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In twin-field quantum key distribution the two communicating parties, Alice and Bob, each send a weak
coherent pulse to a third party stationed between them. The key bits are generated by interference be-
tween these pulses, with the results communicated to Alice and Bob. We consider optimized strategies
for eavesdropping on the communication built upon state discrimination and quantum non-demolition
measurements. We find that the best strategy comprises a two-step process but that even this does not
compromise the security of the protocol. © 2019 Optical Society of America
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1. INTRODUCTION

Quantum key distribution (QKD), the most mature of the
fledgling quantum technologies, has been demonstrated in a
variety of technical settings [1–7]. Practical implementations
include communication using optical fiber [8–11], free-space line
of sight communications [12–14] and, most recently, satellite-
based quantum communication [15, 16]. A strong motivation
for developing satellite QKD is the necessarily limited range
of terrestrial schemes: the use of optical fiber, in particular, is
inevitably constrained by absorption losses that, due to the na-
ture of quantum states, cannot be compensated by amplification.
Attempts to overcome this difficulty have inspired lively activity
in the development of quantum repeaters [17, 18] and quantum
memories [19, 20].

Protocols for QKD follow a variety of patterns. In the earliest
and simplest scheme one party, Alice, sends light pulses along a
quantum channel to a receiving party, Bob. The light will usually
be in the form of weak coherent pulses or heralded photons,
although other schemes are also possible. Another possibility
is to use a third party positioned between Alice and Bob who
either prepares entangled photons for transmission to Alice and
Bob, who receive one each or, as suggested for measurement-
device-independent QKD, receives and measures light sent by
Alice and Bob [21–23]. Networks with multiple communicating
parties are also possible [24, 25].

In twin-field QKD both Alice and Bob prepare and send weak
coherent pulses of light, each with a mean photon number of sig-
nificantly less than one, to a central point operated by a central
server [26]. This character was named ‘Charlie’ in the origi-
nal paper but we prefer ‘Severus’ as Charlie has already been
assigned numerous other roles in QKD protocols. In contrast

to measurement-device-independent schemes, Severus needs
to record just a single photocount and relay the result of this
detection to Alice and Bob. The concept is that Alice and Bob
each sends ‘half a photon’, or rather a corresponding probabil-
ity amplitude, to Severus who combines these and performs a
simple measurement, the result of which he sends to Alice and
Bob. Naturally the scheme will be secure only if Severus and
any other eavesdropper cannot access the shared key generated
by Alice and Bob. To demonstrate this it suffices to consider just
the strategies available to a dishonest S Eve rus, who plays the
role traditionally assigned to the eavesdropper, Eve.

An important advantage of this scheme is that each of Alice
and Bob’s pulses travels only half the distance between them
and hence suffers a significantly smaller loss than it would in a
single-transmission scheme in which Alice sends pulses of light
to Bob [26].

We present, first, an idealized account of a somewhat simpli-
fied twin-field QKD protocol and the principles on which the
security is based. Ultimately, a security proof must allow for a
technologically advanced Severus to perform the best eavesdrop-
ping strategy allowed by quantum theory. Security proofs to
date have been based on information theory and evaluating key
rates [26–28]. We complement these by determining a range of
optimized strategies and evaluate their efficacy. In particular, we
obtain an optimal single-shot measurement, i.e. the best attack
when Severus is not able to make multi-mode, joint measure-
ments. The result sheds new light on the security of the protocol.
It also fits with a growing interest in security analysis under
various restrictions on an eavesdropper [29, 30]. We also give an
upper bound on the information gain when joint measurements
are allowed. The approach given is rather different from security
arguments based on entanglement purification. It is an open

http://dx.doi.org/10.1364/ao.XX.XXXXXX
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question whether there is any connection. We conclude with
some important practical considerations that might affect an
experimental realization of the protocol.

