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Abstract

A sample of 3984 candidates of the K+ → π+γγ decay, with an estimated background of
291±14 events, was collected by the NA62 experiment at CERN during 2017–2018. In order
to describe the observed di-photon mass spectrum, the next-to-leading order contribution
in chiral perturbation theory was found to be necessary. The decay branching ratio in the
full kinematic range is measured to be (9.61 ± 0.17) × 10−7. The first search for production
and prompt decay of an axion-like particle with gluon coupling in the process K+ → π+a,
a → γγ is also reported.
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Introduction

Experimental studies of radiative non-leptonic kaon decays test chiral perturbation theory
(ChPT), which describes low-energy QCD processes. For the K+ → π+γγ decay (denoted
Kπγγ below), the ChPT description has been developed at both leading and next-to-leading
orders [1, 2, 3].

The Kπγγ decay was first observed by the BNL E787 experiment [4], which reported 31 can-
didates in the kinematic region 100 MeV/c < p∗π < 180 MeV/c, where p∗π is the π+ momentum
in the K+ rest frame. This corresponds to 0.157 < z < 0.384, where z = m2

γγ/m
2
K , mγγ is

the di-photon mass, and mK is the charged kaon mass. Samples of 149 and 232 Kπγγ decay
candidates in the kinematic region z > 0.2 were selected from the datasets collected at CERN
by the NA48/2 experiment in 2003–2004 and the NA62 experiment in 2007, respectively [5, 6].
A search near the endpoint in the region p∗π > 213 MeV/c, i.e. z < 0.048, was performed by the
BNL E949 experiment [7]. All the experimental results reported so far are consistent with the
leading-order ChPT description.

A study of the Kπγγ decay based on 3984 candidates in the kinematic region z > 0.2 collected
by the NA62 experiment at CERN in 2017–2018 is reported here. The analysis of the di-photon
mass spectrum is performed in the ChPT framework to measure the decay branching ratio and
the parameter which characterises the spectrum. The first dedicated search for production and
prompt decay of an axion-like particle with gluon coupling in the process K+ → π+a, a → γγ
is also reported.

1 Beam, detector, and data sample

The layout of the NA62 beamline and detector [8] is shown schematically in Fig. 1. An un-
separated secondary beam of π+ (70%), protons (23%) and K+ (6%) is created by directing
400 GeV/c protons extracted from the CERN SPS onto a beryllium target in spills of 4.8 s
duration. The central momentum of the beam is 75 GeV/c, with a spread of 1% (rms).

Beam kaons are tagged with a time resolution of 70 ps by a differential Cherenkov counter
(KTAG), which uses as radiator nitrogen gas at 1.75 bar pressure contained in a 5 m long vessel.
Beam particle positions, momenta and times (to better than 100 ps resolution) are measured
by a silicon pixel spectrometer consisting of three stations (GTK1,2,3) and four dipole magnets
forming an achromat. A 1.2 m thick steel collimator (COL) with a 76×40 mm2 central aperture
and 1.7×1.8 m2 outer dimensions is placed upstream of GTK3 to absorb hadrons from upstream
K+ decays; a variable-aperture collimator of 0.15 × 0.15 m2 outer dimensions was used up to
early 2018. A dipole magnet (TRIM5) providing a 90 MeV/c horizontal momentum kick is
located in front of GTK3. Inelastic interactions of beam particles in GTK3 are detected by an
array of scintillator hodoscopes (CHANTI). The beam is delivered into a vacuum tank evacuated
to a pressure of 10−6 mbar, which contains a 75 m long fiducial volume (FV) starting 2.6 m
downstream of GTK3. The beam angular spread at the FV entrance is 0.11 mrad (rms) in both
horizontal and vertical planes. Downstream of the FV, undecayed beam particles continue their
path in vacuum.

The momenta of charged particles produced in K+ decays in the FV are measured by a
magnetic spectrometer (STRAW) located in the vacuum tank downstream of the FV. The
spectrometer consists of four tracking chambers made of straw tubes, and a dipole magnet (M)
located between the second and third chambers that provides a horizontal momentum kick of
270 MeV/c in a direction opposite to that produced by TRIM5. The momentum resolution is
σp/p = (0.30 ⊕ 0.005 · p)%, with the momentum p expressed in GeV/c.
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Figure 1: Schematic side view of the NA62 beamline and detector used in 2018.

A ring-imaging Cherenkov detector (RICH) consisting of a 17.5 m long vessel filled with
neon at atmospheric pressure (with a Cherenkov threshold of 12.5 GeV/c for pions) provides
particle identification, charged particle time measurements with a typical resolution of 70 ps,
and the trigger time. Two scintillator hodoscopes (CHOD), which include a matrix of tiles and
two planes of slabs arranged in four quadrants located downstream of the RICH, provide trigger
signals and time measurements with 200 ps precision.

A 27X0 thick quasi-homogeneous liquid-krypton (LKr) electromagnetic calorimeter is used
for particle identification and photon detection. The calorimeter has an active volume of 7 m3,
segmented in the transverse direction into 13248 projective cells of 2 × 2 cm2 size, and provides
an energy resolution σE/E = (4.8/

√
E⊕11/E⊕0.9)%, with E expressed in GeV. To achieve her-

metic acceptance for photons emitted in K+ decays in the FV at angles up to 50 mrad from the
beam axis, the LKr calorimeter is complemented by annular lead glass detectors (LAV) installed
in 12 positions inside and downstream of the vacuum tank, and two lead/scintillator sampling
calorimeters (IRC, SAC) located close to the beam axis. An iron/scintillator sampling hadronic
calorimeter formed of two modules (MUV1,2) and a muon detector consisting of 148 scintillator
tiles located behind an 80 cm thick iron wall (MUV3) are used for particle identification.

