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Abstract: We propose a search for long lived axion-like particles (ALPs) in exotic top
decays. Flavour-violating ALPs appear as low energy effective theories for various new
physics scenarios such as t-channel dark sectors or Froggatt-Nielsen models. In this case
the top quark may decay to an ALP and an up- or charm-quark. For masses in the few
GeV range, the ALP is long lived across most of the viable parameter space, suggesting a
dedicated search. We propose to search for these long lived ALPs in tt̄ events, using one
top quark as a trigger. We focus on ALPs decaying in the hadronic calorimeter, and show
that the ratio of energy deposits in the electromagnetic and hadronic calorimeters as well
as track vetoes can efficiently suppress Standard Model backgrounds. Our proposed search
can probe exotic top branching ratios smaller than 10−4 with a conservative strategy at the
upcoming LHC run, and potentially below the 10−7 level with more advanced methods.
Finally we also show that measurements of single top production probe these branching
ratios in the very short and very long lifetime limit at the 10−3 level.
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1 Introduction

More than 10 years after the start of the LHC, the search for new physics continues. With
increasing luminosity, the hunt for light but very weakly coupled new particles becomes
more and more feasible. One prime example are axions or axion-like particles (ALPs), which
are pseudo-scalar fields whose mass is protected from large corrections by an approximate
shift symmetry. They are of great interest as possible solutions to the strong CP problem [1–
4], but are also predicted as lightest new degrees of freedom in many new physics scenarios
such as composite models [5–10], strongly coupled dark sectors [11–17], supersymmetric
models [18, 19] or in models with horizontal symmetries [20–32].

Given the current lack of experimental guidance for choosing a new physics scenario, a
promising approach is to systematically parameterise the ALP couplings to standard model
(SM) particles using effective lagrangians [33–37]. ALPs with flavour violating couplings
to one type of SM fermions are predicted in various new physics models such as t-channel
dark sectors [15] or Froggat-Nielsen models of flavour [38, 39] where only one type of right-
handed (RH) quarks have non-zero charges. The case where the ALP couples dominantly
to RH up-type quarks was studied in [40] (see also [41]), and it was shown that this model
is poorly constrained in particular for ALP masses above the charm quark threshold. In
this mass range the flavour violating coupling to the top quark offers new possibilities for
experimental probes, using both precision top quark physics as well as new search strategies
where the top quark is used as a trigger object. In this work we will explore both avenues.

The flavour violating coupling of the top quark to a lighter quark and an ALP allows for
exotic top decays, as well as direct production of the ALP in association with a top quark.
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The ALP mainly decays to hadrons, either promptly or with a long lifetime. Therefore
it can easily contribute to single top events. In the first part of our work, we show that
precision measurements of the single top cross section are able to probe this new physics
scenario. We perform a recast of existing single top searches and obtain new constraints
on the parameter space of the ALP for both prompt ALP decays to jets and for detector
stable ALPs.

Furthermore we propose a new strategy to search for ALPs in events containing pairs
of top quarks. Thanks to the humongous cross section of tt̄ events at hadron colliders,
even a small branching ratio of the top into an ALP and a light jet will lead to a large
rate of top plus ALP events. ALP decays are easily distinguishable from SM jets when
they are displaced from the primary vertex, which is possible for ALPs close to the lower
end of the allowed mass range. For decays happening in the hadronic calorimeter, one
expects only a small energy deposit in the electromagnetic calorimeter as well as fewer
tracks associated with the jet. This can be exploited to suppress the backgrounds by
several orders of magnitude, and thus our proposed search will be sensitive to very small
exotic top branching ratios.

As usual, our paper starts with an Introduction, followed by an overview of the charm-
ing ALP model and its interactions. In section 3 the bounds from a recast of existing
searches and constraints are presented. The newly proposed search for long lived ALPs
produced in association with a top quark is introduced in section 4, before concluding.
Projections for the high luminosity LHC as well as further details on the simulations are
available in the appendix.

2 Charming ALPs and exotic top decays

Similarly to ref. [40], we focus on scenarios where ALPs only interact with up-type quarks
at tree-level, that we have dubbed charming ALPs. In this case, the relevant EFT reads

L = 1
2(∂µa)(∂µa)− m2

a

2 a2 + ∂µa

fa
(cuR)ij ūRiγµuRj , (2.1)

with

cuR =


c11 c12 c13

c21 c22 c23

c31 c32 c33

 , (2.2)

a hermitian matrix. Such EFTs will be generated at tree-level by UV completions involving
dark QCD-like sectors with scalar mediators or some models of flavour à la Froggatt-
Nielsen, see e.g. the discussion in ref. [40].

Of course ALP couplings to vector bosons and to other SM fermions (down-type quarks
and leptons) will be generated radiatively via top loops and from the renormalization group
equations (RGEs) [35–37]. While these operators are suppressed relative to the tree level
interactions of eq. (2.1), they induce decays that can be relevant in some regions of the
parameter space where the hadronic channels are kinematically inaccessible. This can be
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Figure 1. Left: ALP decay branching ratios as a function of the ALP mass ma for fa = 106 GeV.
The dashed lines show the contributions to the hadronic channel. Right: lifetime of the ALP as a
function of the ALP mass. The blue, orange and green lines show Br(t → aq) = 10−1, 10−4 and
10−8, respectively. Solid, dashed and dotted lines refer to (cuR

)ii/(cuR
)3q = 1, 0.1 and 10.

seen in figure 1, where we plot the different ALP branching ratios as a function of the ALP
mass ma for (cuR)12 = 0 = (cuR)21 and (cuR)ij = 1 otherwise, as well as fa = 106 GeV.
Loop-generated decays like a → µ+µ−, a → gg or a → γγ have been computed using
the expressions present in ref. [40] and we have used the quark-hadron duality [42, 43] to
compute the inclusive hadronic decay rate. When a → c̄c is not kinematically allowed,
a→ gg tends to dominate the ALP branching ratio. This channel also dominates for large
enough values of the ALP mass, since the loop generated vector boson decays grow as m3

a

while the fermionic decay widths are linear in the ALP mass.
One should note that the RGE-induced decays into two fermions are logarithmically

sensitive to the scale of the matching Λ ∼ fa, so smaller values of fa will reduce their
relative impact. Small enough values of (cuR)12 and (cuR)21 are required in order to evade
constraints from D̄0 − D0 mixing. For values of ma below 1GeV, one would need to use
chiral perturbation theory instead of perturbative QCD but we focus here on the case
ma & 1GeV that is much less constrained by current searches (see results of ref. [40]).