2. TWIN-FIELD PROTOCOL

Let us turn to the basic protocol for twin-field QKD and start
with operation as intended with no eavesdropping and an hon-
est Severus. We neglect also, at this stage, the losses that occur in
transmission and due to the finite efficiency of Severus’s detec-
tors. Alice and Bob, in each time slot for communication, prepare
a weak coherent pulse of light and imprint upon it the phase 0,
π/2, π or 3π/2, chosen at random and with equal probabilities.
They send these pulses to Severus through optical fibers. The
lengths of these fibers need to be carefully controlled both so that
the pulses arrive at Severus at the same time and also so that the
phases acquired by the pulses on propagation are known and
can be adjusted by Severus. This means that Severus receives
from each party and in each time slot a coherent-state pulse for
the form |αeinπ/2〉, with mean photon number |α|2 � 1. We
note that such a scheme has been employed successfully for
quantum fingerprinting [31, 32] and to establish quantum digi-
tal signatures [33]. The use of such states has been considered,
also, for direct (Alice to Bob) QKD [34]. Twin-field QKD as
originally introduced uses global phase randomization between
Alice and Bob [26]; other techniques such as decoy states are
also discussed elsewhere [27, 28]. The simplified version of the
protocol discussed here is sufficient for our purposes.

Severus is required to combine the two weak pulses on a
50:50 beam splitter as depicted in Figure 1. He then records pho-
todetection events either at detector A (agree) or D (disagree).
Owing to the weakness of the pulses, many time slots will pro-
duce no detections, but on those occasions when an event is
recorded, Severus announces A or D to Alice and Bob. Very
occasionally both of Severus’s detectors will register counts but
such events are simply discarded , as they cannot be used to
construct shared bits.

Fig. 1. Severus combines Alice and Bob’s coherent pulses on a
beamsplitter. If Alice and Bob have used the same basis then
one of the outputs will be in the vacuum state, with all of the
light going to the other output.

Alice and Bob generate a random key from the sequence of As
and Ds announced by Severus as follows. Alice and Bob assign

a bit value to their encoding phases: n = 0, 1 and n = 2, 3 corre-
sponding, respectively, to the bit values 0 and 1. Alice and Bob
announce in each time slot for which Severus has announced
A or D, whether the real, |α〉 or | − α〉, or the imaginary, |iα〉 or
| − iα〉, basis was used and they keep only those slots for which
they have both chosen the real or the imaginary basis. Finally, Al-
ice and Bob’s bit values should agree if Severus has announced A
and disagree if Severus announced D. When Severus announces
D one of the communicating parties, Bob, simply flips the corre-
sponding bit value and the two key strings generated by Alice
and Bob should now agree. These possibilities are summarized
in Table 1. The secrecy of the communication between Alice
and Bob is then established, in common with existing protocols,
by checking for errors, followed by a process of privacy ampli-
fication. As in other QKD protocols, the existence of errors is
associated with dishonest or eavesdropping activity.

Table 1. The possible outcomes for ideal operation of the pro-
tocol. Only those cases in which Alice and Bob agree on their
choice of basis are included, the remaining eight possibilities
are simply discarded.

Alice Bob Severus Bit value agreed

|α〉 |α〉 A 0

|α〉 | − α〉 D 0

|iα〉 |iα〉 A 0

|iα〉 | − iα〉 D 0

| − α〉 | − α〉 A 1

| − α〉 |α〉 D 1

| − iα〉 | − iα〉 A 1

| − iα〉 |iα〉 D 1

A crucial question to address is whether a dishonest Severus
can defeat the protocol by sharing the key bits without introduc-
ing errors into his announcements to Alice and Bob of A and
D. To understand the problem facing Severus, let us write the
product states for Alice and Bob’s pulses in the photon number
basis, recalling that the mean photon number is very much less
than one. It suffices to consider only those states in which both
Alice and Bob chose the real basis (n = 0, 2) or the imaginary
basis (n = 1, 3) as only these can contribute to the final key. We
find

|αeinπ/2, αeinπ/2〉 ≈ |0, 0〉+ einπ/2
√

2α|+〉
|αeinπ/2,−αeinπ/2〉 ≈ |0, 0〉+ einπ/2

√
2α|−〉, (1)

where |0, 0〉 is the two-pulse vacuum state and |±〉 are the single-
photon entangled states 2−1/2(|1, 0〉 ± |0, 1〉). To announce cor-
rectly A or D, Severus needs to perform a measurement in the
|±〉 basis, but the required key-bit is contained in the incom-
patible basis given by the superposition of these states with
the two-mode vacuum. It follows, in common with other ap-
proaches to QKD, that a dishonest Severus has to fight against
complementarity.

