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Existing searches for cosmic axions relics have relied heavily on the axion being nonrelativistic and
making up dark matter. However, light axions can be copiously produced in the early Universe and remain
relativistic today, thereby constituting a Cosmic axion Background (CaB). As prototypical examples of
axion sources, we consider thermal production, dark-matter decay, parametric resonance, and topological
defect decay. Each of these has a characteristic frequency spectrum that can be searched for in axion direct
detection experiments. We focus on the axion-photon coupling and study the sensitivity of current and
future versions of ADMX, HAYSTAC, DMRadio, and ABRACADABRA to a CaB, finding that the data
collected in search of dark matter can be repurposed to detect axion energy densities well below limits set
by measurements of the energy budget of the Universe. In this way, direct detection of relativistic relics
offers a powerful new opportunity to learn about the early Universe and, potentially, discover the axion.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The existence of an axion with mass well below the
electroweak scale could resolve the strongCP puzzle [1–4],
and is entirely in line with UV expectations given the
ubiquity of axions in string theory, where they arise from
the deconstruction of extra-dimensional gauge fields [5–7].
The discovery of cosmologies where such a particle pro-
duced in the early Universe could constitute dark matter
[8–10] has motivated a broad program to detect nonrela-
tivistic axions, and the development of instruments that will
cover enormous swaths of unexplored parameter space in
the coming decades. Yet the axion need not be dark matter,
and the mere existence of an axion in the spectrum implies
the possibility that a relic population of these states was
produced in the early history of the Universe. Generically,
such a population could be relativistic; a characteristic
feature of the axion is an approximate shift symmetry,
leading to a potential suppressed by powers of the axion
decay constant, fa, and correspondingly the axionmass,ma,

is expected to be small. Accordingly, the Universe may be
awash in a sea of relativistic axions, a Cosmic axion
Background (CaB).
In this work we will broadly discuss the production and

detection of such a CaB. The possibility of a relativistic
axion population is not new, and has been discussed in
several contexts, including axion contributions to ΔNeff
[11], axions with keVenergies motivated by the prospect of
moduli decaying into axions through Planck-suppressed
higher dimensional operators [12–15], or constraints on the
conversion of relativistic axions off primordial magnetic
fields in the early Universe [16,17]. However, our focus
here is to systematize the study of the CaB and demonstrate
the terrestrial detection prospects, thereby opening new
paths to discovery. In addition to outlining a number of
distinct scenarios where relativistic axions could be pro-
duced in the early, or even late, Universe, we will
demonstrate that such a population can leave a detectable
fingerprint in instruments designed to search for dark
matter. Studies of an additional relativistic component to
the Universe are particularly relevant in light of recent
discrepancies in measurements of the Hubble constant
between the early (H0 ¼ 67.4� 0.5 km=s=Mpc) and late
(H0 ¼ 73.3� 0.8 km=s=Mpc) Universe [18]. An addi-
tional contribution to Neff of around 0.4—which relativistic
axions could provide—may play a role in resolving the
discrepancy, as they can relax the uncertainties in the early
Universe measurement, giving a value of 66.3� 1.4, which
would reduce, although far from resolve, the tension [19].
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This provides an experimental target which we will denote
by “H0 Preferred” throughout.
A simplified representation of the CaB landscape dis-

cussed in this work, is provided in Fig. 1. The black dashed
curves show the differential axion energy density, ΩaðωÞ (a
precise definition is provided below), as a function of the
energy, ω, for the CaB variants discussed in this work. The
colored and shaded regions show the reach of two existing
(solid curves) and future (dotted curves) instruments in this
same space. We will explain this figure in more detail later
in the introduction, but already we emphasize that dark-
matter searches will probe interesting CaB parameters,
particularly at lower frequencies. In Fig. 1, and throughout
this work, we will focus on the axion-photon coupling,

L ⊃ −
gaγγ
4

aF̃μνFμν ¼ gaγγaE · B: ð1Þ

In general, the coupling of the axion to the Standard Model
(SM) is highly uncertain and there exist experiments
targeting a number of different axion-SM couplings (for
a review, see e.g., [20,21]). While we restrict our discussion
to gaγγ , many aspects of the CaB extend to more general
couplings.

At present, there are two primary classes of searches for
axion backgrounds using the coupling in (1). The two
strategies are broadly distinguished by where the axions are
produced: a relativistic population produced in the cores of
compact astrophysical objects or a nonrelativistic dark-
matter population. For existing relativistic searches, the
axions are produced in compact objects, such as stars like
the Sun, which act as a bright source of axions with
energies in the ∼keV range. Avoiding excess cooling of
these objects from axion emission already puts a stringent
bound on gaγγ [22] with comparable limits obtained by
directly searching for the emitted axions in helioscopes [23]
or absorption in direct detection experiments [24]. Together
these searches, which we collectively refer to as “star-
emission” bounds, are able to set strong bounds on axions
with ma ≲ 1 keV, with the strongest limits across this full
range given by gaγγ ≲ 0.66 × 10−10 GeV−1 as determined
by theCASThelioscope [25] and observations ofHorizontal
Branch stars [26,27]. Forma ≲ 10−10 eV, these bounds can
be strengthened by x-ray searches from conversion of axions
emitted by SN-1987A [28] (assuming the supernova rem-
nant is a proto-neutron star [29]), NGC 1275 [30], and
super star clusters [31], reaching gaγγ ≲ 3.6 × 10−12 GeV−1.