The data sample analysed is obtained from 8.3× 105 SPS spills recorded in 2017–2018, with
the typical beam intensity increasing over time from 1.8 × 1012 to 2.2 × 1012 protons per spill.
The latter value corresponds to a 500 MHz mean instantaneous beam particle rate at the FV
entrance, and a 3.7 MHz mean K+ decay rate in the FV.

The main NA62 trigger line is designed for the measurement of the ultra-rare K+ → π+νν̄
decay [9]. The present analysis is based on dedicated control and non-muon trigger lines operat-
ing concurrently with the main trigger line and downscaled typically by factors of 400 and 200,
respectively. A multi-track (MT) trigger line downscaled typically by a factor of 100 is used for
evaluation of systematic uncertainties. The trigger description is provided in Refs. [10, 11]. The
control line requires only CHOD signals. The non-muon and MT lines both include low-level
hardware (L0) and high-level software (L1) triggers. For the non-muon line, the L0 condition
includes RICH signal multiplicity in coincidence with a CHOD signal, in the absence of in-time
MUV3 signals. For the MT line, the L0 condition includes RICH signal multiplicity and coinci-
dence of signals in two diagonally opposite CHOD quadrants. The L1 algorithm for both lines
involves beam K+ identification by the KTAG and reconstruction of a STRAW track originating
in the FV.

Monte Carlo (MC) simulations of particle interactions with the detector and its response are
performed using a software package based on the Geant4 toolkit [12]. Accidental activity and
trigger responses are included in the simulation.
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2 Event selection

The abundant K+ → π+π0 decay followed by the prompt π0 → γγ decay (denoted K2π),
collected concurrently with signal candidates through the same trigger lines, is used for nor-
malisation. Signal and normalisation decay modes have the same set of particles in the final
state, leading to a first-order cancellation of detector and trigger inefficiencies, and reducing the
systematic uncertainties in the measurement. The principal selection criteria are listed below.

• A positively charged track reconstructed with the STRAW spectrometer is considered as
a π+ candidate, if it has the following properties: the track time, evaluated using the
RICH or CHOD signals spatially associated with the track, should be within 2 ns of the
trigger time; the track momentum is required to be in the range 15–65 GeV/c; the track’s
trajectory through the STRAW chambers and its extrapolation to the LKr calorimeter,
RICH and CHOD should be within the geometrical acceptances of these detectors. Events
with more than one π+ candidate are rejected.

• The parent kaon is defined by a KTAG signal with time (tKTAG) within 1 ns of the π+

time, and a reconstructed GTK track with time (tGTK) within 0.5 ns of the KTAG signal.
Association between the GTK and STRAW tracks relies on a discriminant built using the
time difference ∆t = tGTK− tKTAG and the closest distance of approach (CDA) of the pion
and kaon tracks. The GTK track with the discriminant most consistent with a K+ − π+

decay vertex is identified as the parent kaon. The reconstructed kaon decay vertex, defined
as the point of closest approach of the GTK and STRAW tracks, is required to be within
the FV.

• Events are rejected if they have additional STRAW tracks compatible with originating
from the reconstructed kaon decay vertex.

• Particle identification conditions are applied to the π+ candidate as follows: the ratio of
the energy deposited in the LKr calorimeter, E, to the momentum, p, measured by the
STRAW spectrometer should be E/p < 0.85; signals in the MUV3 detector geometrically
associated with the π+ candidate are not allowed within 4 ns of tKTAG.

• Photon candidates are defined as clusters of energy deposited in the LKr calorimeter
within 5 ns of the π+ candidate time with energy exceeding 2 GeV, not associated with
any STRAW track, and separated by at least 250 mm from the π+ track impact point on
the LKr calorimeter front plane. Exactly two photon candidates are required. The distance
between the candidates should exceed 250 mm in the LKr calorimeter front plane. Photon
four-momenta are computed using cluster energies, cluster positions and the kaon decay
vertex position.

• Multi-photon backgrounds with merged clusters in the LKr calorimeter are suppressed by
a requirement on the photon candidate cluster size. The cluster size is defined as the rms
lateral width along the axis in the LKr front plane corresponding to the maximum width
value. Cluster sizes of both photon candidates should be less than 20 mm.

• The transverse momentum of the π+γγ system with respect to the GTK track direction
should be pT < 30 MeV/c.

• Events with 0.2 < z < 0.51 (0.04 < z < 0.12) are identified as Kπγγ (K2π) candidates. The
kinematic variable z is computed using the track information as z = (PK − Pπ)2/m2

K ≡
m2

γγ/m
2
K , where PK and and Pπ are the reconstructed K+ and π+ four-momenta. The

photon candidate information is not used, which reduces systematic uncertainties and
improves the z resolution; the resolution varies from δz = 3.5 × 10−3 at z = 0.2 to zero at
the endpoint z = 0.515.
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• The reconstructed mass, mπγγ , and the difference between the reconstructed momentum
of the π+γγ system and the reconstructed parent kaon momentum, ∆p = pπγγ − pK , are
required to be inside an ellipse centred on the point (mK , 0) with semi-axes of 10 MeV/c2

and 3 GeV/c, respectively. The axes of the ellipse are oriented to account for the correlation
between mπγγ and ∆p. This condition has an efficiency of 97.3% for both Kπγγ and K2π.