Furthermore, keeping double click events will not help
Severus. Firstly, these events are very rare. Secondly, these
events are not useful for constructing shared bits. Moreover,
for Severus to try and use the double clicks, he would need to
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risk incorrectly announcing agree or disagree, which would nec-
essarily introduce errors into the announcements to Alice and
Bob.

The argument presented in the preceding paragraph is indica-
tive of security and information-theoretic security proofs exist
in the literature [26, 27]. Nevertheless, an analysis of the attacks
available to Severus can offer some insight into the security and
assumptions of the protocol. We address this point more fully
in the following section, but give here a further indication of
Severus’s difficulties. We might start by conceding that if there
are two or more photons present then this could be used to
Severus’s advantage. The probability for two or more photons
to be present is, for small mean photon number, simply 2|α|4,
which is proportional to square of the mean photon number. We
can make this arbitrarily small by reducing the intensities of
Alice and Bob’s pulses. Privacy amplification will suppress the
small amount of information leaked to Severus in this way. The
remaining task for Severus is to do as well as possible in discrim-
inating between the eight states in Equation (1). We may note
that these are a multiply symmetric set of states [35] and hence
we know that a square-root measurement [7, 36–39] will identify
the state with the minimum probability of error, Perror ≈ 7

8 −
|α|
2

which for small |α| is only marginally better than guessing.
There is a far better strategy that is open to a technologically

advanced Severus, one who can perform a first measurement to
decide whether to announce A or D and a second to determine
the bit-value only after Alice and Bob have revealed their basis
choice. The best initial measurement available to Severus is a
three-element POVM (or POM) with the probability operators

π̂A = K|0, 0〉〈0, 0|+ |+〉〈+|
π̂D = K|0, 0〉〈0, 0|+ |−〉〈−|
π̂X = (1− 2K)|0, 0〉〈0, 0|, (2)

for which Severus announces A, D or nothing respectively. Here
K is a positive number between 0, corresponding to the behavior
of an honest Severus, and 1

2 , for which Severus makes an an-
nouncement for every time slot. Adopting this strategy necessar-
ily introduces errors into the announcements made by Severus,
with each such announcement, of A or D, being incorrect with
probability

PDA error =
K

2(K + |α|2) (3)

and so to avoid detection by Alice and Bob, K needs to be small,
ideally much less than |α|2.

Following Severus’s announcement of A or D Alice and Bob
announce their basis choices and Severus can then use this ad-
ditional information to inform his subsequent measurement of
the bit value. For definiteness let us consider a case in which
Severus has announced (correctly) A and Alice and Bob selected
the real basis. This leaves Severus with the task of discriminating
between the two states

|ψ0〉 =
1√

K + 2|α|2
(
√

K|0, 0〉+
√

2α|+〉)

|ψ1〉 =
1√

K + 2|α|2
(
√

K|0, 0〉 −
√

2α|+〉), (4)

as modified from the states given in Equation (1) by Severus’s
measurement. The minimum probability of error in distinguish-
ing between these two states is

Perror =
1
2
−
√

2K|α|
K + 2|α|2 . (5)

This takes the value zero if K = 2|α|2. In this case Severus will
have the potential key bit, but will necessarily reveal his activity
through significant errors in the announcements made to Alice
and Bob: PDA error =

1
3 .

A more complete assessment of the possible strategies avail-
able to Severus requires the introduction of a range of general-
ized measurements, in particular, unambiguous measurement
[7, 38–42], which we consider in the following section.