FIG. 1. A representative depiction of the landscape of the CaB, showing the differential axion energy density, given in (2), as a
function of energy. The black dashed curves show four different realizations of the CaB, corresponding to thermal production (with
Ta ¼ T0, the CMB temperature), a Gaussian distribution representative of parametric-resonance production (with ρa ¼ ργ ,
ω̄ ¼ 0.3 μeV, and σ=ω̄ ¼ 0.1), dark-matter decay (χ → aa), and cosmic-string production (fa ¼ 1015 GeV, Td ¼ 1012 GeV). For
the dark-matter decay distribution the parameters are set to parameters already accessible to ADMX, as justified later in this work. In
particular, we take mDM ≃ 5.4 μeV and τ ≃ 2 × 103tU , with tU the age of the universe. While the thermal distribution will always peak
roughly where shown and the cosmic-string production is dominant at lower frequencies, the parametric resonance and dark-matter
decay signals can populate the full energy range shown. In all cases we set the axion photon coupling to the largest allowed value
consistent with star-emission bounds over this energy range, gSEaγγ ¼ 0.66 × 10−10 GeV−1. The colored regions denote the sensitivity in
this same space that could be obtained by reanalyzing existing ADMX and HAYSTAC data, or with the future sensitivities of DMRadio
and MADMAX. In determining the sensitivities, we have assumed that the CaB axion-photon coupling saturates star-emission bounds.
We show the region of parameter space where the CaB could partially alleviate the Hubble tension, labeled H0 Preferred. Finally, the
gray dotted line depicts the approximate boundary, to the left of which the CaB has sufficient number densities to be treated as
a classical wave.
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We collectively denote these existing star-emission bounds
by gSEaγγ. These will be relevant as in the current work wewill
only consider axions with ma ≪ 1 keV, and therefore the
same axions constituting the cosmic background could also
be produced in these astrophysical objects, and must there-
fore satisfy gaγγ ≤ gSEaγγ.
Dark-matter searches instead look for nonrelativistic

axions with a much larger local number density [23].
Traditionally, axion dark matter has been searched for in
microwave cavity haloscopes [32,33]. In the presence of a
large magnetic field, axions in the 1–50 μeV mass range
can resonantly excite the modes of anOðmÞ sized cavity (as
m−1

a ∼ μeV−1 ∼m). This detection principle underlies
many of the strongest existing bounds on axion dark
matter, as determined by the ADMX [34–36] and
HAYSTAC [37] collaborations (see also Ref. [38]), which
already require dark-matter axions in this mass range to
have gaγγ orders of magnitude below gSEaγγ. Ideas are
currently being developed to extend the accessible axion
dark-matter mass window to both higher and lower values.
For ma ≤ 1 μeV, resonant conversion can still be obtained
when the axion power is read out through a high quality-
factor lumped-element resonator [39–42]. A broadband
readout of the signal in this mass range has already
been used to set limits comparable to gSEaγγ by the
ABRACADABRA [43,44] and SHAFT [45] instruments,
and in the future DMRadio will aim to significantly
improve on these pathfinding results [40,42,46,47]. At
higher masses the MADMAX Collaboration will search for
dark matter using a dielectric haloscope, which searches for
the electromagnetic emission that an axion generates at
dielectric boundaries in the presence of a magnetic field
[48–50]. Other proposed instruments searching for dark
matter through the axion-photon coupling include resonant
frequency conversion in superconducting cavities [51,52],
looking for a phase difference in locked lasers [53,54],
exciting quasidegenerate modes in a superconducting
cavity [55], detection of small energy deposits in crystals
[56,57], and matching the axion mass to a plasma fre-
quency [58,59], although this list is far from exhaustive.
In summary, it is likely that in the coming decades the
axion dark matter hypothesis will either be confirmed,
or required to satisfy gaγγ ≪ gSEaγγ in the mass range
1 neV≲ma ≲ 1 meV.
Let us now sketch how this progress in the search for

axion dark matter can be repurposed to search for the CaB.
The detectable power deposited by an axion population
via (1) is naively ∝ g2aγγρa up to the details of the
experimental readout. Taking the experimental factors as
constant between the two scenarios, we can obtain an
estimate of the sensitivity for a dark-matter instrument to
the CaB by matching the power between the two, i.e.,
ðg2aγγρaÞCaB ¼ ðg2aγγρaÞDM. Assuming axions fully consti-
tute dark matter, astrophysical observations determine that

ρa ¼ ρDM ≃ 0.4 GeV=cm3, see e.g., [60].1 The unknown
parameter being searched for is then gaγγ, which beyond
gaγγ ≤ gSEaγγ is a free parameter, although in specific scenar-
ios, like the QCD axion, sharper predictions are possible.
Regardless, for a given instrument we can project the reach
in gaγγ to determine the associated reach in deposited axion
power. For the CaB both gaγγ ≤ gSEaγγ and ρa are free
parameters. If the CaB is a relic of the early Universe,
measurements of ΔNeff further require the energy density
to be less than that of the cosmic microwave background
(CMB) [19], ρa ≲ ργ , although the density may be pre-
dicted in certain scenarios. This poses an immediate
challenge: for equal gaγγ , the power deposited by the
CaB will be at least a factor of ρDM=ργ ≃ 109 smaller.
The situation is even more dire. The detectability of power
deposited by axion dark matter is enhanced by the excep-
tionally long coherence time of the signal, originating from
the narrow energy distribution associated with nonrelativ-
istic dark matter in the Milky Way. Indeed, for dark matter
we expect Δω=ω ∼ 10−6, whereas generically the CaB will
have a broad distribution in energy, Δω=ω ∼ 1. As we will
review, this typically enhances sensitivity to the dark matter
signal by a further three orders of magnitude relative to the
CaB. Accordingly, for equal gaγγ , a relativistic axion that is
a relic of the early Universe is at most 1×1012 as detectable
as dark matter.
As we will show, the challenge is not insurmountable.

Upcoming axion dark-matter instruments will have a
sensitivity that such a CaB will be detectable. This is
demonstrated in Fig. 1, where we recast the existing results
of ADMX and HAYSTAC and the expected future reach of
DMRadio and MADMAX onto the equivalent CaB param-
eter space, assuming gCaBaγγ ¼ gSEaγγ . In detail, we define
ΩaðωÞ as the relic density per unit log (angular) frequency
of the axion

ΩaðωÞ ¼
1

ρc

dρa
d lnω

; ð2Þ

with ρc ¼ 3M2
PlH

2
0 the critical density.2 Fixing the cou-

pling, we can recast the stated dark-matter sensitivity to
a sensitivity on ρa and hence ΩaðωÞ. The figure demon-
strates that DMRadio will be sensitive to scenarios where
ΩaðωÞ≲ 5 × 10−5, roughly corresponding to ρa < ργ (a tar-
get cavity instruments may also reach in the future) and
further the H0 preferred parameter space discussed earlier.
The sensitivity to such small energy densities suggests

that the data collected by axion direct detection experi-
ments can be repurposed to probe a range of cosmic sources
of axions beyond nonrelativistic dark matter. The axion
distribution can be narrow or broad and have a peak

