 = e2iπ/16 is a primitive 16-th root of unity, a ∈ Z16 is a mask, g is a “phase
correction” function, and x̃u is the value of the difference

x̃u = (y(R−1)
i,u ⊟ y

(R−1)
j,u )⊟ (y(1)

i,u ⊟ y
(1)
j,u)

after having removed the first and last round according to the key guess at the first
and last rounds. If the key guesses at the first and last rounds are correct, then we
have

x̃u =
R−1∑
r=2

S(r)
u (x(r)

1,u ⊞ rk(r)
i )⊟ S(r)

u (x(r)
1,u ⊞ rk(r)

j ) .

5. Keep the key guesses that give correlation greater than some threshold.

Precomputation Step. In our attack, we have selected our Ndata nonces in order to
maximize, for each nonce, the expected linear potential (ELP) over the R−2 middle rounds,
i.e. the quantity

R−1∏
r=2

Etr∈Z16

(∣∣∣CS(r)(x⊞tr)⊟S(r)(x)(a, 0)
∣∣∣2) .

The precomputation time Tprecomp can be evaluated based on the probability, taken over a
random choice of S-boxes S(r), that this quantity is larger than a threshold τ2, i.e.

R−1∏
r=2

Etr∈Z16

(∣∣∣CS(r)(x⊞tr)⊟S(r)(x)(a, 0)
∣∣∣2) ≥ τ2 .

Let p≥τ2 be that probability, so that the precomputation time is Tprecomp = Ndata/p≥τ2 .
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On The Function g. For the phase correction function g, we let, under a guess of tr for
rk(r)

i ⊟ rk(r)
j :

g (Su, t2, . . . , tR−1) = sgn
(

R−1∏
r=2

CS
(r)
u (x⊞tr)⊟S

(r)
u (x)(a, 0)

)
.

This function has been chosen so that, under the right key guess (which we denote t)3, the
expectation of the empirical correlation becomes:

c = E(x
(r)
1,u)1≤u≤Ndata

2≤r≤R−1

(ĉ) = 1
Ndata

Ndata∑
u=1

R−1∏
r=2
|CS(r)

u (x⊞tr)⊟S(r)
u (x)(a, 0)| . (17)

Finally, we let a key candidate pass the statistical test when |ĉ|2 ≥ (1− ε)τ2, where τ2 is
the threshold we used in the precomputation step.

4.4 Limits of the Assumptions Made
We tried to implement our attack on a version of FRAST reduced to 5 rounds. We made the
tradeoffs between the precomputation and online phase so that both take approximately
the same time. By guessing the first and last round keys in the key recovery, the attack’s
success relies on the statistical behavior of the three internal rounds, which use randomized
S-boxes. We made the following standard hypotheses from statistical cryptanalysis:

The right key hypothesis: For the correct key guess, the empirical correlation of the trail
will converge to its theoretical expected value, |c|, as defined in Equation (17).

The wrong key hypothesis: For any incorrect key guess, the empirical correlation will be
negligible, effectively behaving as noise centered around zero.

Following established methodologies [BSV07], we set the decision threshold and data
complexity to ensure that, with a probability of at least 90%, the correct key would be
identified while nearly all incorrect keys would be discarded. However, our experiments
produced an unexpected outcome: while the right key consistently passed the filter, a
non-negligible fraction of wrong keys did so as well, contradicting the theoretical predictions.
This discrepancy prompted a systematic investigation into the potential failure points of
our underlying assumptions. We examined four primary areas:

The precomputation step: We verified that this step successfully generated S-boxes with
the expected correlation distributions. It is therefore an unlikely source of the
anomaly.

The right key hypothesis: In all our experiments, the correct key guess produced a corre-
lation that surpassed the threshold. This shows that our right key assumption is
realistic.

The independence of the round keys: This assumption (which is common in statistical
attacks) seems reasonable in our case. Indeed, our precomputation step poses no
conditions on the values of the random Scrf . Thus, the XOF randomizes the inputs
given to the Serf differences that appear after the random rounds. The only remaining
places where round independence could not hold is after fixed round. We however
do not think it is sufficient to explain our phenomena.

3It means that the guessed key material for the first/last rounds and the key difference at the middle
rounds are correct.
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The wrong key hypothesis: The fact that a significant number of incorrect keys survived
the statistical filter strongly suggests that this hypothesis is the point of failure.
Thus, we tried to simulate the correlations we get in the case of wrong key guesses.
To simplify, we focus on the case where we guessed correctly the keys of round 1, 3, 4
and 5, but guessed a wrong key for round 2. In that case, we get the right state after
round 1 and before round 5, so that we can compute the quantities:

ζa·x̃u
16 =

4∏
r=2

ζ
a·
(

S(r)
u (x

(r)
1,u⊞rk(r)

i
)⊟S(r)

u (x
(r)
1,u⊞rk(r)

j
)
)

16 .

We then multiply it with g(IVu, t2, t3, t4) =
∏4

r=2 sgn(CS
(r)
u (x⊞tr)⊟S

(r)
u (x)(a, 0)), where

tr = rk(r)
i ⊟ rk(r)

j for r = 3, 4 (right key guess for rounds 3 and 4), t2 our (wrongly
guessed) second round key, and take the expectation over random x

(r)
1,u, 2 ≤ r ≤ 4.

This gives

sgn
(

CS
(2)
u (x⊞t2)⊟S

(2)
u (x)(a, 0)

)
·CS(2)

u (x⊞t′
2)⊟S(2)

u (x)(a, 0) ·
4∏

r=3

∣∣∣CS(r)
u (x⊞tr)⊟S(r)

u (x)(a, 0)
∣∣∣

where t′
2 = rk(2)

i ⊟ rk(2)
j . Finally, computing the expectation over random tr, r = 3, 4

and 1 ≤ u ≤ Ndata allows to estimate the empirical correlation ĉ we would get after
having correctly guessed the keys at all rounds except round 2, where the actual
key difference is t′

2 and we guessed t2. In that setting, our wrong key assumption
implies that we should have negligible biases for all pairs t2, t′

2 except when t2 = t′
2.

When running actual experiments on our precomputed S-boxes, we observed that
those quantities have nontrivial biases for some values of t2 ̸= t′

2. This is the most
plausible explanation for our failure in performing linear cryptanalysis.

We leave as an open problem a proper explanation of this phenomenon, which, so far, has
remained outside of our grasp.

5 Conclusion

The inner tweakable block cipher within the FRAST stream cipher has a very strong
structural flaw, making it feasible to find a simpler and weaker alternative representation.
However, the mode in which this block cipher is used prevents a trivial use of this structural
property for cryptanalysis. Still, we have used these alternative representations to find a
large weak key space on the full primitive, which is made even larger by the negacyclic
property of the random S-boxes.

In the average key setting, we made a first attempt at linear cryptanalysis by describing
a general framework to work around the fact that new random S-boxes are generated at
each call to the cipher. However, when applying it to a reduced version of the primitive,
we observed that some wrong key assumptions did not hold. We think that an interesting
open problem would be to have a deeper understanding of the phenomena we observed, and
to mount a working linear cryptanalysis. This would provide a better understanding of the
security margin of FRAST in this setting. Perhaps even more importantly, the gap between
the theoretical and observed behavior in FRAST highlights the limits of the state-of-the-art
on the linear cryptanalysis of non-binary ciphers, which could have consequences beyond
the specifics of FRAST.
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