3. OPTIMIZED MEASUREMENTS AVAILABLE TO
SEVERUS

The security of any QKD protocol must be tested against the best
measurements possible, ideally to a technologically advanced
eavesdropper and establishing this requires the introduction of
generalized measurements [43]. In pursuit of the best strategy it
suffices to treat, simply, the actions open to a dishonest Severus,
as Severus can perfom any action that is also open to an eaves-
dropper. We note that treating Severus as an unreliable agent is
an essential feature of this study, for if Alice and Bob fully trust
Severus then a simpler procedure would be to establish separate
keys between Alice and Severus and between Bob and Severus.
We consider four optimized strategies and for each determine
the way in which Severus’s probability for success scales with
the mean photon number.

A. Minimum error discrimination between the signal states
The simplest strategy, at least conceptually, is for Severus to
attempt to discriminate, with minimum error, between the states
sent by Alice and Bob. He might try simply measuring Alice
and Bob’s pulses separately. We note that a single-shot measure-
ment of such phase-shifted coherent states, albeit a non-optimal
one, has been reported recently [44]. This means discriminating
between the four coherent states, |α〉, |iα〉, | − α〉 and | − iα〉.
These form a symmetric set and it follows that the minimum-
error measurement is the square-root measurement [37], with
the POVM comprising the four elements

πn =
1
4

ρ−1/2|αeinπ/2〉〈αeinπ/2|ρ−1/2

ρ =
1
4

3

∑
n=0
|αeinπ/2〉〈αeinπ/2|. (6)

For this measurement strategy we find that the probability of
correctly determining the state is

Perror = 1−
3

∑
n=0

1
16
〈αeinπ/2|πn|αeinπ/2〉 ≈ 3

4
− |α|

2
, (7)

to lowest order in |α|. It follows that the probabilty for Severus
to correctly identify both of the pulses is ( 1

4 + |α|
2 )2 ≈ 1

16 + |α|
4 .

Clearly this strategy results in a high probability of error and
will result in numerous occasions on which Severus will send to
Alice and Bob the incorrect assignment, A or D.

A somewhat superior minimum-error strategy would be to
ignore those situations in which Alice and Bob used different
bases for their pulses and to concentrate on the remaing eight
two-pulse signal states that Alice and Bob would seek to use
to establish a secret key. These are the states listed in Table 1.
For this multiply-symmetric set the square-root measurement is
again optimal [35] and we find that the minimum-error proba-
bility is

Perror =
7
8
− |α|

2
, (8)
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as may be found simply by applying the square-root measure-
ment to the eight approximate states given in Equation 1. Equiv-
alently the probability that Severus correctly identifies the state
and so both sends the correct signal to Alice and to Bob and also
learns the bit value is only 1

8 + |α|
2 .

B. Unambiguous discrimination between the signal states
A more subtle approach to the problem is to use unambiguous
state discrimination, which gives only correct answers at the cost
of giving, sometimes, an ambiguous but clearly identified an-
swer [7, 38–42]. The advantage of this approach for a dishonest
Severus is that he can simply send a no detection statement to
Alice and Bob on those occasions when his measurement gives
an inconclusive result. The use of such strategies for quantum
eavesdropping was suggested long ago by Peres [45].

Let us begin, as with the minimum-error strategies above,
with a direct attempt to determine which of the four possible
coherent states were sent by Alice and Bob. The problem, then,
is to determine, without error, which of the four coherent states,
|α〉, |iα〉, | − α〉 and | − iα〉, is present. To construct such a mea-
surement we need to find a state-vector for each of these states
that is orthogonal to each of the others; the measurement opera-
tors (POVM elements) are constructed from these, completed by
a fifth measurement operator corresponding to the ambiguous
or undetermined result. There is a known least upper bound
for the probability, PD, of successfully determining, amongst a
symmetric set, the state without error [46]. For the case at hand
this reduces to

PD ≤ min
r

3

∑
n=0

(−i)nre|α|
2(in−1), (9)

where r = 0, 1, 2, 3. For our case, it suffices to consider the limit
of small |α| for which this expression simplifies to

PD ≤
2
3
|α|6, (10)

which is proportional to the third power of the mean photon
number and hence is very small. We can trace this dependence
on |α| to the need to construct four orthogonal states, one corre-
sponding to unambiguously identifying each of the four states.
It follows that we need to work with the four-dimensional space
spanned by the first four photon number states and the prob-
ability associated with the last of these, |3〉, is proportional to
|α|6.