1We take ρDM ¼ 0.4 GeV=cm3 throughout.
2We take MPl ≃ 2.4 × 1018 GeV, the reduced Planck constant.
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frequency over a wide range of energies, depending on how
and when they were produced, which motivates the dis-
cussion in this work on mechanisms for generating the
CaB. In particular, we discuss a thermal axion background,
emission from cosmic strings, and production from a
parametric resonance in the early Universe, which is
expected to produce a roughly Gaussian distribution, all
of which are shown in Fig. 1. For such cosmic relics, the
axions will free stream over long distances and their
spectrum ultimately depends on the cosmic history of
the Universe. In this sense, axion experiments looking
for a stochastic axion background are in close analogy with
searches for a stochastic gravitational wave background
(only axions may have a much larger coupling).3

While ADMX is close, no existing instrument is cur-
rently sensitive to cosmological relics. This motivates
scenarios where the CaB is produced in the late
Universe, where ρa can be larger than ργ , and in particular
we discuss dark matter decaying to two relativistic axions,
χ → aa, with ma ≪ mχ=2. The resulting spectrum of
axions receives two contributions: one from the decay of
dark matter within the Milky Way, which generates a sharp
Δω=ω ∼ 10−3 spectrum, and the broader spectrum result-
ing from dark-matter decays throughout the Universe. Both
contributions can be seen in the spectrum shown in Fig. 1.
As we will show, dark-matter instruments can be repur-
posed into axion telescopes to search for this dark-matter
indirect-detection channel. Such searches can further
exploit the fact that the Milky Way signal will undergo
a daily modulation in microwave cavity instruments, as the
relative direction of the signal, primarily from the Galactic
Center, and the experimental magnetic field vary through-
out the day. Indeed, we will show that ADMX is currently
sensitive to unexplored parameter space; a reanalysis of
their existing data may already reveal a signal of the CaB.
In the remainder of this work we will expand the above

discussion as follows. To begin with, in Sec. II, we
introduce different possible CaB sources focusing on
thermal production, dark-matter decay, parametric-
resonance production, and emission from topological
defects. Then, in Sec. III we study the viability of detecting
a relativistic axion background with instruments designed
to search for dark-matter axions through the axion-photon
coupling. As already mentioned, we focus on the axion-
photon coupling, and further will restrict our attention to
the sensitivity with resonant cavity instruments such as
ADMX and HAYSTAC, and lumped-circuit readout
approaches such as DMRadio. Our analysis will justify
the sensitivities shown for these instruments in Fig. 1. We
will not, however, return to carefully consider the sensitivity

of instruments focused on higher mass axion dark matter
ma ∼ ω > 100 μeV, such as MADMAX. Detecting a relic
CaB requires sensitivity to gaγγ many orders of magnitude
below gSEaγγ. This simply will not be achieved in any proposed
highmass instrument.4 InSec. IVwe then combine the results
to determine projected limits on various CaB scenarios, and
finally present our outlook in Sec. V.

II. CaB SOURCES

We now turn to a discussion of specific production
mechanisms for the CaB. As mentioned already, axions
can be produced in the early and late Universe, and we will
consider examples of both. In each scenario, our goal will be
to characterize the associated axion energy spectrum, which
will be a central ingredient when we come to detection. For
this purpose we will again use ΩaðωÞ as defined in (2). We
emphasize that the present discussion is not intended to be an
exhaustive consideration of all scenarios from which a CaB
could emerge, rather, we simply demonstrate that there are
many possibilities. Nonetheless, the analysis will reveal a
common theme that emerges across production mecha-
nisms, in particular that the CaBwill generically be a broad
distribution, Δω=ω ∼ 1. When contrasted with the highly
coherent signal predicted for dark matter, this expectation
will represent a fundamental difference when approaching
searches for relativistic axions.

A. Thermal relic

We begin by studying the simplest example of a CaB
source, thermal production during the early Universe. Early
studies of thermal axion production can be found in [65–69]
with a more detailed analysis performed in [70–72].
Fundamentally, if an axion was ever in thermal contact
with the SM bath at high temperatures, then a residual
thermal population is expected to exist to the present day,
generating a CaBwith the closest resemblance to the CMB.
Indeed, a thermal axion relic will also be described by a
blackbody spectrum, so that

ΩaðωÞ ¼
1

2π2ρc

ω4

eω=Ta − 1
; ð3Þ

with a total energy density comparable to that of the CMB.
The above distribution is defined by a single parameter,

the present day axion temperature, Ta.
5 Remaining agnostic

as to the exact axion-SM interaction that brought the axion

3For reference, current pulsar timing arrays and laser inter-
ferometers have sensitivity to gravitational wave backgrounds of
relic densities, ΩGW, of Oð10−10Þ [61–63] and Oð10−7Þ [64],
respectively.

4That the arguably most well motivated CaB candidate—a
relativistic thermal relic—is expected to peak in this energy range
justifies considering dedicated experimental efforts, although we
will not pursue this in the present work.

5We note that Ta is not a true temperature since the axion is
expected to have feeble self-interactions. Nevertheless, as for the
CMB, frequencies above the horizon size at thermal decoupling
redshift uniformlywith the expansion of theUniverse, implying that
treating Ta as an actual temperature is an excellent approximation.
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into thermal equilibrium initially, at some temperature, Td,
the two will decouple. If we assume that since axion freeze-
out there has not been any entropy dilutions beyond those
in the SM, and further that there was not an early period of
matter domination, then as entropy is approximately con-
served, we can relate the present and decoupling axion
temperatures as follows:

Ta ≃ T0

�
g�;SðT0Þ
g�;SðTdÞ

�
1=3

: ð4Þ

Here T0 ≃ 2.7 K is the present day CMB temperature and
g�;SðTÞ is the number of entropic degrees as a function of
temperature. Accordingly, we can specify the thermal axion
in terms of Ta or Td. The spectrum for different decoupling
temperatures is shown in Fig. 2. Generically, a thermal
distribution is associated with a number density of axions
ofOð1–100 cm−3Þ and a peak energy of ∼10−4 eV. Again,
both are comparable to the CMB. As the figure shows,
Td ≲ 1 MeV is excluded by ΔNeff measurements, which
would include the case where Ta ¼ T0 as shown in Fig. 1.
Nevertheless, the range 1 MeV≲ Td ≲ 1 GeV is some-
what favored as a solution to the present H0 tension, a
possibility that was studied in detail in Ref. [73].
Ultimately, Td is determined by the microphysics

responsible for the axion coming into thermal contact.
Axions coupled to photons have a maximum possible
decoupling temperature since processes such as,
γe → ae, will keep it in equilibrium. Equating this rate
with Hubble leads to an estimate of the decoupling
temperature, Td ∼ TeVðgSEaγγ=gaγγÞ2. We conclude that axi-
ons saturating the star-emission bounds would have a
decoupling temperature of around a TeV, while additional
interactions can keep the axion thermally coupled at

lower temperatures. This motivates a range of decoupling
temperatures. Lastly, we emphasize that a thermal abun-
dance of axions will always form as long as the temperature
of the Universe was ever above the decoupling temperature,
making this population a robust prediction for any theory
without a low reheating temperature after inflation.

B. Dark-matter decay

Dark matter need not be absolutely stable, and axions
offer one possible decay channel. Provided that the dark-
matter mass is significantly larger than ma, then the axions
produced through this process will be relativistic. If these
same axions have a sizable photon coupling then they are in
principle detectable in terrestrial experiments, opening up a
new channel for the indirect detection program. An
important aspect of this scenario, is that since the dark-
matter abundance is considerably larger than the CMB
(ρDM=ργ ≃ 109), decaying dark matter can result in a CaB
energy density that is significantly larger than allowed for a
relic population, given bounds from ΔNeff .

6 Accordingly,
in the short term decaying dark matter represents the most
accessible CaB candidate.
Currently, this scenario is only constrained indirectly as a

consequence of the fact that a significant fraction of dark
matter decaying into radiation would modify the expansion
history of the Universe [74,75]. Qualitatively, these bounds
require the decay rate to be less than the current Hubble rate
Γ≲H0, so that the dark-matter lifetime is longer than the age
of the Universe, τ ¼ 1=Γ≳ tU. As dark matter decaying to a
relativistic species would modify the expansion history, this
possibility has been suggested as a potential resolution to the
Hubble tension [76] (though this was later refuted [77]).
Given the existing tension inH0 measurements between the
early and late Universe, the current bounds depend notice-
ably on which data set is used. Recently, using only local
measurements, the Dark Energy Survey constrained the
dark-matter lifetime to τ ≳ 50 Gyr ∼ 3.6tU [78] and we
consider this as our nominal bound. Although this value is
likely tobe revisedwithdevelopments on theHubble tension,
this will not qualitatively impact our discussion.
The first goal of this section will be to describe the CaB

that results from decaying dark matter. We will then outline
an explicit decaying dark-matter model, and lastly, we
discuss the feasibility of detecting axions arising from the
related mechanism of neutrino decays.

1. The axion spectrum from decaying dark matter

Axions produced from dark-matter decay will have a
spectrum that results from two distinct sources: the decay of
galactic dark matter within the Milky Way and contribution

FIG. 2. The spectrum of thermal axions for different decoupling
temperatures, Td. The region excluded by measurements ofΔNeff
is shown, as well as the range where a contribution to ΔNeff can
partially alleviate the H0 tension.

6This possibility was also noted in Ref. [15] as an opportunity
for generating keV scale relativistic axions which would be
detectable in axion helioscopes.
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from decays of the extragalactic dark matter throughout the
Universe. While in both cases the fundamental process will
be dark matter, which we denote χ, decaying to axions, the
resulting spectra will be significantly different. Nonetheless,
the contributions produce similar axion abundances.7

Consider first the extragalactic contribution resulting
from dark matter decaying to axions throughout the iso-
tropic, homogeneous, and expanding Universe. The number
density of axions observed today produced per unit time and
per unit energy is given by the product of several factors. The
first of these is the number density of dark-matter particles at
a given time t, ρDMðtÞ=mχ . We must also weight this by the
rate at which dark matter decays at this time, which is Γe−Γt
(we assume that the decay rate Γ is constant through cosmic
history). Each decay is associated with a differential energy
spectrum of the emitted axions, dN=dω0, normalized such
that its integral over all ω0 gives the number of emitted
axions. As the emitted axions are assumed to be relativistic,
the axion energy as observed today will be suppressed by a
ratio of scale factors, ω ¼ ω0a, where a is the scale factor at
time t and we take a0 ¼ 1. Finally, the present number
density will be diluted as compared to the density emitted at
t, as the Universe is now larger by a factor of 1=a3.
Combining these factors and then integrating over all time
from t ¼ 0 to the present t ¼ t0, we obtain the total
extragalactic differential number density as

dna
dω

¼
Z

t0

0

dta3Γe−Γt
ρDMðtÞ
mχ

dN
dω0

����
ω0¼ω=a

: ð5Þ

Changing integration variables to the scale factor, we can
write this as

ΩaðωÞ ≃
ΩDMω

2

mχ

Z
1

0

da
a
Γe−ΓtðaÞ

HðaÞ
dN
dω0

����
ω0¼ω=a

; ð6Þ

with ΩDM ≃ 0.27 the cosmological dark-matter density and
tðaÞ the age of the Universe as a function of scale factor, so
that tð1Þ ¼ tU.
The above result is appropriate for a general dark-matter

decay axion spectrum. Throughout this work, however, we
will specialize to the simple example of a two-body decay,
χ → aa, again assuming ma ≪ mχ=2, so that the produced
axions are relativistic. In this case, the spectrum takes the
following particularly simple form,

dN
dω0 ¼ 2δðω0 −mχ=2Þ: ð7Þ

Inserting this into the above gives,

ΩaðωÞ ≃ ΩDM

�
2ω

mχ

�
2 e−tð2ω=mχÞ=τ

τHð2ω=mχÞ
Θðmχ=2 − ωÞ; ð8Þ

where Θ is the Heaviside step function and we have
exchanged the decay rate for the lifetime. The axion energy
spectrum as observed today is shown in Fig. 3 for different
dark matter lifetimes and masses. The sharp peak is
associated with galactic decays, described shortly, but the
broad continuum arises from the above expression. The
redshifting of the axions produced throughout the Universe
smooths the sharp two-body spectrum into a continuum.
We now compute the axion abundance created within the