The reconstructed (mπγγ , ∆p) distributions of the Kπγγ candidates for data and for simulated
signal and background samples are displayed in Fig. 2: 3984 candidates are observed in the
signal region in the data. The reconstructed mπγγ distributions of the selected Kπγγ and K2π

candidates, obtained using a modified selection with the elliptical condition in the (mπγγ , ∆p)
replaced by the requirements |∆p| < 3 GeV/c, 440 < mπγγ < 550 MeV/c2, are shown in Fig. 3.

3 Trigger efficiencies and number of kaon decays

The trigger lines used in the analysis, the fractions of the dataset collected with each line,
and the trigger efficiencies measured for the data using control datasets and modelled for the
simulated samples are summarised in Table 1. Part of the dataset was collected with the STRAW
condition disabled in the non-muon trigger line. The Kπγγ and K2π decays have different
π+ momentum spectra. The efficiency of the control trigger has no significant geometric or
momentum dependence; therefore it cancels between signal and normalisation samples and is
not simulated. In contrast, the efficiency of the non-muon line is momentum dependent due to
the RICH and STRAW conditions and differs between the two decay modes. The response of
the non-muon trigger is modelled for simulated samples, and is included in the acceptance.

The effective number of K+ decays in the FV is calculated as

NK =
NK2π ·DK2π

AK2π · B(K2π) · B(π0
γγ)

= (5.55 ± 0.03) × 1010,

where NK2π = 1.14 × 108 is the number of data events passing the K2π selection; DK2π = 10 is
a software downscaling factor applied to the K2π candidates in the data at the processing stage;
AK2π = (10.05 ± 0.05)% is the acceptance of the K2π selection evaluated with simulations,
with a systematic uncertainty evaluated by variation of the selection conditions; B(K2π) =
(20.67 ± 0.08)% and B(π0

γγ) = (98.823 ± 0.034)% are the branching ratios in the K2π decay
chain [13]. The relative background in the K2π sample is found with simulations to be of
O(10−5) and is neglected.

4 Backgrounds to the Kπγγ decay

Multi-photon backgrounds

Multi-photon backgrounds come from K+ → π+π0γ (K2πγ) and K+ → π+π0π0 (K3π0) de-
cays followed by π0 → γγ decays, where the photons produce overlapping showers in the LKr
calorimeter leading to the reconstruction of merged clusters. In the K2πγ case, a merged cluster
is formed by the photon from the K+ decay and a photon from the π0 decay. In the K3π0 case,
two merged clusters are formed. These conditions lead to final states with no missing energy,
and the background mπγγ distribution peaks at the K+ mass as for signal events (Fig. 2, right).

To validate the simulation of cluster merging, a modified Kπγγ selection is employed. Three
photon candidates are required, the cluster size conditions are removed, and the reconstructed
mass of each photon pair is required to differ from the π0 mass by more than 8 MeV/c2. The
selected data sample consists mainly of K3π0 events with a single merged cluster. The merged
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Figure 2: Reconstructed (mπγγ , ∆p) distributions after the full Kπγγ selection for data (left)
and simulated background decay samples (right). The simulated distributions have a common
normalisation to the data according to their branching ratios; all plots have the same colour
scale. The elliptical selection condition, and the rectangular regions used to obtain the mπγγ

spectrum (Fig. 3) and a control data sample for K+ → π+π+π− background evaluation (as
discussed in Section 4) are shown by solid lines.
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Figure 3: Reconstructed mπγγ mass distributions of the Kπγγ (left) and K2π (right) candidates
for selected samples of data and simulated signal and background samples. The elliptical se-
lection condition is replaced by the requirement |∆p| < 3 GeV/c. The simulated Kπγγ signal
corresponds to the result of the ChPT fit.

Table 1: Trigger lines, fractions of the dataset collected with each line, and trigger efficiencies
for the Kπγγ and K2π samples, ε(Kπγγ) and ε(K2π). Statistical uncertainties are quoted for the
Kπγγ trigger efficiencies in data, and are negligible for other quantities.

Trigger line Fraction Data Simulation
of dataset ε(Kπγγ) ε(K2π) ε(Kπγγ) ε(K2π)

Control 39% (99.1 ± 0.2)% 99.1% – –
Non-muon 36% (96.7 ± 0.6)% 98.0% 96.5% 97.9%
Non-muon (no L1-STRAW) 25% (99.5 ± 0.2)% 99.5% 99.1% 99.6%
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Figure 4: Cluster size distributions for regular and merged LKr clusters for data and simulated
samples. An arbitrary scale factor of 2 × 10−4 is applied to the regular cluster distributions to
fit the scale. The accuracy of the simulation is limited both for regular and merged clusters.

cluster (M) is identified as that with reconstructed energy lying within 1 GeV of its expected
value based on the energies and positions of the other two clusters (A, B):

EM = m2
π0 L

2 · (1/(EAd
2
AM) + 1/(EBd

2
BM)) .

Here EA(B) are the reconstructed energies of the clusters A(B), dA(B)M are the distances between
the clusters A(B) and M, and L is the distance between the K+ decay vertex and the LKr
calorimeter front plane.