Light particles that mainly decay to hadrons are difficult to find at hadron colliders
such as the LHC, due to the large amount of hadronic background events. Two features
of our scenario will make such a search possible however, namely the presence of flavour
violating decays in the up-quark sector and the possibly long lifetime of the ALP. Since
neutral meson mixing requires (cuR)12 and (cuR)21 to be extraordinarily small, a novel and
interesting way of searching for ALPs at colliders is to concentrate on flavour-violating top
decays involving long-lived ALPs. As can be seen from the right panel of figure 1, the
ALPs decay length can easily reach the typical length scales of LHC detectors for masses
in the 1GeV–10GeV range. To simplify the parameter space, the couplings are chosen as
(cuR)ii ≡ (cuR)11 = (cuR)22 = (cuR)33 and (cuR)3q ≡ (cuR)13 = (cuR)23 = (cuR)31 = (cuR)32.
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While the ALPs lifetime is mainly set by the diagonal coupling (cuR)ii, the exotic top decay
depends on the off diagonal couplings (cuR)3q via

Br(t→ aqi) = Nc

96π
|(cuR)3i|2

f2
a

m2
a

mt

((
m2
i −m2

t

)2
m2
a

−
(
m2
t +m2

i

))

×

√√√√(1− (ma +mi)2

m2
t

)(
1− (ma −mi)2

m2
t

)
× 1

Γt
, qi = u, c , (2.3)

with Γt the total top decay width.
Since all branching ratios just depend on the ratio cuR/fa and the exotic decays only

involve off-diagonal couplings, we can use Br(t → aq) and the ratio (cuR)ii/(cuR)3q as
free parameters. In particular, we represent cτALP as a function of ma for Br(t → aq) =
10−1, 10−4 and 10−8 as well as hierarchies of diagonal versus non-diagonal couplings of
(cuR)ii/(cuR)3q = 0.1, 1, 10. One can then readily see that the ‘natural’ mass region to
find long-lived ALPs without resorting to tiny values of Br(t → aq) is ma ∼ 1–10GeV.
Moreover, since the ALP decay width is dominated by decay modes involving diagonal
couplings, we can trade {Br(t → aq), (cuR)ii/(cuR)3q} for {Br(t → aq), cτALP}. We will
use this last set of ALP lifetime and exotic top branching ratio as our independent model
parameters for our phenomenological studies. Note that a change in fa can be absorbed in
a redefinition of the couplings (up to small logarithmic corrections to the branching ratios).
We can therefore fix it to an arbitrary scale which we choose to be fa = 106 GeV.

3 Experimental constraints

3.1 Model independent limits on exotic top decays

Even though the top quark was discovered more than two decades ago, measuring its
decay width is still a challenging process. Direct measurements of the top decay width,
which avoid model-dependent assumptions, have large uncertainties: 0.6 < Γt < 2.5GeV
at 95% C.L. [44, 45]. This is mainly because of the low experimental resolution to recon-
struct the jet-related properties (e.g., jet reconstruction, jet energy resolution, jet energy
scale, jet vertex fraction) [46–49]. New methods that use combinations of resonant and
non-resonant cross-sections to extract a model independent top quark decay width mea-
surement have been proposed [50–52], which can reduce the uncertainties significantly:
Γt = 1.28± 0.30GeV [53]. However, O(10%) uncertainties still allow for large new physics
contributions. Indirect measurements of the top decay width have less uncertainties, but
they are done under certain SM assumptions [54, 55]. Hence, they are not applicable when
searching for new physics in rare top decays.

Nonetheless, flavour-changing neutral current (FCNC) decays involving the top have
been under extensive experimental scrutiny. In particular, the tqX coupling with q =
u, c and X = h/Z/γ/g is carefully studied [56–65]. The SM prediction for FCNC top
decay is diminutive because of loop and CKM suppression: Br(t → qX) � 10−10 [66].
Therefore, new physics contributions can feasibly be persued (e.g., refs. [67–71]). Due
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Figure 2. The Feynman diagrams representing top + ALP production at the LHC.

to the resemblance between a light quark jet and a b-jet, however, FCNC top coupling
searches are usually focused on exotic top quark productions,1 in the form of a single top
plus X searches. In the following, we will narrow our attention to top + jets and single top
production to find the current bounds. That is because if the ALP decays at the scale of
the detector length, then the final state becomes top + jets, while if the ALP leaves the
detector before decaying, then the signature becomes a single top.

3.2 Recast of searches for exotic top decays

One of the dominant processes at the LHC involving the charming ALP is its production
in association with a single top. The main diagrams for top + ALP production are shown
in figure 2. Knowing that for the mass range of our interest the ALP mainly decays
hadronically, top + jets searches can impose some constraints on ALP couplings. The
CMS experiment has conducted a search in the top+jet channel probing the anomalous
tqg coupling [65]. Specifically, they looked for a leptonic top in association with one or
two jets, where at least one of them fails the b-tagging secondary vertex algorithm. This
algorithm selects jets with 0.01 cm < r < 2.5 cm, where r is the radial distance between
the secondary vertex and the primary vertex [72]. Since in this search, they want a jet
that fails the b-tagging algorithm, and gluon and light quark jets tend to have prompt
vertices, it is clear that r < 0.01 cm is considered in their search. However, it is unclear
whether r > 2.5 cm is considered in their search. To stay conservative, we will assume
that jets with 2.5 cm < r < 2m are not rejected,2 and we recast the results accordingly.
Given that the upper limit on the cross section of new physics contributing to pp→ t+ j is
σtj ' 0.29 pb at

√
s = 13TeV [73], an upper limit on (cuR)3q /fa with q = u, c can be found

using MadGraph5 [74]. Then, using eq. (2.3), this can be converted into an upper limit on
Br(t → aq). In deriving this limit, we have to take into account the probability that the
ALP decays such that it is (most likely) accepted by the search. For prompt decays with
r < 0.01, the efficiency factor is∫ 10−4 m

0
(γcτALP)−1e

− ct
γcτALP d(ct) , (3.1)

where γ = pT /ma is the boost factor along the transverse direction. The MC generated
events were weighted according to the boost factor. Similarly, for ALPs that decay in the

1In cases where exotic top decays have been studied, the properties of X (mass, decay products, etc)
are used to tease out the signal [56–58, 61–63].