Milky Way. For this, the number density of axions per unit
energy around Earth is determined by the conventional
indirect detection expression for decaying dark matter, and
given by,8

dna
dω

¼ e−tU=τ

4πmχτ

dN
dω

Z
dsdΩρDMðs;ΩÞ: ð9Þ

Note we have assumed the observable decays within the
Milky Way occur at t ¼ tU. The integral at the end of this is
commonly referred to as theD-factor in the indirect detection
literature (for details see e.g., [79]). For a canonical

FIG. 3. The spectrum of axions arising from a component of
dark matter decaying into axions through, χ → aa, for several
dark-matter masses and lifetimes. The extragalactic component
gives a broad spectrum of axions due to cosmological redshift
while decays within the Milky Way produce a narrow spectrum at
half the dark-matter mass.

7An important aspect of the physics of this process is bose
enhancement: as the axion is a boson, the population of axions
resulting from the decay of dark matter can stimulate the emission
of further decays. Naively, this can greatly enhance the axion
emission in this scenario, however the picture is complicated by
the need to account for the inverse process aa → χ. We will not
address these complications in this work. While neglecting bose
enhancement is unphysical, the model without it furnishes a toy
example of the phenomenology relevant for a CaBproduced in the
late Universe.We leave a full study of this scenario to future work.

8For τ ≫ tU, we have e−tU=τ ≃ 1, and so this factor is
commonly neglected in indirect detection analyses.
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Milky Way dark-matter profile, the D-factor has a full sky
integrated value of DMW ≃ 2.7 × 1032 eV=cm2 · sr.9

The expression in (9) again holds for a general spectrum.
If we specialize to the case of χ → aa, then the local axion
energy density per unit log frequency is approximately
given by,

ΩaðωÞ ≃
ω2e−tU=τ

2πmχτρc
δðω −mχ=2ÞDMW: ð10Þ

Integrating (8) and (10), we can determine the total energy
density for the twocontributions. This ismaximized for τ∼tU,
where we have ρMW

a ≃2ρEGa ≃103ργ , so that, as claimed,
the energy densities from the two contributions are compa-
rable, and a combined density larger than the CMB can be
obtained for a range of lifetimes (ρa ≲ ργ for τ ≳ 104tU).
The reason (10) is an approximation is because it

assumes the observed axion spectrum is the same as that
in the dark-matter rest frame. While this is often a
reasonable approximation, axion experiments are often
sensitive to extremely narrow energy distributions; recall,
for dark matter, Δω=ω ∼ 10−6. This motivates a more
detailed consideration of the axion energy distribution.
There are two contributions that will resolve the distribu-
tion in (10) to have a finite width: the velocity dispersion of
dark matter in the Milky Way, and the finite velocity of the
Earth through the dark-matter halo. Both velocities result in
a net motion between the observer and source of axions,
and therefore the axion energies will be Doppler shifted by
a factor of v ∼ 10−3, which is the magnitude of both
velocity components. In this work, we will simply replace
δðω −mχ=2Þ in (10) with a Gaussian of width 10−3

centered at half the dark-matter mass. The actual distribu-
tion is more complex, indeed it depends on the dark-matter
distribution and varies across the sky given the motion of
the Earth in the halo frame (for further details, see
Ref. [83]). Nevertheless, the main aspect of the distribution
relevant for forecasting sensitivities is the width, and the
Gaussian approximation adequately accounts for this.

2. An explicit model: decaying scalar dark matter

Above we considered the axion abundance produced
through dark-matter decay, with all model dependence in
the axion spectrum,dN=dω, and the lifetime τ.We now study
a decaying dark-matter model which predicts a detectable
CaB, and generates the simple χ → aa spectrum used above.
Consider a theory with a complex scalar field, Φ, with

potential,

VðΦÞ ¼ λ2
�
jΦj2 − f2a

2

�
2

: ð11Þ

The theory has a spontaneously broken U(1) and we
identify the Goldstone boson with the axion and the
radial mode with dark matter, decomposing the field as
Φ ¼ ðχ þ faÞeia=fa=

ffiffiffi
2

p
.

In the broken phase, the relevant axion dark-matter
couplings are,10

Vða; χÞ ⊃ 1

2
ð2λ2f2aÞχ2 þ

1

2
ð2λ2faÞχa2; ð12Þ

from which we identify the dark-matter mass as
mχ ¼

ffiffiffi
2

p
λfa. Further, the axion dark-matter coupling

allows us to compute the rate of dark-matter decay as,

Γχ→aa ¼
m3

χ

16πf2a
; ð13Þ

with corresponding axion spectrum as given in (7). In order
for Γχ→aa to be, at least, comparable to the age of the
Universe, we then require fa to be well below the weak
scale. This may seem hard to reconcile given the stringent
bounds on the axion-photon coupling, gSEaγγ ≪ 1 TeV−1,
however, this can be natural if the axion obtains its photon
coupling through axion-axion or photon-dark-photon mix-
ing, and as we demonstrate in the Appendix this does not
require any elaborate model building. Nevertheless, this
does require forbidding any significant terms in the scalar
potential mixing between the SM Higgs and Φ. In gen-
erating gaγγ , χ may also obtain a coupling directly to
photons. Even though searches for χ → γγ are significantly
more stringent than the axion searches discussed in this
work, these constraints are not significant in the parameter
space of interest, as we work in the limit of fa ≪ g−1aγγ .