Instead of determining, unambiguously, both Alice and Bob’s
signal states, it might be better to restrict the set to the eight
two-pulse states, given in Equation (1), that can contribute to
the key generated by Alice and Bob. The fact that there are
eight states to discriminate between tells us that we we need
measurement operators corresponding to orthogonal states in
an eight-dimensional state space. There is one two-pulse state
with no photons, two states with a single photon, and three
with two photons. To reach the required eight dimensional
space we require, as a minimum, two further states and these
must come from the three-photon states. The latter arise with
probability proportional to |α|6 and it follows that a successful
unambiguous discrimination among these eight states occurs
with a probability proportional to |α|6.

It is clear that measuring Alice and Bob’s pulses separately,
either with minimum error probability or unambiguously, does
not provide an effective eavesdropping strategy.

C. Two-stage measurements
Let us consider a more technologically advanced, but dishonest,
Severus, one who can perform a first non-destructive measure-
ment with which to decide whether to send to Alice and Bob A
or D, then store the light and perform a second measurement, to
determine the key bit only after Alice and Bob have revealed the
basis used.

The first measurement carried out by Severus is to determine
which signal, A or D, to send to Alice and Bob. From the setup
in Figure 1 it is clear that the natural way to achieve this is
by measuring the photon number, for it is detection of light in
output A (D) accompanied by the absence of light in output D
(A) that correctly identifies the signal to be sent to Alice and
Bob. The minimum action required by Severus is to measure, in
each of the outputs from the beamsplitter, the vacuum projector
and its complement. If this measurement is a quantum non-
demolition measurement [47–50] then the light pulse remains
available for further measurement and, indeed, a measurement
performed after Alice and Bob have announced the basis used.

On those occasions when Alice and Bob have used the same
basis the outputs from the beamsplitter, depicted in Figure 1, will
be of the form |

√
2αeinπ/2〉 ⊗ |0〉 if Alice and Bob chose the same

phase for their pulses and |0〉 ⊗ |
√

2αeinπ/2〉 if they chose phases
differing by π. The quantum non-demolition measurement
required by Severus, thus, has four measurement operators:

π0 = |0〉〈0| ⊗ |0〉〈0|
πA = (1− |0〉〈0|)⊗ |0〉〈0|
πD = |0〉〈0| ⊗ (1− |0〉〈0|)

πAD = (1− |0〉〈0|)⊗ (1− |0〉〈0|). (11)

These correspond, respectively, to the absence of photons, pho-
tons in the agree output but none in the disagree output, photons
in the disagree output but none in the agree output and, finally,
photons in both outputs. For these measurement results, Severus
announces ‘no detections’, A, D or multiple detections, respec-
tively. The measurement on each output is thus a measurement
of the vacuum state or its complement; although this is difficult
to arrange, we note that a reasonable scheme for such a mea-
surement has been proposed in the context of cavity quantum
electrodynamics [51]. It is clear that, ideally realized, this mea-
surement will introduce no errors into Alice and Bob’s shared
bit string and hence will leave no detectable trace of Severus’s
subtle attack.

Once Alice and Bob have announced their agreed basis,
Severus can perform a second measurement on the stored light
pulse. For definiteness, let us consider the case in which Al-
ice and Bob both chose the real basis and sent to Severus the
same state (the analysis for the others possible states follows
the same line of reasoning). This means that Severus will have
announced A and will now have to discriminate between the
states |

√
2α〉 and | −

√
2α〉 or, more precisely, these states with

their vacuum components removed. His remaining task, then,
is to discriminate between the two states

|ψ0〉 =
(

1− e−2|α|2
)
(1− |0〉〈0|)|

√
2α〉

|ψ1〉 =
(

1− e−2|α|2
)
(1− |0〉〈0|)| −

√
2α〉, (12)

corresponding, respectively, to Alice and Bob assigning the key
bit 0 or 1.