2If the ALP has not decayed by the hadronic calorimeter (r ' 2m), it cannot be detected as a normal jet.
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range 2.5 cm < r < 2 m, we include an efficiency factor∫ 2 m

2.5×10−2 m
(γcτALP)−1e

− ct
γcτALP d(ct). (3.2)

The dark green regions in figure 6 represent the constraints coming from the top+jet search
at CMS. The dashed line is the constraint for Br(t→ au) and the solid line is for Br(t→ ac).
In this work, we are interested in studying a long-lived ALP. Hence, the constraint coming
from r < 0.01 cm is not visible in the figure 6, except at the bottom right corner of the
plot for ma = 10GeV. In general, larger boost factors (smaller ma), push the constraints
to lower cτ .

If the ALP is stable on the scale of the detectors, it will appear as missing energy.
In this case, measurements of single top production rates impose some constraints on the
couplings of the ALP. Single top production in the SM is suppressed by the b quark PDF
and therefore relatively small. The ATLAS experiment searched for top FCNC with gluon
mediator in the single top channel [64], and reported an upper limit in the cross section
(σt . 0.10 pb at

√
s = 13TeV) [73]. In their analysis they require exactly one jet, one

lepton, and missing energy, and they use Multivariate Analysis to find their limit. One of
the variables they used as an input is the transverse mass mT`ν , which should have an upper
limit of mW in the case of true single top production. In the case of top + ALP where
ALP is another source of missing energy, however, mT should have a different distribution.
Nonetheless, we recast their limits to stay conservative regarding the potential power of the
LHC in constraining ALP couplings in this channel. In this case, to take into account the
probability that the ALP does not decay on the scale of the detector (ct ≥ 10 m) one has to
introduce an efficiency factor of e− 10 m

γcτALP . The light green regions in figure 6 demonstrate
the constraint that the ATLAS search imposes on our model. The dashed line is the limit
for Br(t→ au), and the solid line is for Br(t→ ac).

Similarly, searches for single top + transverse missing energy (MET) without FCNCs
can be used to constraint the parameter space. However, single top + MET searches are
typically performed for dark matter candidates with masses O(100)GeV [75–78] and require
at least 200GeV of MET. Instead in our scenario the typical amount of MET is . mt/2
if the ALP escapes undetected, and therefore most events would fail the experimental
selection.

4 Search strategies and LHC prospects for top decays to long lived par-
ticles

4.1 Signal properties

For the search proposed here, we focus on ALP production via flavour-violating top decays.
More precisely, we consider top-pair production where one of the tops decays via its main
SM decay mode to Wb and the other to an ALP and either an up or charm quark, see
figure 3. Consequently, the signal production cross section is

σsignal = σtt̄ × Br(t→Wb)× Br(t→ aq), (4.1)
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Figure 3. The Feynman diagram for the signal: tt̄ production, where one of the tops decay to
q = u, c and an ALP.

with σtt̄ ∼ 830 pb [79], Br(t → Wb) ∼ 0.96 [80] and Br(t → aq) given in eq. (2.3). For
couplings (cuR)ij of order one and 1

fa
∼ O(10−9–10−5)GeV−1 light ALPs with ma ∼ (1–

10)GeV have lifetimes of order millimeter to 100m, while having Br(t→ aq) . 10−3. For
these intermediate lifetimes ALPs decay mostly in the hadronic calorimeter or the muon
spectrometer. We should remind the reader that while the ALP decays to pairs of partons,
it is highly boosted and decays displaced, so it will mainly be reconstructed as a single,
narrow jet. In the following, we will distinguish two different cases: the case where the
ALP decays at the outer edge of the electromagnetic calorimeter or inside the hadronic
calorimeter and the case where it decays in the muon spectrometer.

An ALP decaying inside the hadronic calorimeter leads to a jet that deposits most
of its energy in the hadronic calorimeter and thus, to a large value of the hadronic to
electromagnetic energy ratio Ehad/Eem. Since the ALP is neutral we expect no tracks
associated with the jet from its decay. In addition to the displaced jet from the ALP, the
signal consists of one prompt light jet from the up or charm quark produced in the flavour
violating decay t→ aq (q = u, c) and one to three prompt jets, one of them being a b-jet,
from the decay of the second top quark. The main background in this case is tt̄, where a jet
consisting of (anti-) protons, π± and/or K±, but no photons, deposits the majority of its
energy in the hadronic calorimeter and is thus reconstructed as a “displaced” jet. However,
such a jet will leave tracks, a feature we will use to distinguish signal and background.

On the other hand, if the ALP decays in the muon spectrometer, the signal consists
of an event originating in the muon system with no associated tracks pointing to the
primary vertex, as well as the same prompt jets as for decays in the hadronic calorimeter.
Consequently, we expect 2–4 (2–5) jets and a hit in the muon spectrometer without any
associated tracks. We assume that this signal is background free.