3. Cosmic neutrino background decay

A CaB may also be produced as a byproduct of neutrino
decays of the cosmic neutrino background (CνB). Flavor
off-diagonal couplings of axions to neutrinos can be the
result of a global lepton number broken by multiple scalar
fields with the axion playing the role of a Majoron [84] or,
more generally, the familon [85]. A generic axion can have
a coupling to neutrinos given by (Q ¼ Q†),

L ⊃ Qij
∂μa

fa
ν†i σ̄

μνj: ð14Þ

Here we assume the neutrinos are Majorana and work with
two-component fermion notation. The neutrino decay rates
were recently calculated in Ref. [86] for Li − Lj gauge
bosons in the high-energy limit and the results can be
translated to axions with the relation, 1=fa ↔ gX=mX,

9To obtain this value we assumed a canonical Navarro-Frenk-
White profile [80,81], took the Earth-Galactic Center distance as
8.127 kpc [82], and a local dark-matter density of 0.4 GeV=cm3.

10The potential also contains terms which can mediate anni-
hilation to axions, χχ → aa. For the masses considered in this
work, this annihilation is completely subdominant to the decay.
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Γνi→νja ¼
1

16πmi
jMj2ð1−m2

j=m
2
i Þ;

jMj2¼ 1

f2a
ððm2

i −m2
jÞ2ReQ2

ijþðmiþmjÞ4ImQ2
ijÞ: ð15Þ

Parametrically, Γνi→νja ∼m3
νQ2=f2a and for the decay

to be comparable to Hubble while avoiding the star-
emission bounds requires fa≪1TeV while keeping
gaγγ ≪ 1 TeV−1. As mentioned previously, this can occur
naturally for axions that inherit a photon interaction
through axion-axion or photon-dark photon mixing, see
also Appendix.
The strongest constraints on the neutrino lifetime are

from observations of neutrino free-streaming in the CMB
[87]. Current limits allow for neutrino lifetimes well below
the age of the Universe; indeed, a recent reanalysis of the
bounds in Ref. [88] found a conservative limit that is on the
order of several days. Accordingly there is a significant
possibility that neutrino decays populate the CaB. For
decays while the neutrinos are still relativistic, the axions
are produced with an energy comparable with the neutrino
temperature, and hence this results in a spectrum similar to
the thermal background considered in Sec. II A. Axions
produced from late-time neutrino decays—after neutrinos
have become nonrelativistic—will have a peaked spectrum
around the neutrino mass. In either event, the resulting
spectrum will be subject to the same challenge as the
thermal background, in that it is located at high frequencies
where it is unlikely to be observable in the near future due
to the lack of sensitive experiments at these energies. As
such, we will not evaluate this case in detail, but note
should the thermal CaB become accessible, then likely so
too would this scenario.

C. Parametric resonance

A CaB can also be produced through the process of
parametric resonance in the early Universe [89–92]. In
order for this process to occur, the axion must be coupled to
a scalar field which is heavily displaced from its minimum
after inflation. This will occur by quantum fluctuations for
any scalar field, unless it is fixed to the origin by an
effective mass larger than the Hubble scale at inflation.
When such a scalar field begins to oscillate about its
minimum it will produce axions with a bose-enhanced rate
that will typically deplete its energy density within an e-
fold. The characteristic axion energy as observed today will
have redshifted dramatically and can be much lower than
the energy of axions produced by perturbative decay of a
scalar field. As the parametric-resonance phenomena is a
nonperturbative process that occurs out of equilibrium,
computing the spectrum in detail requires evolving multiple
scalar fields on the lattice. We will not attempt such a
calculation here but instead perform qualitative estimates.
Earlier work on relativistic axion production considered

potential modifications to ΔNeff and parallel production of
gravitational waves [93]. In this subsection we review the
dynamics of axion production and explore the parameter
space leading to a detectable axion background. We follow
the notation and discussion of Refs. [94,95] which studied
the prospect of ultralight bosonic dark matter produced
through parametric resonance.
We now focus on an explicit realization of the para-

metric-resonance phenomena, which can be achieved using
the same model introduced in Sec. II B. Recall, there we
had the axion arise from a global symmetry breaking
complex scalar, Φ, with a radial mode χ playing the role
of dark matter. Our starting point will again be the potential
given in (11) and as our initial condition we take χ to have a
large field value, χi ≫ fa. At early times we assume the
second derivative of the potential with respect to the field is
greater than Hubble squared, V 00ðχiÞ≳H2, such that the
scalar is stuck and the field redshifts as vacuum energy.
When V 00ðχiÞ ∼H2 the field begins the oscillate, resulting
in exponential production of both the radial and axion
modes. Since χi ≫ fa,m2

χχ
2 is small relative to λχ4 and can

be neglected during the oscillations. This leads to a broad
resonance that rapidly depletes the energy density stored in
the original scalar field. Furthermore, since the axion
energy at the time of production is set by the effective
mass of χ, meff

χ ðχÞ≡ λχ, it is independent of the temper-
ature of the SM bath and often considerably smaller.
Subsequent redshift until today can lead to relativistic
axions over a wide range of energies, well below the
temperature of the CMB and potentially within reach of
low-frequency axion haloscopes.
We now estimate the abundance and energy spectrum of

the axion and radial mode. Axions are emitted with energy
ωa ∼meff

χ ðχiÞ during radiation domination at a temperature
of oscillation, Tosc ∼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ΓMPl

p
, where Γ is the oscillation

timescale. For perturbative production, Γ cannot be arbi-
trarily large, in detail Γ≲m3

χ=f2a. For parametric reso-
nance, the particle production will occur within a few
oscillations, so Γ ∼ λχi. The characteristic axion energy, as
measured today, is redshifted using Tosc and given by,

ω̄a ≃meff
χ ðχiÞ

�
sðT0Þ
sðToscÞ

�
1=3

≃ 10−15 eV

�
meff

χ ðχiÞ
1 MeV

�
1=2

; ð16Þ

where sðTÞ is the entropy of the SM bath. Accordingly,
provided meff

χ ðχiÞ ≪ MPl, we have ω̄a ≪ T0, and the axion
energy will be well below the cosmic photon temperature.
With an estimate for where the spectrum will peak, next

we consider the a and χ comoving number densities after
the oscillations have concluded. These can be parameter-
ized as,
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Ya ¼ f
ρχ;osc