The two states, |ψ0〉 and |ψ1〉 are not orthogonal and so per-
fect discrimination between them is not possible. This means
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that Severus has to choose between maximizing the probability
of getting the bit value and learning some of the bits for certain
but learning nothing about the others. These correspond to the
minimum error and the unambiguous discrimination measure-
ments. It is also possible, of course, to adopt an intermediate
strategy in which we seek to minimize the error for a given
probability of an inconclusive result [52].

The optimal strategies for discriminating between two
equiprobable non-orthogonal pure states, either with minimum
error or via unambiguous state discrimination are well known
[7, 38, 39]. The minimum achievable error is

Perror =
1
2

(
1−

√
1− |〈ψ0|ψ1〉|2

)
=

1
2

(
1−

√
1− e−4|α|2

)
≈ 1

2
− |α|. (13)

This is a significant improvement on the single-step error proba-
bility but Severus’s information can still be reduced by lowering
the mean photon number. For example if |α|2 = 0.05, corre-
sponding to Alice and Bob together contributing on average 0.1
photons per time slot, then this minimum error probability is
approximately 0.28 so that Severus will have a 28% error rate in
his final key.

An unambiguous measurement will produce either the cor-
rect key bit or an inconclusive result and the minimum achiev-
able probability for the inconclusive result is

P? = |〈ψ0|ψ1〉|

= e−2|α|2 ≈ 1− 2|α|2. (14)

Equivalently, Severus will know a proportion 2|α|2 for certain
but have to guess the remaining bits. For the example given
above, with |α|2 = 0.05, Severus will know 10% of the bits but
have to guess the remaining key bits.

Fig. 2. A plot of P(E = A|A = B), the probability for Severus
to gain a bit when Alice and Bob agree on the bit, against the
amplitude |α|. The plot shows several different attacks. The
black line, (a), shows the two-stage attack with an final min-
imum error measurement. The blue line, (b), is for the two-
stage measurement with an unambiguous measurement. The
red line, (c) shows a single-stage minimum error attack, which
was described in equation (10).

The results are illustrated in figure 2, were we plot P(E =
A|A = B), the probability for Severus to gain bit conditioned

on Alice and Bob both sharing the bit. The probability P(E =
A|A = B) is plotted against the amplitude |α|, for: (a) the opti-
mal two-stage attack, (b) a two-stage attack with an unambigu-
ous measurement, and (c) the single-stage attack outlined at the
end of section 3A, i.e. in equation (8). We see that for each of the
attacks, Severus’ probability to gain the bit increases with |α|.
Furthermore, the plot illustrates the significant advantage of the
two-stage attack. Nevertheless, we again see that if we make the
amplitude sufficiently small, then we ensure that Severus will
have a large error rate in his final key.

The minimum error measurement is also the measurement
that extracts the maximum information (i.e. the accessible infor-
mation) from an ensemble of two equiprobable non-orthogonal
pure states [53]. In certain cases, however, one can extract more
information by storing the states and making complicated, multi-
mode joint measurement. This approach is optimal for decoding
channels, where one can control the input states [54]. Joint mea-
surements also provide an advantage when we have multiple
copies of the same state [55]. Whether it provides an advantage
in the current situation is an open question. For example, it is
know that joint measurements would not help with the prob-
lems of minimum error and unambiguous state discrimination
[39]1. Nevertheless, we will give an upper bound on the accessi-
ble information, when Severus saves N copies of the output and
then makes a joint measurement.