4.2 Triggering and event selection

First, we focus on ALP decays inside the hadronic calorimeter. Here, the signal consists of
minimal three and maximal five (six) jets, one (two) of them being displaced: the decay
products of a SM decay of a top, a prompt light jet from the flavour violating top decay and
one (or rarely two) displaced jet(s) from the ALP decay. In general, one could reconstruct
both top quark masses, one from the displaced jet and one additional jet, and the other
from the remaining three jets, to reduce the background. However, we found that focussing
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Figure 4. Calorimeter energy deposit ratio log10 (Ehad/Eem) distribution for the tt̄ background as
well as for the signal with cτALP = 0.06, 0.4m and ma = 2GeV (left) and ma = 10GeV (right).

on the displaced jet provides sufficient background suppression and such a reconstruction
of the invariant top masses is not necessary. Note that here and in the following, we treat
the top quark that decays to SM final states as a collider observable object, since the
experimental collaborations have demonstrated that they can trigger on and identify top
quark decays with high efficiency and accuracy. We therefore do not explicitly implement
top-tagging, however we do demand that the jets from the top decays are reconstructed
with large enough transverse momenta, so that we do not overestimate the sensitivity of
the search.

We therefore select events with 3–6 (3–5) jets with pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5. To
identify the displaced jet we follow the ATLAS Calorimeter Ratio trigger [81] requirements.
This trigger is taking advantage of the fact that the decay products of neutral particles de-
caying in the outer layers of the electromagnetic calorimeter or in the hadronic calorimeter
deposit most of their energy in the hadronic calorimeter. The Calorimeter Ratio trigger
requires a τ -lepton like object with ET > 40GeV (which fits the jet originating from the
ALP), with log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2 and no tracks with pT > 1GeV in a (0.2× 0.2) region
in (∆η ×∆φ) around the jet direction.

In figure 4 we show the log10 (Ehad/Eem) distribution for the signal with ma = 2GeV
(left) and ma = 10GeV (right) and ALP lifetimes cτALP = 0.06m and 0.4m, as well as for
the tt̄ background. We modified the FeynRules [82, 83] implementation of the linear ALP
EFT model [84, 85] to include the charming ALP couplings. Signal events were generated
with MadGraph5 [74] with showering and hadronization done with Pythia8 [86]. The
energy deposit ratio log10 (Ehad/Eem) for the signal was assigned according to figure 5b
of [81]. For background estimation we simulated 100000 tt̄ events with MadGraph5 [74]
with showering and hadronization done with Pythia8 [86] and fast detector simulation
carried out by Delphes [87].

While the background in figure 4 is evenly distributed around log10 (Ehad/Eem) ∼ 0,
corresponding to an equal energy deposit in the hadronic and electromagnetic calorimeter,
and has one peak in the overflow bin at log10 (Ehad/Eem) = 3, the signal has several peaks:
the signal peak at log10 (Ehad/Eem) ∼ −0.8 corresponds to the ALPs that decay close to the
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Figure 5. Number of tracks of jets originating from tt̄ with log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2. The dark blue
line shows the number of tracks with pT > 2GeV, the lighter blue line the number of all tracks for
such a jet.

interaction point. The second peak with log10 (Ehad/Eem) & 1.2 is due to ALPs decaying
in the outer layers of the electromagnetic calorimeter or inside the hadronic calorimeter.
Thus, they only deposit a small amount of energy in the electromagnetic calorimeter. Note
that this peak is higher for cτALP = 0.06m when ma = 2GeV and for cτALP = 0.4m
when ma = 10GeV, respectively. This is due to the fact that the ALP is less boosted
for higher masses. Finally, the signal has a peak at log10 (Ehad/Eem) = 3, similar to the
background, but it has a different origin than for the background. For the signal this peak
shows the amount of ALPs decaying outside of the detector and thus, do not count into
the actual signal, while for the tt̄ background it shows jets with Eem = 0 and therefore
(Ehad/Eem) =∞, which is defined as (Ehad/Eem) ≡ 1000 in the Delphes cards, leading to
log10 (Ehad/Eem) ≡ 3. As described above this is true for jets consisting of (anti-) protons,
π± and/or K±, but no photons. These jets are counted as signal.

To further reduce the background of SM jets that appear displaced, we now consider
the no track criterion of the Calorimeter Ratio trigger. In figure 5 the number of tracks
for background jets with log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2 is shown. The light and dark blue lines
correspond to all tracks and to tracks with pT > 2GeV. It can be seen that in both cases
most jets have at least one track. At the level of our simulation, the signal events have
no tracks pointing towards the decaying ALP. However in reality pile-up events could add
tracks pointing in the direction of the displaced decaying ALP, and thus a very strict cut
on the tracks could reduce the sensitivity. We therefore choose a less stringent cut on the
number of tracks for background jets as the actual Calorimeter Ratio trigger, requiring
that jets with log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2 have less than two tracks with pT > 2GeV. This cut
is indicated by the grey dashed line in figure 5. Even with this conservative cut most of
the background will be removed.
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ma = 2GeV ma = 10GeV tt̄

total (1) 2.79× 105 (1) 2.79× 105 (1) 2.91× 108

3− 6 jets with

pT > 40GeV & |η| < 2.5 (0.8439) 2.35× 105 (0.8414) 2.35× 105 (0.71801) 2.09× 108

1 jet with log10

(
Ehad
Eem

)
> 1.2 (0.1436) 4.00× 104 (0.0775) 2.16× 104 (0.01244) 3.61× 106

displaced jet has ≤ 2 tracks (0.1436) 4.00× 104 (0.0775) 2.16× 104 (0.00022) 6.39× 104

with pT > 2GeV

Table 1. Cut flow of the expected number of events for signal and background events for LHC run
3 with

√
s = 13TeV and L = 350 fb−1. The values in brackets are the efficiencies after each cut.

For the signal cτALP = 0.1m and Br(t→ aq) = 0.001 was chosen.

In addition, we consider a search for ALPs decaying in the muon spectrometer. Here,
we select events with 2–5 prompt jets with pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5, while the ALP
should decay inside the muon calorimeter (4.3m < Lxy < 10.7m) and fulfill pT > 25GeV
and |η| < 2.5.