Cluster size distributions for regular (non-merged) clusters from K2π decays and merged
clusters from K3π0 decays for data and simulated samples are displayed in Fig. 4. The cluster
size requirement, smaller than 20 mm, removes 2.9% (2.5%) of the regular clusters for data
(simulated) events. The number of merged clusters identified in the data is 80519, while 84103±
1200 are expected from a simulated K3π0 sample normalised to the number of kaon decays (NK)
evaluated using the K2π sample. With the cluster size requirement applied, 18820 merged
clusters remain in the data, compared to 19953 ± 281 expected from simulation. This validates
the modelling of cluster merging to a 5% precision. The uncertainties in the expected values are
dominated by the systematic uncertainty in the K3π0 branching ratio. A systematic uncertainty
of 5% in relative terms is assigned to the estimated K2πγ and K3π0 backgrounds.

Background from the K+ → π+π+π− decay

The K+ → π+π+π− (K3π) decays contribute to the background when two pions (π+ and π−) are
not reconstructed by the STRAW spectrometer while producing clusters in the LKr calorimeter.
To satisfy the pπγγ selection condition, the non-reconstructed pions must deposit most of their
energy in the calorimeter. This background contributes in the kinematic region z > 0.3 above
the di-pion threshold.

Hadronic showers in the LKr calorimeter are imperfectly modelled by the Geant4 toolkit.
The K3π background is therefore simulated using a calorimeter response model obtained from
the data. The probability for a π± to create exactly one cluster in the LKr calorimeter with a
size smaller than 20 mm is measured as a function of both the π± momentum and the energy
deposited in the calorimeter using a sample of K3π decays selected kinematically from the
STRAW spectrometer information.
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To validate the K3π background simulation two control samples are used:

• Sample A consists of K3π decays where two pions deposit most of their energy in the LKr
calorimeter with negligible background. This sample is obtained from a modified Kπγγ

selection in which each photon candidate is required to have an associated STRAW track,
and the three STRAW tracks in the event are required to be kinematically compatible
with a K3π decay. To increase the sample size, the MT trigger line is employed in addition
to the control and non-muon trigger lines used for the main analysis.

• Sample B consists mainly of K3π events with two pions not reconstructed by the STRAW
spectrometer and depositing only a fraction of their energy in the LKr calorimeter. This
sample is obtained from a modified Kπγγ selection where the elliptical condition in the
(mπγγ , ∆p) plane is replaced by the requirements mπγγ −mK > −20 MeV/c2 and ∆p <
−3 GeV/c (as shown in Fig. 2), and additionally requiring z > 0.3. These conditions are
introduced to suppress the K3π0 and K2πγ contributions.

The two control samples do not overlap with the Kπγγ signal sample. The numbers of events
observed in the control samples in the data, and those expected from simulations of the K3π,
K2πγ and K+ → π0e+ν(γ) decays, are presented in Table 2. Simulations are in agreement
with the data, which validates the K3π background model within a 3% statistical precision
determined by the size of the control data samples. A systematic uncertainty of 3% in relative
terms is assigned to the estimated K3π background.

Other backgrounds and summary

The K+ → π0e+ν(γ) decay contributes to the background when the e+ is misidentified as a
π+, one of the photons from the π0 → γγ decay is not detected, and either a radiative photon
from the K+ decay or a photon produced by bremsstrahlung is detected. Background from the
K+ → π+e+e− decay where the e± tracks are not reconstructed but produce LKr clusters is
found to be negligible.

In total, 3984 Kπγγ candidates are observed in the data. The background contributions in
the signal sample estimated with simulations are reported in Table 3. The estimated number of
background events is 291 ± 8stat ± 12syst, which corresponds to 7% of the signal candidates.

Table 2: Numbers of events expected from simulations and observed in the data in the control
samples A and B used for validation of the K3π background evaluation.

Source Sample A Sample B

K+ → π+π+π− 933 ± 9stat 1007 ± 5stat
K+ → π+π0γ – 33 ± 8stat
K+ → π0e+ν(γ) – 23 ± 2stat
K+ → π+π0π0 – 1 ± 1stat
Total expected 933 ± 9stat 1064 ± 10stat
Data 917 1044

Table 3: Estimated background contributions in the Kπγγ sample.

Source Estimated background

K+ → π+π0γ 240 ± 8stat ± 12syst
K+ → π+π+π− 35 ± 1stat ± 1syst
K+ → π+π0π0 9 ± 2stat
K+ → π0e+ν(γ) 7 ± 1stat
Total 291 ± 8stat ± 12syst
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5 Measurement of the Kπγγ decay

The Kπγγ decay is described by the two kinematic variables

y =
PK(Pγ1 − Pγ2)

m2
K

, z =
m2

γγ

m2
K

,

where PK and Pγ1,2 are the four-momenta of the kaon and the two photons, mγγ is the di-photon
mass and mK is the K+ mass. The physical region of the kinematic variables is

|y| ≤ 1

2
λ1/2(1, r2π, z), 0 ≤ z ≤ (1 − rπ)2 = 0.515,

where λ(a, b, c) = a2 + b2 + c2 − 2(ab + ac + bc), rπ = mπ/mK , and mπ is the π+ mass. In the
ChPT framework at next-to-leading order, O(p6), the decay rate is parameterised as follows [2]:

∂2Γ

∂y∂z
=

mK

29π3

[
z2

(
|A(ĉ, z, y2) + B(z)|2 + |C(z)|2

)
+

(
y2 − 1

4
λ(1, r2π, z)

)2

|B(z)|2
]
,

where A(ĉ, z, y2) and B(z) are the loop amplitudes (the latter dominates at low z and vanishes
at leading order), and C(z) is the pole amplitude contributing a few percent to the total decay
rate. The differential decay rate depends strongly on the z variable, and only weakly on the y
variable. The parameter ĉ is the only free parameter in this analysis. The decay amplitudes
depend on external parameters, namely the effective weak octet coupling G8 fixed in this analysis
according to [14], the K3π decay amplitude parameters (α1, α3, β1, β3, γ3, ζ1, ξ1) fixed according
to [15], and the polynomial contributions ηi fixed to zero as in the previous measurements. The
values of the external parameters are summarised in Table 4.