The Holevo bound gives an upper limit on the accessible
information, although it is not clear that this value is achievable
in our case. For an ensemble of pure states, the Holevo bound
is just the von Neumann entropy of the ensemble. For the case
of the real basis, one makes a joint measurement on ( 1

2 |α〉〈α|+
1
2 | − α〉〈−α|)⊗N . The accessible information per pulse, IS, is
found to be upper bounded by

IS ≤ −x log2(x)− (1− x) log2(1− x), (15)

where

x =
1
2
(1 + |〈ψ0|ψ1〉|)

=
1
2
(1 + e−2|α|2 ) ≈ 1− |α|2. (16)

The results for a joint measurement on the imaginary basis are
identical. In figure 3 we plot this upper bound as a function of
|α| and compare it to the information that one can extract by
making individual, minimum error measurements. By making
|α| small, we again see that one can limit the information that
Severus obtains.

4. PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The protocol described above is much idealized and takes no
account of experimental practicalities. Some of these will be
specific to a given realization, but others are likely to affect any
experiment and we consider, briefly, just three of these: phase
stability, detector efficiency and fiber losses.

A. Phase stability
The interference between the weak coherent pulses sent by Alice
and Bob lies at the very heart of the protocol and it is essential
that the path lengths between Alice and Severus and between
Bob and Severus are matched, both so that their pulses arrive at

1Joint measurements can help if we have multiple copies of a state. But in this
case we have multiple copies of identical, but independent ensembles.
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Fig. 3. A plot of the information gain (in bits) or accessible in-
formation plotted against the amplitude |α|. The solid black
line is the upper bound on the accessible information per
pulse, obtained using a joint measurement. The dashed black
line shows the accessible information for a individual measure-
ment made one each combined pulse, from Alice and Bob.

the same time, but also in order for the combined pulses to com-
bine and end up in the correct photodetector, A or D. Clearly
some active stabilization and monitoring will be required. One
possibility is that Alice and Bob punctuate the transmission of
their weak pulses with more intense pulses with which Severus
can make small adjustments to the path lengths as suggested
in [26]. There is no doubt, however, that this will be technically
demanding and adds to the complexity of the scheme. Failure
to control the phases adequately will introduce errors into Alice
and Bob’s shared bit strings and these will have to be detected
and corrected but also, treated as though evidence of eavesdrop-
ping with the consequent reduction in key generation rate. It is
encouraging, however, that high visibility interference has been
demonstrated over 550 km albeit under laboratory conditions
[26].

B. Detector efficiency
No photodetector is 100% efficient. This means that Severus will
report fewer measurement results than would be expected on the
basis of the photon statistics of Alice and Bob’s pulses. Ideally,
the probability that Severus will record a photon count at one of
his detectors given a pulse in the coherent state |

√
2αeinπ/2〉 is,

for low photon number, approximately 2|α|2. For a photodetec-
tor with quantum efficiency η, however, this becomes 2η|α|2.

A technologically advanced Severus could replace the pho-
todetectors provided by Alice and Bob with prefect ones (at
least in principle) with quantum efficiency η = 1 and in doing
so exploit this to obtain additional key data. To see how this
works we can compare the operation of the channel by an hon-
est Severus with detectors of efficiency η with a technologically
advanced Severus, able to carry out the two-stage strategy em-
ploying unambiguous state discrimination, as outlined above.
For an honest Severus, the probability that he will make a de-
tection and send to Alice and Bob either A or D, given that they
have chosen the same basis is simply

Phonest = 2η|α|2. (17)

Let us compare this with the operation of a dishonest and tech-
nologically advanced Severus. In this case, the probability that
Severus’s ideal quantum non-demolition measurement shows

the presence of photons in one the A or D channels is, for
small mean photon number, simply 2|α|2. As we have seen,
an unambiguous state discrimination measurement following
the announcement by Alice and Bob of the bases they used is
PD = 1− P? = 2|α|2. It follows that the probability Severus
learns the key bit is

Pdishonest = 2|α|2 × 2|α|2 = 4|α|4. (18)

By adopting this approach while pretending to be using the
inefficient detectors, Severus can gain an advantage by simply
announcing an outcome preferentially when his unambiguous
measurement clearly identified the state sent. If η < 2|α|2 then
this procedure will provide Severus with the whole key. Clearly
it is highly desirable to provide Severus with high-efficiency
detectors and essential to use pulse energies such that 2|α|2 � η.