4.3 LHC sensitivity and prospects at future colliders

For two ALP masses ma = 2GeV and ma = 10GeV, we generated 10000 signal events for
various lifetimes cτALP = 0.001−100m with MadGraph5 and Pythia8, as before. We select
events in Pythia8 with 3–6 (3–5) jets, each with pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5. We demand
that the jet from the ALP fulfils the log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2 criterion of the Calorimeter
Ratio trigger according to the energy deposit ratio as a function of the decay radius in
figure 5b of [81] and further demand that the ALP satisfies pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5.
For background estimation, we select events with 3–6 (3–5) jets with pT > 40GeV and
|η| < 2.5 (from 100000 tt̄ events generated with MadGraph5, Pythia8 and Delphes). In
addition we require that at least one of these jets has log10 (Ehad/Eem) > 1.2 and that this
jet has no more than two tracks with pT > 2GeV.

As experimental testing grounds we consider LHC with
√
s = 13TeV and the expected

total integrated luminosity after run 3 of L = 350 fb−1, as well as the high-luminosity phase
of LHC (HL-LHC) with

√
s = 14TeV and a total integrated luminosity L = 4000 fb−1. In

table 1 the cut flow (of the efficiencies) for the signal for ma = 2GeV and ma = 10GeV
with cτALP = 0.1m and Br(t → aq) = 0.001, as well as for the background is shown for√
s = 13TeV and the expected total integrated luminosity L = 350 fb−1. It can be seen

that already the cut of minimal three and maximal six jets with pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5
reduces the background compared to the signal, however the cuts on log10 (Ehad/Eem) and
the number of tracks are significantly stronger and allow to clearly distinguish signal and
background. Depending on the mass and lifetime of the ALP up to ∼ 15% of the ALP
signal passes these cuts, while each of them reduces the number of background events by
about two orders of magnitude. In table 2 in the appendix the same cutflow is shown
for choosing events with three to five jets with pT > 40GeV and |η| < 2.5. This reduces
signal and background in a similar way and thus does not improve the signal to background

– 10 –



J
H
E
P
0
7
(
2
0
2
2
)
1
2
2

ratio. Based on the above described selection criteria we perform a cut-and-count analysis,
using S/

√
S +B = 2 to find the expected 2σ exclusion region. Since we expect that

the backgrounds can be further suppressed, we do not include systematic effects in our
sensitivity estimate.

In figure 6 we show the expected 2σ exclusion region of the here proposed search for√
s = 13TeV and L = 350 fb−1 as the red solid line (labeled with ‘Hadron (2σ)’). The

bounds discussed in section 3.2 from recasting the top + jet and single top + missing
energy searches are displayed as dark and light green shaded regions, respectively. The
regions inside the dashed lines show the constraints from the tua coupling and the regions
inside the solid lines from tca coupling. Finally we show the 10-event discovery lines3 for
the above discussed search in the muon system (blue line) and for a background free search
in the hadronic calorimeter (red line), to highlight the potential reach of further improved
searches. In the upper panel we use ma = 2GeV and in the lower panel ma = 10GeV.

For small ALP lifetimes cτALP . 0.006m (cτALP . 0.02m) the top + jet search is the
most sensitive constraint and excludes branching ratios down to Br(t → aq) ∼ 0.001 for
ma = 2GeV (ma = 10GeV). Top + jet searches can probe the exotic top ALP coupling
up to cτALP ∼ 30m (cτALP ∼ 100m) for large enough branching ratios. These bounds
arise for ALPs decaying inside 2.5 cm < r < 2m. For ma = 10GeV in the lower panel
one can also see the exclusion line for ALPs decaying before 0.01 cm in the lower right
corner. On the other hand, the single top + missing energy search only becomes sensitive
for cτALP & 0.01m (cτALP & 0.1m) and is more sensitive than our newly proposed search
for cτALP & 1m (cτALP & 10m). In this region Br(t → aq) & 10−4 is excluded for both
masses. Single top searches leave the intermediate lifetime region (cτALP ∼ 0.006 − 1m
for ma = 2GeV and cτALP ∼ 0.02 − 10m for ma = 10GeV) largely unconstrained. The
here proposed search is sensitive in this region as shown in figure 6. For both ma = 2GeV
and ma = 10GeV exotic top decays with branching ratios smaller than Br(t→ aq) = 10−4

can be probed with 2σ significance by using the Calorimeter Ratio trigger requirements as
event selection criteria. Different masses influence at which lifetimes this search reaches
its highest sensitivity, since ALPs with larger masses are less boosted. Here, for ma = 2
(10)GeV the search is most sensitive at cτALP ∼ 0.04 (0.3)m.

Finally we assume that a more advanced search strategy for long lived ALPs from
exotic top decays could be made virtually background free, e.g. by exploiting the differences
in the calorimeter showers between signal and background. The 10-event discovery lines
for such a search and for a similarly background free search in the muon spectrometer
suggest that probing the intermediate lifetime regime down to branching ratios as small as
Br(t→ aq) ∼ 10−7 is possible.

Figure 7 in the appendix shows additionally the expected discovery lines for background
free searches for decays in the hadronic calorimeter and the muon system for the HL-LHC.
There branching ratios as low as 10−8 can be reached. Note that the same pT requirement
as for LHC have been used for the jets and the ALPs. Optimizing them for HL-LHC could
move the expected 10-event lines to even smaller branching ratios.

310 events were chosen to leave some room for a loss of signal efficiency, and in order to remain conser-
vative.
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5 Conclusions

In this work we have presented a new search for long-lived ALPs with flavor-violating
couplings to up-type quarks involving exotic top decays in top-pair production. We con-
centrated on topologies where one of the top quarks decay to an ALP together with an up-
or charm-quark, with the ALP subsequently decaying in the hadronic calorimeter, leading
thus to a large value of the hadronic to electromagnetic energy ratio Ehad/Eem. We have
demonstrated that a cut on this ratio, together with track vetoes, are enough to suppress
the tt̄ background to the point of being able to test exotic top branching ratios below
10−4 for ma ∼ O(1)GeV in the next run of LHC. We also studied the potential reach of
more refined searches and show projections for the high luminosity LHC. Moreover, we
have presented a recast of existing single top searches and derived new constraints for both
prompt ALP decays as well as for detector stable ALPs. Together these searches can probe
exotic decays of the top quark to ALPs across the full range of ALP lifetimes. Our newly
proposed search here can increase the sensitivity by more than an order of magnitude for
ALP lifetimes in the centimeter to meter range.