To measure the parameter ĉ, the reconstructed z spectrum of the signal candidates (Fig. 5)
is fitted according to the prescription of [2] in 31 bins of equal width in the signal region
0.2 < z < 0.51 to find the minimum of the quantity

χ2 = (k⃗ − λ⃗(ĉ))T · C−1 · (k⃗ − λ⃗(ĉ)),

where the vector k⃗ contains the numbers of observed data events in the z bins, and the vector
λ⃗ = λ⃗S(ĉ)+ λ⃗B contains the simulated numbers of the signal, λ⃗S(ĉ), and background, λ⃗B, events
in the z bins for a given ĉ value. The covariance matrix C accounts for the statistical uncertainties
in bins of the data and simulated z distributions, the systematic uncertainty due to NK which
is fully correlated among the bins, and the systematic uncertainties in the multi-photon and
K3π background estimates are also conservatively assumed to be fully correlated. Additional

Table 4: Values of the external parameters used for this and previous Kπγγ measurements. The
parameter values are reported in [1, 14, 15, 16, 17].

Parameter E787 [4] NA48/2, NA62 [5, 6] This measurement

G8m
2
K × 106 2.24 2.202 2.202

α1 × 108 91.71 93.16 92.80
α3 × 108 −7.36 −7.62 −7.45
β1 × 108 −25.68 −27.06 −26.46
β3 × 108 −2.43 −2.22 −2.50
γ3 × 108 2.26 2.95 2.78
ζ1 × 108 −0.47 −0.40 −0.11
ξ1 × 108 −1.51 −1.83 −1.20
ηi (i = 1, 2, 3) 0 0 0
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Figure 5: Reconstructed z spectrum of the Kπγγ candidates, estimated background contributions
and simulated signal spectra using the ĉ values obtained from the fits (upper panels). The signal
region used in the fit is indicated with arrows. The two panels correspond to the O(p4) and
O(p6) signal descriptions. The ratios of data and simulated spectra with their full uncertainties
are shown in the lower panels.

systematic uncertainties in ĉ may arise from: the measurement of the trigger efficiency; the LKr
calorimeter energy calibration; the resolution of the z variable. Each of these is found to be
δĉ < 10−3 and neglected.

Fits to the data using both leading order, O(p4), and next-to-leading order, O(p6), ChPT
descriptions [2] are performed. The resulting fit p-values are 2.7 × 10−8 and 0.49, respectively.
This constitutes the first evidence that the O(p4) description is not compatible with the data.
Fit results corresponding to the minimum χ2 values are shown in Fig. 5.

Model-independent Kπγγ partial branching ratios, Bi, and differential decay widths, (dΓ/dz)i,
are computed in the 31 bins of the z variable in the signal region as

Bi =
Ni −NB

i

NK ·Ai
,

(
dΓ

dz

)
i

=
ΓKBi

∆z
,

where Ni is the number of Kπγγ candidates observed in the i-th bin in data, NB
i the estimated

number of background events in that bin, Ai the signal acceptance in that bin, NK the number
of K+ decays in the FV, ΓK = (5.32 ± 0.01) × 10−17 GeV the charged kaon decay width [13],
and ∆z = 0.01 is the bin width. The statistical errors in Ai, the effects of the dependence of
Ai on the assumed Kπγγ kinematic distribution and the resolution effects are negligible with
respect to the statistical uncertainties in Ni.

6 Results of the Kπγγ measurement

A sample of 3984 Kπγγ decay candidates with an estimated background contamination of 291±14
events is analysed. The observed z spectrum is consistent with the ChPT description to the
next-to-leading order, O(p6). The ĉ parameter is measured in the ChPT O(p6) description to
be

ĉ = 1.144 ± 0.069stat ± 0.034syst.

The corresponding branching ratio obtained by integration of the ChPT O(p6) differential
branching ratio in the full kinematic range is

B = (9.61 ± 0.15stat ± 0.07syst) × 10−7.
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Table 5: Systematic uncertainties for ĉ, B and BMI(z > 0.2) measurements.

Source δĉ δB × 107 δBMI(z > 0.2) × 107

Number of kaon decays 0.026 0.056 0.064
Simulation of multi-photon backgrounds 0.016 0.034 0.026
Simulation of K3π background 0.001 0.002 0.003
Limited size of simulated samples 0.014 0.030 0.018

Total 0.034 0.072 0.072
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Figure 6: Differential Kπγγ decay width as a function of z. Markers: model-independent mea-
surements in the signal region with their full uncertainties. The z positions of the markers are
evaluated according to [18]. Solid line: differential decay width in the ChPT O(p6) description
with ĉ = 1.144. External parameters of the ChPT description are fixed as shown in Table 4.