We note that a related security issue arose in connection with
the B92 protocol, built on two non-orthogonal signal states [45,
56] and it is possible that some of the counter measures proposed
to deal with this might be adapted to the protocol proposed here.
In particular, it has been shown that B92 is secure if one has
the ability to perform QND measurements that descriminate
between the vacuum, a single photon or multiple photons [57].
Alternatively, one might use an adapted decoy state approach
as illustrated in [58].

C. Fiber losses
The optical fibers used to transport the pulses from Alice and
Bob to Severus introduce losses associated with absorption. If L
is the distance along these fibers between Alice and Bob and κ is
the absorption coefficient, then the coherent states of the pulses
reaching Severus will be |αeinπ/2e−κL/4〉. If a technologically
advanced Severus can replace some or all of the optical fiber
with a very low-loss channel (ideally lossless) then this would
provide him with more light to work with than either Alice
or Bob assume. The principle of his attack follows that in our
discussion of detector efficiency, with η replaced by ηe−κL/2. If
this has to be taken into account then the average energy in Alice
and Bob’s pulses will have to be further reduced such that

2|α|2 � ηe−κL/2. (19)

For large distances this may lead to unacceptably low key rates.
We should note that the issue of transmission losses is com-

mon to all protocols based on weak coherent pulses. Consider,
for example, the original BB84 protocol [1–7]. In this, Alice sends
to Bob weak coherent pulses with the information encoded on
the polarization of the pulse. Let the coherent amplitude of
the pulse prepared by Alice be

√
2α, so that the mean photon

number is the same as in the two pulses prepared by Alice and
Bob in our scheme. The mean number of photons in each pulse
reaching Bob will be 2|α|2e−κL. If Eve can replace the channel
with a lossless one, then she can extract a photon only from those
pulses prepared by Alice that contain more than one photon and
each time this occurs she can store the photon and measure if af-
ter the preparation basis is revealed. The probability for a pulse
to contain more than one photon is approximately 2|α|4. Thus
security against this mode of attack requires that each pulse has
a mean photon number

2|α|2 � e−κL. (20)

Apart from the detector efficiency, this requirement is exponen-
tially more demanding in the losses than the condition given
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in Equation (19). It is possible that measures developed to deal
with this feature of BB84 may be applicable, also, to the sim-
plified scheme presented here. In particular, the decoy method
[4, 59] could be used in a fashion similar to that described in [26–
28]. However, it is not clear that a standard decoy state protocol
would entirely solve this issue, both for the simplified approach
presented here or for more standard twin-field QKD protocols
[26]. In particular, a recent attack on twin-field QKD has been
proposed that exploits channel losses [60]. The robustness of
the protocol to detector inefficiency and fiber losses thus require
further investigation.

5. CONCLUSION

Quantum key distribution depends on a quantum channel to
connect the communicating parties and the security of the pro-
cess depends on the quantum nature of the light sent into the
channel. Twin-field QKD is based on the interference between
pairs of weak coherent pulses combined and measured by a
central party. It is essential that we consider this central party as
an untrusted intermediary, Severus.

The greatest technical challenge in realizing a practical
scheme is probably the control of the relative phases of the pulses
sent to Severus by Alice and Bob, although we note that the same
difficulty has been overcome over short distances for quantum
fingerprinting and quantum digital signatures [32, 33] and the
results produced in the initial report are certainly encouraging
[26]. The development of measurement-device-independent
QKD, with it use of a central server receiving and measuring
light from both Alice and Bob [21, 22] provides further cause for
optimism.

Exploring the strategies open to Severus requires the use of
generalized measurements and we have seen how both mini-
mum error, and unambiguous state discrimination play a role in
these strategies. A feature that is distinct from eavesdropping
strategies in other QKD protocols is Severus’s explicit role in
the formation of the key. It is this that underlies the optimal
two-step strategies in which he first communicates A or D to
Alice and Bob and attempts to recover the key bit later.

The Royal Society (RP150122).
We thank John Jeffers for helpful advice and suggestions.
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