Given the large number of tt̄ events at the LHC, further improvements of the search
strategy might be possible. In particular here we have not used the shape of the shower
in the calorimeters, which could provide further discrimination between the signal and
background: an ALP decaying inside the hadronic calorimeter should look quite different
from a jet that travels through the full calorimeter. Due to the small ALP mass and large
boost factor, the jets should also be unusually narrow. Similarly we believe that a search
in the muon system could be essentially background free. In both cases, as few as 10
events might be enough to observe this exotic top decay, and thus probe branching ratios
as small as 10−7.

There are other potentially interesting signatures which we have not discussed here.
Once the ALP is embedded again in a more UV complete theory such as the dark QCD
scenario, the top quark could decay into an emerging jet, a spectacular signature which
should easily stand out. Furthermore it would then be interesting to connect these exper-
imental signatures with the phenomenology of dark matter in such models. We plan to
address some of these exciting possibilities in the future.
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<latexit sha1_base64="JXtybJa+AjqwcakH9NBfof+HjIs=">AAAB63icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWMF+wFtKJPttl26uwm7G6GE/gUvHhTx6h/y5r8xSXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXRIIb67rfzsbm1vbObmmvvH9weHRcOTntmDDWlLVpKELdC9AwwRVrW24F60WaoQwE6wazu8zvPjFteKge7TxivsSJ4mNO0eZSjOVhperW3BxknXgFqUKB1rDyNRiFNJZMWSrQmL7nRtZPUFtOBVuUB7FhEdIZTlg/pQolM36S37ogl6kyIuNQp6UsydXfEwlKY+YySDsl2qlZ9TLxP68f2/Gtn3AVxZYpulw0jgWxIckeJyOuGbVinhKkmqe3EjpFjdSm8WQheKsvr5NOveZd1+oPjWqzUcRRgnO4gCvw4AaacA8taAOFKTzDK7w50nlx3p2PZeuGU8ycwR84nz+iOI3s</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="JXtybJa+AjqwcakH9NBfof+HjIs=">AAAB63icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWMF+wFtKJPttl26uwm7G6GE/gUvHhTx6h/y5r8xSXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXRIIb67rfzsbm1vbObmmvvH9weHRcOTntmDDWlLVpKELdC9AwwRVrW24F60WaoQwE6wazu8zvPjFteKge7TxivsSJ4mNO0eZSjOVhperW3BxknXgFqUKB1rDyNRiFNJZMWSrQmL7nRtZPUFtOBVuUB7FhEdIZTlg/pQolM36S37ogl6kyIuNQp6UsydXfEwlKY+YySDsl2qlZ9TLxP68f2/Gtn3AVxZYpulw0jgWxIckeJyOuGbVinhKkmqe3EjpFjdSm8WQheKsvr5NOveZd1+oPjWqzUcRRgnO4gCvw4AaacA8taAOFKTzDK7w50nlx3p2PZeuGU8ycwR84nz+iOI3s</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="9rQ1hb2O/5VpDj0uSlQJHO3gY4I=">AAAB63icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWMF+wFtKJPttl26uwm7G6GE/gUvHhTx6h/y5r8xSXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXRIIb67rfzsbm1vbObmmvvH9weHRcOTntmDDWlLVpKELdC9AwwRVrW24F60WaoQwE6wazu8zvPjFteKge7TxivsSJ4mNO0eYSxfKwUnVrbg6yTryCVKFAa1j5GoxCGkumLBVoTN9zI+snqC2ngi3Kg9iwCOkMJ6yfUoWSGT/Jb12Qy1QZkXGo01KW5OrviQSlMXMZpJ0S7dSsepn4n9eP7fjWT7iKYssUXS4ax4LYkGSPkxHXjFoxTwlSzdNbCZ2iRmrTeLIQvNWX10mnXvOua/WHRrXZKOIowTlcwBV4cANNuIcWtIHCFJ7hFd4c6bw4787HsnXDKWbO4A+czx+GzI3a</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="9rQ1hb2O/5VpDj0uSlQJHO3gY4I=">AAAB63icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWMF+wFtKJPttl26uwm7G6GE/gUvHhTx6h/y5r8xSXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXRIIb67rfzsbm1vbObmmvvH9weHRcOTntmDDWlLVpKELdC9AwwRVrW24F60WaoQwE6wazu8zvPjFteKge7TxivsSJ4mNO0eYSxfKwUnVrbg6yTryCVKFAa1j5GoxCGkumLBVoTN9zI+snqC2ngi3Kg9iwCOkMJ6yfUoWSGT/Jb12Qy1QZkXGo01KW5OrviQSlMXMZpJ0S7dSsepn4n9eP7fjWT7iKYssUXS4ax4LYkGSPkxHXjFoxTwlSzdNbCZ2iRmrTeLIQvNWX10mnXvOua/WHRrXZKOIowTlcwBV4cANNuIcWtIHCFJ7hFd4c6bw4787HsnXDKWbO4A+czx+GzI3a</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="MoebJ3daadQTFHUEUAAmP8BJZcE=">AAAB8HicdVDLSgMxFM34rPVVdekmWARXJdN3dwU3LivYh7RDyaSZNjbJDElGKEO/wo0LRdz6Oe78GzNtBRU9EDiccy+55/gRZ9og9OGsrW9sbm1ndrK7e/sHh7mj444OY0Vom4Q8VD0fa8qZpG3DDKe9SFEsfE67/vQy9bv3VGkWyhszi6gn8FiygBFsrHQbRXBgQmjuhrk8KqBqpVFCEBUqyK01GpYgVK2XitC1JEUerNAa5t4Ho5DEgkpDONa676LIeAlWhhFO59lBrGmEyRSPad9SiQXVXrI4eA7PrTKCQajskwYu1O8bCRZaz4RvJwU2E/3bS8W/vH5sgrqXMBnFhkqy/CiIOUwz2vRwxBQlhs8swUQxeyskE6wwMbajrC3hKyn8n3SKBbdUKF6X883yqo4MOAVn4AK4oAaa4Aq0QBsQIMADeALPjnIenRfndTm65qx2TsAPOG+ftCyQUA==</latexit>