0.5 1 1.5 2 2.5
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Figure 7: Summary of the ĉ (left) and B (right) measurements in the ChPT O(p6) framework.
The error bars do not include uncertainties due to the external parameters of the ChPT fit. The
present measurement, earlier measurements [4, 5, 6] and the average of the two measurements [5,
6] reported in [6] are shown. The triangle (square) shows the central ĉ value obtained in the
present analysis considering external parameter values used by E787 [4] (NA48/2 and NA62-
2007 [5, 6]), respectively.
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The model-independent branching ratio in the region 0.2 < z < 0.51 is measured by summing
over the z bins to be

BMI(z > 0.2) = (9.46 ± 0.19stat ± 0.07syst) × 10−7.

The statistical uncertainties are due to the limited size of the signal sample. The individual
contributions to the systematic uncertainties are listed in Table 5. The dΓ/dz spectrum corre-
sponding to the central value of ĉ obtained from the ChPT fit, and the differential decay widths
in the z bins obtained from the model-independent measurement, are displayed in Fig. 6.

The ChPT O(p6) decay amplitudes A(ĉ, z, y2) and B(z) depend on external parameters,
which are fixed in this analysis as summarised in Table 4. The quantities ĉ and B measured in
the ChPT O(p6) framework are compared to the previous measurements [4, 5, 6] in Fig. 7. Also
shown are the ĉ values obtained using the same sets of external parameter values as each of the
previous measurements (Table 4): the ĉ value depends significantly on the external parameter
values. The dependence arises mainly from the sensitivity to ξ1, with the derivative ∂ĉ/∂ξ1 =
−1.0 × 108. On the other hand, the sensitivity of B to external parameter values is negligible
with respect to the uncertainties quoted above, the largest derivative being ∂B/∂ζ1 = −1.8.
Uncertainties in ĉ and B due to those in the external parameters are not quoted.

The measured values of ĉ, B and BMI(z > 0.2) are consistent within one standard deviation
with the earlier measurements [4, 5, 6] when the same sets of external parameter values are used,
and are obtained with an improved precision.

7 Search for the K+ → π+a, a → γγ decay

An axion-like particle (ALP, a) coupling to gluons is considered in one of the hidden-sector
scenarios known as BC11 [19, 20, 21]. For ALP masses ma < 3mπ, the ALP decays almost
exclusively into photon pairs. A search for the K+ → π+a, a → γγ decay chain is performed
as a peak search in the distribution of the missing mass of the Kπγγ candidates, mmiss =√

(PK − Pπ)2, where PK and Pπ are the reconstructed K+ and π+ four-momenta.
The signal is investigated in 287 mass hypotheses in the search range of 207–350 MeV/c2,

with a step of 0.5 MeV/c2. The lower limit of the range is chosen to avoid background from
the non-gaussian tail of the K2π decay. The signal region in each ma hypothesis is defined
as |mmiss − ma| < 1.5σm, where σm is the mmiss resolution evaluated with simulations. The
resolution improves from 2.0 MeV/c2 to 0.2 MeV/c2 across the search range.

In each mass hypothesis, the background in the signal region, Nexp, is determined from sim-
ulations including the Kπγγ contribution according to the ChPT O(p6) description (Section 6)
and the backgrounds to the Kπγγ decay (Section 4). The uncertainty in the estimated back-
ground, δNexp, is evaluated considering the uncertainties in ĉ and in the contributions from
backgrounds to the Kπγγ decay. Upper limits at 90% CL of the numbers of signal events, NS ,
are computed using Nobs, Nexp and δNexp using the CLS method [22]. The values of Nobs, Nexp

with δNexp, the observed upper limits of NS , and the expected ±1σ and ±2σ bands of variation
of NS in the null hypothesis are displayed in Fig. 8 (left). The sensitivity of the search is limited
by the Kπγγ background. No statistically significant evidence for the K+ → π+a, a → γγ decay
chain is observed.

Under the assumption of a prompt a → γγ decay, upper limits of the branching ratio
B(K+ → π+a) are evaluated in each ma hypothesis using the relation

B(K+ → π+a) =
NS

NK ·AS
,

where AS is the selection acceptance for the prompt a → γγ decay evaluated with simulations,
which decreases from 8% to 1% across the search range. The resulting upper limits at 90% CL
are shown in Fig. 8 (right).
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Figure 8: Search for ALP production and decay. Left: observed and expected numbers of events,
and upper limits at 90% CL of the number of signal events with their expected ±1σ and ±2σ
bands in the null hypothesis for each ALP mass value considered. Right: upper limits at 90% CL
of B(K+ → π+a) × B(a → γγ) in the prompt decay assumption with their expected bands.

Under the assumption of non-zero ALP mean lifetime, τa, the signal selection acceptance
decreases as a function of τa due to underestimation of the quantity mπγγ for events with
displaced a → γγ decay vertices. The signal selection has non-zero acceptance for a → γγ decay
vertices displaced up to 10 m with respect to the K+ decay vertex. The mmiss resolution does
not depend on τa because mmiss is evaluated using the GTK and STRAW information only. To
account for the reduction of signal acceptance, the upper limits of B(K+ → π+a) obtained in
the prompt decay assumption are divided by a signal acceptance loss function parameterised
empirically as follows:

f(τa) =
2

π
arctan

(
0.1366

τa
− 0.0042

τ2a
+

0.0002

τ3a

)
,

with τa expressed in ns. This function tends to unity for τa → 0, and decreases with τa:
f(0.25) = 0.29, f(0.5) = 0.16, f(1) = 0.08, f(3) = 0.03. The parameterisation is accurate to
a 20% precision for τa < 3 ns for all ma values within the search range. The search has no
sensitivity for τa > 3 ns as the ALP becomes practically invisible.