ω̄0
asðToscÞ

; Yχ ¼ ð1 − fÞ ρχ;osc
ω̄0
χsðToscÞ

; ð17Þ

where f denotes the fraction of energy transferred to
axions, ω̄0

a and ω̄0
χ are the mean energies of each particle

at the time of production, and ρχ;osc ≃ 1
4
λ2χ4i is the total

energy density in the radial direction prior to oscillations.
Since the vacuum mass of radial mode can be neglected in
this limit both a and χ are produced with comparable
energy densities, f ≃ 1=2 and comparable energies,
ω̄0
a ≃ ω̄0

χ ≃ λχi. As noted above, the energy is determined
by the effective mass, which is driven by the quartic. These
determine the comoving number densities to be

Ya ≃ Yχ ≃
0.01

λ1=2

�
χi
MPl

�
3=2

; ð18Þ

so that the axion energy density today is fixed by the initial
scalar field value,

ρa
ρc

≃ 3 × 10−7
�

χi
MPl

�
2

: ð19Þ

We conclude for χi < MPl, parametric resonance produces
a maximum axion relic density a few orders of magnitude
below that of the CMB.
The characteristic frequency of the axions may span

many orders of magnitude, and depends on the initial field
value as well as the quartic. To explore the parameter space
it is helpful to focus on a specific case where χ makes up
dark matter.11 Requiring χ to have the observed dark-matter
abundance provides an additional constraint,

mχYχ ≃mχ
0.01

λ1=2

�
χi
MPl

�
3=2

∼ 1 eV: ð20Þ

To study the resulting model space, we take the free
parameters to be the three parameters fmχ ; χi; λg, one
combination of which is restricted by the requirement of
(20). Note, the value of the vacuum expectation value is a
dependent parameter, fa ¼ mχ=

ffiffiffi
2

p
λ. This leads to a

prediction for the axion energy today,

ω̄a ≃ 5 × 10−7 eV

�
mχ

1 eV

��
χi
MPl

�
2

: ð21Þ

The relative spread in the axion spectrum must be deter-
mined using lattice simulations though we expect it to be
Oð1Þ. Simulations for a similar theory have found the
spectrum to be roughly a Gaussian with a relative width of
order unity [96]. Here we have only included the influence

of redshift on the axion energy spectrum. It is known that
there are additional number-changing processes that tend to
move the axion spectrum toward a thermal distribution.
These are slow and not expected to effectively thermalize
axions on a cosmological timescale, but may shift the peak
axion frequency by an order of magnitude [96].
The parameter space of PR production, assuming χ

makes up dark matter, has several constraints summarized
below12:

(i) DM unstable: as discussed in Sec. II B, χ may also
decay (perturbativity) into axions with a rate given
by (13). As discussed earlier in the context of dark-
matter indirect detection (see Sec. II B), we use the
nominal bound of τ ≳ 50 Gyr ∼ 3.6tU [78].

(ii) Warmness: this bound arises from the requirement
that χ are cold enough to constitute dark matter
today, roughly taken to be pχðTÞ=mχ ≲ 10−3 at
recombination. In detail, we require

pχðTeqÞ
mχ

≃
10−11 eV

mχ

�
mχðχiÞ
1 MeV

�
1=2 ≲ 10−3: ð22Þ

(iii) Inefficient PR: parametric resonance is efficient at
producing axions when the initial field value is much
larger than its vacuum value. Otherwise the reso-
nance is a narrow feature and is unable to convert all
the energy density in χ into field excitations. For this
condition we take the rough bound, χi ≳ 10fa.

(iv) Isocurvature: during inflation we assume χ has an
effective mass below the Hubble scale at inflation,
λχi ≲Hinf such that fluctuations during inflation
displace the field away from the minimum. These
isocurvature perturbations can be observed in the
CMB, placing a bound χi=Hinf ≳ ðπ2βPRðk�ÞÞ−1=2,
where β ≤ 0.011 is the isocurvature fraction and
PRðk�Þ ≃ 2.1 × 10−9 is the observed amplitude of
the curvature power spectrum at the pivot scale [97].
Combining these results places a limit on the scalar
quartic, λ.

The parameter space of relativistic axions produced
through parametric resonance in light of these bounds is
shown in Fig. 4, where we have fixed the abundance of χ to
match that of dark matter. We see that for χ to constitute
dark matter, we require mχ ≲ 1 keV and the condition of a
detectable CaB further restricts χ to large initial field values
and smaller masses.
These results demonstrate that a consistent CaB pro-

duced through parametric resonance can occur over an
enormous range of frequencies. From (19), detectability
will be maximized for χi ∼MPl (up to consistency of the

11Alternatively, if χ has significant interactions with the SM, it
may transfer its entropy into the rest of the thermal bath and be
cosmologically unobservable as considered in Ref. [94].

12Other bounds on this scenario include requiring χi to be sub-
Plankian, avoiding an epoch of early matter domination (for
consistency), and perturbativity of the quartic. These bounds are
subdominant to those we consider for the entire allowed region.

COSMIC AXION BACKGROUND PHYS. REV. D 103, 115004 (2021)

115004-9



warmness criteria). The spectrum is then expected to be
roughly anOð1Þ width Gaussian [96], with peak frequency
determined from (21) as ω̄a ≃ 5 × 10−7 eVðmχ=1 eVÞ. In
the scenario where χ constitutes dark matter, this allows a
mean energy as low as ω̄a ∼ 10−28 eV, when mχ ∼ 10−22 is
in the fuzzy dark-matter regime, and as high as 5 ×
10−12 eV when saturating the dark-matter stability criteria,
shown in Fig. 4. Removing the requirement that χ be dark
matter, the frequency range can then be extended even
further, in particular to higher frequencies which may be
accessible by DMRadio, or even ADMX and HAYSTAC.