L = 350fb−1
<latexit sha1_base64="UK3wyWgJtSoVHfWTDM+d6OWQ+0c=">AAACCXicbVC7SgNBFJ2Nrxhfq5Y2g0GwMewmEW2EgI2FRQTzgOwaZiezyZDZBzN3xbBsa+Ov2FgoYusf2Pk3Th6FJh64cDjnXu69x4sFV2BZ30ZuaXlldS2/XtjY3NreMXf3mipKJGUNGolItj2imOAhawAHwdqxZCTwBGt5w8ux37pnUvEovIVRzNyA9EPuc0pAS10TOwGBASUivc7wBa6cWtgB9gCp72V36Ymddc2iVbImwIvEnpEimqHeNb+cXkSTgIVABVGqY1sxuCmRwKlgWcFJFIsJHZI+62gakoApN518kuEjrfSwH0ldIeCJ+nsiJYFSo8DTneO71bw3Fv/zOgn4527KwzgBFtLpIj8RGCI8jgX3uGQUxEgTQiXXt2I6IJJQ0OEVdAj2/MuLpFku2ZVS+aZarFVnceTRATpEx8hGZ6iGrlAdNRBFj+gZvaI348l4Md6Nj2lrzpjN7KM/MD5/AOVtmSU=</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="sVDvLJ93H1Nk6di7+tgiJtNzYLI="></latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="UpkE4nvLXf0goytyqLc63osujOE="></latexit>

ma = 10 GeV
<latexit sha1_base64="p61g/pyuyhOeWxz+XKcTGv2ve4c=">AAAB/nicbVDLSgNBEJyNrxhfq+LJy2AQPIXdGNCLEPCgxwjmAdkQZiedZMjsg5leMSwBf8WLB0W8+h3e/BsnyR40saChqOqmu8uPpdDoON9WbmV1bX0jv1nY2t7Z3bP3Dxo6ShSHOo9kpFo+0yBFCHUUKKEVK2CBL6Hpj66nfvMBlBZReI/jGDoBG4SiLzhDI3Xto6DL6BV1HepRD+ER0xtoTLp20Sk5M9Bl4makSDLUuvaX14t4EkCIXDKt264TYydlCgWXMCl4iYaY8REbQNvQkAWgO+ns/Ak9NUqP9iNlKkQ6U39PpCzQehz4pjNgONSL3lT8z2sn2L/spCKME4SQzxf1E0kxotMsaE8o4CjHhjCuhLmV8iFTjKNJrGBCcBdfXiaNcsk9L5XvKsVqJYsjT47JCTkjLrkgVXJLaqROOEnJM3klb9aT9WK9Wx/z1pyVzRySP7A+fwAEn5Q1</latexit>

Br(t → aq)
<latexit sha1_base64="F4qbAnTX+2z0gYEvSKhdAnGzM+k=">AAAB+3icbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/Yj16CRahXkpSC3osevFYwX5AE8pmu2mXbjZxdyItIX/FiwdFvPpHvPlv3LY5aOuDgcd7M8zM82POFNj2t1HY2Nza3inulvb2Dw6PzONyR0WJJLRNIh7Jno8V5UzQNjDgtBdLikOf064/uZ373ScqFYvEA8xi6oV4JFjACAYtDcyyC3QK6Y3MquBCZOHHi4FZsWv2AtY6cXJSQTlaA/PLHUYkCakAwrFSfceOwUuxBEY4zUpuomiMyQSPaF9TgUOqvHRxe2ada2VoBZHUJcBaqL8nUhwqNQt93RliGKtVby7+5/UTCK69lIk4ASrIclGQcEs/OQ/CGjJJCfCZJphIpm+1yBhLTEDHVdIhOKsvr5NOveZc1ur3jUqzkcdRRKfoDFWRg65QE92hFmojgqboGb2iNyMzXox342PZWjDymRP0B8bnD5dblBg=</latexit>
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]
<latexit sha1_base64="7n/fsHOO7MTng2j7/i4yEVLXXuw=">AAAB/nicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqLhyM1gEVyWpBV1W3LhwUcE+oAlhMp20QycPZm7EEgL+ihsXirj1O9z5N07bLLT1wIXDOfdy7z1+IrgCy/o2Siura+sb5c3K1vbO7p65f9BRcSopa9NYxLLnE8UEj1gbOAjWSyQjoS9Y1x9fT/3uA5OKx9E9TBLmhmQY8YBTAlryzCPqAEm9zAH2CNnVbSvP+6HrmVWrZs2Al4ldkCoq0PLML2cQ0zRkEVBBlOrbVgJuRiRwKlhecVLFEkLHZMj6mkYkZMrNZufn+FQrAxzEUlcEeKb+nshIqNQk9HVnSGCkFr2p+J/XTyG4dDMeJSmwiM4XBanAEONpFnjAJaMgJpoQKrm+FdMRkYSCTqyiQ7AXX14mnXrNPq/V7xrVZqOIo4yO0Qk6Qza6QE10g1qojSjK0DN6RW/Gk/FivBsf89aSUcwcoj8wPn8AugiV7g==</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="R3yp3Xah6Op5fqY3GhoiazlIUuo="></latexit>

p
p
→

tj
<latexit sha1_base64="MoebJ3daadQTFHUEUAAmP8BJZcE=">AAAB8HicdVDLSgMxFM34rPVVdekmWARXJdN3dwU3LivYh7RDyaSZNjbJDElGKEO/wo0LRdz6Oe78GzNtBRU9EDiccy+55/gRZ9og9OGsrW9sbm1ndrK7e/sHh7mj444OY0Vom4Q8VD0fa8qZpG3DDKe9SFEsfE67/vQy9bv3VGkWyhszi6gn8FiygBFsrHQbRXBgQmjuhrk8KqBqpVFCEBUqyK01GpYgVK2XitC1JEUerNAa5t4Ho5DEgkpDONa676LIeAlWhhFO59lBrGmEyRSPad9SiQXVXrI4eA7PrTKCQajskwYu1O8bCRZaz4RvJwU2E/3bS8W/vH5sgrqXMBnFhkqy/CiIOUwz2vRwxBQlhs8swUQxeyskE6wwMbajrC3hKyn8n3SKBbdUKF6X883yqo4MOAVn4AK4oAaa4Aq0QBsQIMADeALPjnIenRfndTm65qx2TsAPOG+ftCyQUA==</latexit>