The free parameters of the BC11 scenario are the ALP mass and coupling strength (ma,
1/fG). The upper limits obtained at 90% CL for B(K+ → π+a) are interpreted in the BC11
framework considering the dependence of B(K+ → π+a) and τa on the free parameters (ma,
1/fG) provided in [23, 24]. The results are shown in Fig. 9. The ALP proper mean lifetime scales
as τa ∼ f2

G, which makes the ALP effectively invisible for 1/fG < 1 TeV−1. The search is limited

by background, therefore the lower bound of the excluded region scales as 1/fG ∼ N
−1/4
K .

Dedicated searches for the K+ → π+Xinv decay with an invisible particle in the final state
performed by the NA62 experiment in the mass range 0–260 MeV/c2 [9, 25] also have sensitivity
to the long-lived ALP in the BC11 scenario. The corresponding exclusion regions at 90% CL on
the ALP coupling in the BC11 scenario, obtained using the published upper limits of B(K+ →
π+Xinv) [9, 25] accounting for the dependence of the signal acceptance on the assumed ALP
lifetime, are shown in Fig. 9. The K+ → π+Xinv search [9] is not limited by background, is
sensitive to a wide τa range, and uses a non-downscaled trigger line. The combined effect of these
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searches for the K+ → π+Xinv [9] and π0 → Xinv [25] decays are shown as coloured areas. Other
experimental limits on the BC11 scenario [26] are shown as grey shaded areas.

three factors is a far greater sensitivity to 1/fG than the K+ → π+a, a → γγ search. There
is no sensitivity for ma = mπ0 as the ALP decays promptly in this case, and the asymmetry
of the exclusion region in the vicinity of mπ0 is due to the asymmetric behaviour of the ALP
lifetime [24]. The results obtained are in agreement with an independent interpretation of the
NA62 data (Fig. 5-left of [26]). Note that the convention for the ALP coupling used in this
analysis and in [23, 24, 26] differs by a factor of 4π2 from the convention used in [19, 20, 21].

Summary

A study of the K+ → π+γγ decay is reported by the NA62 experiment at CERN, based
on 3984 candidates collected in 2017–2018 in the kinematic range z > 0.2 with an estimated
background of 291±14 events. The ChPT contribution at next-to-leading order, O(p6), must be
taken into account to describe the observed di-photon mass spectrum. Using this description,
the ĉ parameter is measured to be 1.144 ± 0.077, and the decay branching ratio in the full
kinematic range is found to be (9.61± 0.17)× 10−7. The first search for production and prompt
decay of an axion-like particle with gluon coupling in the process K+ → π+a, a → γγ is also
reported. The results are used to establish an exclusion region in the parameter space of the
BC11 scenario.
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sejo Nacional de Ciencia y Tecnoloǵıa), Mexico; IFA (Institute of Atomic Physics) Romanian
CERN-RO No. 1/16.03.2016 and Nucleus Programme PN 19 06 01 04, Romania; MESRS
(Ministry of Education, Science, Research and Sport), Slovakia; CERN (European Organization
for Nuclear Research), Switzerland; STFC (Science and Technology Facilities Council), United
Kingdom; NSF (National Science Foundation) Award Numbers 1506088 and 1806430, U.S.A.;
ERC (European Research Council) “UniversaLepto” advanced grant 268062, “KaonLepton”
starting grant 336581, Europe.

Individuals have received support from: Charles University (Research Center UNCE/SCI/013,
grant PRIMUS 23/SCI/025), Czech Republic; Czech Science Foundation (grant 23-06770S);
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Dipartimento di Fisica dell’Università e INFN, Sezione di Pisa, Pisa, Italy
F. Costantini , L. Di Lella 13 , N. Doble 13 , M. Giorgi , S. Giudici , G. Lamanna ,
E. Lari , E. Pedreschi , M. Sozzi

INFN, Sezione di Pisa, Pisa, Italy
C. Cerri, R. Fantechi , L. Pontisso 19 , F. Spinella

Scuola Normale Superiore e INFN, Sezione di Pisa, Pisa, Italy
I. Mannelli

Dipartimento di Fisica, Sapienza Università di Roma e INFN, Sezione di Roma I,
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Mexico
A. Briano Olvera , J. Engelfried , N. Estrada-Tristan 23 , M. A. Reyes Santos 23 , K.
A. Rodriguez Rivera

Horia Hulubei National Institute for R&D in Physics and Nuclear Engineering,
Bucharest-Magurele, Romania
P. Boboc , A. M. Bragadireanu, S. A. Ghinescu , O. E. Hutanu

Faculty of Mathematics, Physics and Informatics, Comenius University,
Bratislava, Slovakia
L. Bician 24 , T. Blazek , V. Cerny , Z. Kucerova 8

18

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5967-0952
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2047-441X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3898-7464
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2226-8924
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7023-7116
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3616-3341
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6149-2676
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6464-1099
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0221-4806
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9770-6197
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5624-4010
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8659-4409
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2974-0067
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3697-1098
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0174-5608
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9571-6260
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3423-7981
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7452-8498
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3303-0524
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7631-3933
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2923-1465
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6243-5726
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7137-5254
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9607-7920
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0445-7422
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6245-875X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7448-9481
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5820-1209
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2229-149X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8277-1877
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8728-7582
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5909-6508
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5422-1891
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5413-0068
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4379-4563
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4501-3289
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2328-4793
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8438-8983
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0131-236X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5904-142X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2463-1232
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5012-4480
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7143-8200
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2271-5192
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9059-4831
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1397-7246
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4715-8748
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5623-8494
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6121-3905
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5478-0602
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2977-9380
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1347-2579
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5723-9176
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5532-4887
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3716-9857
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9318-0116
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2645-0283
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1998-3441
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8906-3902