Figure 6. The expected bounds as a function of lifetime (cτALP) and the branching ratio of the
exotic top decay Br(t → aq), for ma = 2GeV (top) and ma = 10GeV (bottom). The red line
labeled with ‘Hadron 2σ’ represents the conservative limit (table 1) where S√

S+B
= 2, assuming

L = 350 fb−1 integrated luminosity. The red (blue) solid line is the potential discovery line where
10 signal events are produced in the hadronic (muon) calorimeter, in case a background free search
can be designed. Finally, the green shaded regions indicate the current bounds on the model. The
dark green lines are derived from the top + jet [65] final state, and the light green lines are from
the single leptonic top search [73, 88]. The dashed lines are for the constraints on the tua coupling,
and the solid ones are that of the tca coupling.
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<latexit sha1_base64="yiRjwk2jo15xTa6VndV3Rk7hSJQ="></latexit>

8

7

7

6

0.01

0.10

1

10

100

�

�

10
-7

10
-5 0.001 0.100

�

�

ma = 2 GeV
<latexit sha1_base64="rEQCL8NfZAhsQ1OHu6JHSKCFZ+I=">AAAB/XicbVDJSgNBEO2JW4zbuNy8NAbBU5iJgl6EgAc9RjALZELo6VSSJj0L3TViHIK/4sWDIl79D2/+jZ1kDpr4oODxXhVV9fxYCo2O823llpZXVtfy64WNza3tHXt3r66jRHGo8UhGqukzDVKEUEOBEpqxAhb4Ehr+8GriN+5BaRGFdziKoR2wfih6gjM0Usc+CDqMXtIy9aiH8IDpNdTHHbvolJwp6CJxM1IkGaod+8vrRjwJIEQumdYt14mxnTKFgksYF7xEQ8z4kPWhZWjIAtDtdHr9mB4bpUt7kTIVIp2qvydSFmg9CnzTGTAc6HlvIv7ntRLsXbRTEcYJQshni3qJpBjRSRS0KxRwlCNDGFfC3Er5gCnG0QRWMCG48y8vknq55J6WyrdnxUopiyNPDskROSEuOScVckOqpEY4eSTP5JW8WU/Wi/Vufcxac1Y2s0/+wPr8AZIfk/Y=</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="9rQ1hb2O/5VpDj0uSlQJHO3gY4I=">AAAB63icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWMF+wFtKJPttl26uwm7G6GE/gUvHhTx6h/y5r8xSXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXRIIb67rfzsbm1vbObmmvvH9weHRcOTntmDDWlLVpKELdC9AwwRVrW24F60WaoQwE6wazu8zvPjFteKge7TxivsSJ4mNO0eYSxfKwUnVrbg6yTryCVKFAa1j5GoxCGkumLBVoTN9zI+snqC2ngi3Kg9iwCOkMJ6yfUoWSGT/Jb12Qy1QZkXGo01KW5OrviQSlMXMZpJ0S7dSsepn4n9eP7fjWT7iKYssUXS4ax4LYkGSPkxHXjFoxTwlSzdNbCZ2iRmrTeLIQvNWX10mnXvOua/WHRrXZKOIowTlcwBV4cANNuIcWtIHCFJ7hFd4c6bw4787HsnXDKWbO4A+czx+GzI3a</latexit>
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Figure 7. The same figure as figure 6, where the expected 10 events lines at the HL-LHC with√
s = 14TeV, and L = 4 ab−1 integrated luminosity is shown in dashed lines. The red dashed line

represents an ALP that decays within the hadronic calorimeter and the dashed blue is when the
ALP decays in within the muon calorimeter.

ID 39083149), and by grant 05H18UMCA1 of the German Federal Ministry for Education
and Research (BMBF).

A Sensitivity at the high luminosity LHC

The projected sensitivity at HL-LHC (
√
s = 14TeV, and integrated luminosity L = 4 ab−1)

is shown with dashed lines in figure 7. These lines indicate the potential discovery requiring
10 signal events using the same cuts as the current run of the LHC, and assuming no
backgrounds. With the higher luminosity, and the increase in the pile-up effect, the dashed
lines may need to be adjusted.
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ma = 2GeV ma = 10GeV tt̄

total (1) 2.79× 105 (1) 2.79× 105 (1) 2.91× 108

3− 5 jets with

pT > 40GeV & |η| < 2.5 (0.7815) 2.18× 105 (0.7779) 2.17× 105 (0.65997) 1.92× 108

1 jet with log10

(
Ehad
Eem

)
> 1.2 (0.1330) 3.71× 104 (0.0699) 1.95× 104 (0.01022) 2.97× 106

displaced jet has ≤ 2 tracks (0.1330) 3.71× 104 (0.0699) 1.95× 104 (0.00018) 5.23× 104

with pT > 2GeV

Table 2. Cut flow of the expected number of events for signal and background events for LHC run
3 with

√
s = 13TeV and L = 350 fb−1. The values in brackets are the efficiencies after each cut.

For the signal cτALP = 0.1m and Br(t→ aq) = 0.001 was chosen.

B Cut flow for three to five jets

The ALP in this search is highly boosted and decays displaced. Thus, while it decays to
a pair of partons, it will be seen mostly as one narrow jet. In this case the signal has
maximal five final state jets, including the one from the ALP decay. For comparison we
show in table 2 the cut flow (of the efficiency) for changing the cut on the number of jets
from 3–6 to 3–5 jets.

Open Access. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits any use, distribution and reproduction in
any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited. SCOAP3 supports
the goals of the International Year of Basic Sciences for Sustainable Development.
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