CERN, European Organization for Nuclear Research, Geneva, Switzerland
J. Bernhard , A. Ceccucci , M. Ceoletta , H. Danielsson , N. De Simone 25, F. Duval,
L. Federici , E. Gamberini , L. Gatignon 3 , R. Guida, F. Hahn †, E. B. Holzer ,
B. Jenninger, M. Koval 24 , P. Laycock 26 , G. Lehmann Miotto , P. Lichard , A. Mapelli ,
R. Marchevski 1 , K. Massri , M. Noy, V. Palladino , J. Pinzino 27 , V. Ryjov,
S. Schuchmann , S. Venditti

School of Physics and Astronomy, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, United
Kingdom
T. Bache , M. B. Brunetti 28 , V. Duk 4 , V. Fascianelli 29, J. R. Fry , F. Gonnella ,
E. Goudzovski , J. Henshaw , L. Iacobuzio, C. Kenworthy , C. Lazzeroni , N. Lurkin 30 ,
F. Newson, C. Parkinson , A. Romano , J. Sanders , A. Sergi 31 , A. Sturgess ,
J. Swallow 8 , A. Tomczak

School of Physics, University of Bristol, Bristol, United Kingdom
H. Heath , R. Page, S. Trilov

School of Physics and Astronomy, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, United
Kingdom
B. Angelucci, D. Britton , C. Graham , D. Protopopescu

Physics Department, University of Lancaster, Lancaster, United Kingdom
J. Carmignani 32 , J. B. Dainton, R. W. L. Jones , G. Ruggiero 33

School of Physical Sciences, University of Liverpool, Liverpool, United Kingdom
L. Fulton, D. Hutchcroft , E. Maurice 34 , B. Wrona

Physics and Astronomy Department, George Mason University, Fairfax, Virginia,
USA
A. Conovaloff, P. Cooper, D. Coward 35 , P. Rubin

Authors affiliated with an Institute or an international laboratory covered by a
cooperation agreement with CERN
A. Baeva, D. Baigarashev 36 , D. Emelyanov, T. Enik , V. Falaleev 4 , S. Fedotov,
K. Gorshanov , E. Gushchin , V. Kekelidze , D. Kereibay, S. Kholodenko 27 ,
A. Khotyantsev, A. Korotkova, Y. Kudenko , V. Kurochka, V. Kurshetsov , L. Litov 15 ,
D. Madigozhin , M. Medvedeva, A. Mefodev, M. Misheva 37, N. Molokanova, S. Movchan,
V. Obraztsov , A. Okhotnikov , A. Ostankov †, I. Polenkevich, Yu. Potrebenikov ,
A. Sadovskiy , V. Semenov †, S. Shkarovskiy, V. Sugonyaev , O. Yushchenko , A. Zinchenko †

∗
Corresponding author: A. Shaikhiev, email: artur.shaikhiev@cern.ch

†
Deceased

1Present address: Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale Lausanne, CH-1015 Lausanne, Switzerland
2Present address: Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY 13244, USA
3Present address: Physics Department, University of Lancaster, Lancaster, LA1 4YB, UK
4Present address: INFN, Sezione di Perugia, I-06100 Perugia, Italy
5Also at TRIUMF, Vancouver, British Columbia, V6T 2A3, Canada
6Also at School of Physics and Astronomy, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, B15 2TT,

19

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9256-971X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9506-866X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2532-0217
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1016-5576
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3401-9522
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6040-4985
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6439-2945
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2622-6844
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6027-317X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8572-5339
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9045-7853
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2223-9373
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4128-1019
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3410-0918
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7533-6295
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9786-9620
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7418-0636
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8088-4226
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4520-830X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1639-3577
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6440-0087
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3680-361X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0885-1654
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9398-4237
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7059-421X
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-8815-0048
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4074-4787
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9440-5927
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0344-7361
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1779-9122
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1014-094X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9495-6115
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8104-5571
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1521-0911
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5635-3567
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6576-9740
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0267-6402
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9998-4342
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9121-460X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8047-6513
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1705-1061
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6427-3513
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6605-4739
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4174-6509
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7366-4364
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1555-0262
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7588-1779
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6678-4985
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6101-317X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2761-9730
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3150-2196
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7912-5962
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8857-1665
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8122-5065
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0260-6570
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3204-9426
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0174-7336
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8511-6883
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8524-3455
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0994-3641
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1404-3522
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1437-4129
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4448-6845
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4449-9993
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4236-5115


UK
7Present address: Max-Planck-Institut für Physik (Werner-Heisenberg-Institut), Garching,
D-85748, Germany
8Present address: CERN, European Organization for Nuclear Research, CH-1211 Geneva 23,
Switzerland
9Present address: Institut für Kernphysik and Helmholtz Institute Mainz, Universität Mainz,
Mainz, D-55099, Germany
10Present address: Universität Würzburg, D-97070 Würzburg, Germany
11Present address: European XFEL GmbH, D-22869 Schenefeld, Germany
12Present address: School of Physics and Astronomy, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, G12 8QQ,
UK
13Present address: Institut für Physik and PRISMA Cluster of Excellence, Universität Mainz,
D-55099 Mainz, Germany
14Also at Dipartimento di Scienze Fisiche, Informatiche e Matematiche, Università di Modena
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