D. Topological defect decay

A CaB may also be produced through the decay of
topological defects. In this section we study the abundance
and energy spectrum of axions emitted from a network of
cosmic strings formed during a thermal phase transition.
Axions produced during the phase transition itself are in
thermal contact with the SM bath and will contribute to the
thermal background discussed in Sec. II A. We focus on
the axions produced after chemical decoupling, when the
cosmic-string network has entered the time where the
network has a constant number of strings per Hubble
volume (up to log violations, which we also take into
account), commonly referred to as the “scaling regime.” In
computing the spectrum we work in the limit ma → 0
where strings remain until late times and there are no
domain walls. If there is a finite mass, and the domain-wall

number is equal to 1, the network will quickly collapse
when H ∼ma. This will produce an additional burst of
axion production and a sharp drop in the axion spectrum at
a characteristic frequency. We do not consider these effects
but they may produce additional distinctive signals.
The spectrum of axions emitted by cosmic strings is still

an active area of discussion in the literature with the debate
centered on whether the typical axion energy emitted by a
string is of order the inverse length or inverse thickness of
the string (in particular, see Refs. [98,99] and [100,101]).
We estimate the abundance and spectrum following
numerical simulations done for the QCD axion in
Refs. [98,99], where the simulations suggest that the
spectrum is dominated by low-energy axions.
To begin with, the energy density of cosmic strings can

be parameterized using the average length of string within a
Hubble length, ξ, and the energy of that string, given by the
product of its tension, μeff , and a Hubble length, 1=H. The
total energy is then averaged over Hubble volume, 1=H3.
Following Ref. [98] we write this as:

ρs ¼
ξðtÞμeffðtÞ

t2
: ð23Þ

This form is convenient since both ξ and μeff only evolve
logarithmically with time. Their evolution and can be
parameterized as [98]

ξðtÞ ≃ α ln
mr

H
þ β;

μeffðtÞ ≃ πf2a ln
mrγ

H
ffiffiffi
ξ

p : ð24Þ

Here mr ∼ fa is the string width, γ is roughly a constant in
time which we will approximate as unity, α ≃ 0.24� 0.02
[99] is also a constant, and finally we take β ≃ 0 since we
are interested in late times, where the log term is the
dominant contribution.
The rate of axion energy emission during the scaling

regime per unit volume, Γ, is given by the difference of the
energy density of “free” strings (strings without intercom-
mutation and radiation) and the energy density stored in
strings,

Γ ¼ _ρfrees − _ρs: ð25Þ

We assume that both energy densities are equal at an initial
time, ti. The free energy density at a later time t is then,

ρfrees ¼ ξðtiÞμeffðtÞ
tit

: ð26Þ

This follows as ρfrees ∝ t−1 and we require ρfrees and ρs to
match at t ¼ ti. Inserting (23) and (26) into (25) and
working in the large log limit gives,

FIG. 4. The parameter space of parametric resonance producing
axions and χ, where everywhere in the plot χ constitutes all of
dark matter. The constraints shown arise from dark-matter
stability, warmness, efficient parametric resonance, and isocur-
vature. Further, we show two contours of axion energy density,
and separately the mean CaB energy. The higher mean energy of
ω̄a ¼ 10−9 eV falls entirely in the region excluded by DM
stability, however this constraint is removed if we no longer
assume χ constitutes the dark matter of the Universe.
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Γ ≃ 2Hðρs=ρSMÞρSM; ð27Þ

where ρSM is the total energy density in the SM and the
combination

ρs
ρSM

¼ 4ξμeff
3M2

Pl

; ð28Þ

has only a logarithmic time dependence. The relic density
in axions today is then given by,

ρa
ρc

¼ 1

ρc

Z
1

ad

da
a
a4

ΓðaÞ
H

¼ 8

3M2
Pl

Z
1

ad

da
a
a4ξμeff

ρSM
ρc

; ð29Þ

where ad is the scale factor at the time the network enters the
scaling regime. This expression applies during both radiation
andmatter domination, however we note that the simulations
to estimate ξ were only performed for radiation domination,
andwe focus on axions produced during this epoch. The relic
density for different decoupling temperatures is shownon the
left of Fig. 5. In addition to bounds on the energy density,
cosmic strings have a constraint on themaximumvalue of the
decay constant. The energy scale of inflation is given in terms
of the tensor-to-scalar ratio as [102],

V1=4 ∼ 1016 GeV

�
r

0.01

�
1=4

: ð30Þ

Using the upper bound on r < 0.056 [97] and setting V ¼
3M2

PlH
2
I wecan derive an upper bound on theHubble scale of

inflation, HI < 6 × 1013 GeV. Relating HI to the reheat

temperature of the universe, HI ∼ T2
RH=MPl, gives a maxi-

mum possible TRH. To have a thermal phase transition in the
early universe requires TRH to be above the critical temper-
ature for a phase transition, ∼fa, putting an upper bound on
the decay constant. Lastly, we note that if the cosmic string
network remains until recombination there is an additional
bound from the string energy density imprinted on the
cosmic microwave background [103]. The spectrum of
axions produced after this epoch corresponds to frequencies,
ω≲ 10−31 eV, and are not observable with the experiments
considered in this work. In presenting our axion spectrum
and experimental projections, we assume the network
collapses before this time.
We now move on to calculate how this energy is

distributed. The emission spectrum of axions from strings
has been a source of uncertainty in the literature with the
debate centered around whether axion emission is domi-
nated by coherent motion of the string producing axions
with wavelength of order the string length (“IR domi-
nated”) or by small loops and kinks along the string
producing axions with wavelength of order the string width
(“UV dominated”). This has profound consequences for
QCD axion dark matter as it predicts a relic abundance
produced from topological defect decay with an uncertainty
of a few orders of magnitude (see Refs. [98,99] when
compared to Ref. [100]). Fundamentally, the enormous
separation of scales between the string length and its width
make this a challenging problem to resolve. In either case,
the spectrum can likely be approximated by a power-law
parameterized by a spectral index q with a high and low
energy cut-off [98],

FIG. 5. The energy density (left) and spectrum (right) of a CaB produced from the emission of cosmic strings. The relic density is
shown as a function of the axion decay constant for different decoupling temperatures, Td. The spectrum is shown as a function of
energy; however, the shape at high frequencies is sensitive to the decoupling temperature, which we take to be equal to fa (solid) or
fa=103 (dashed). In both figures we also show bounds fromΔNeff and the region preferred to mildly alleviate the Hubble tension. On the
left, we further show the region excluded by the maximum possible reheating scale of the Universe, derived by assuming instantaneous
reheating from the maximum scale of inflation.
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Fðx; x1; x2Þ ¼
�
N x−q; x1 < x < x2
0; otherwise

ð31Þ

where N ≡ ðq − 1Þxq−11 =ð1 − ðx1=x2Þq−1Þ normalizes F
such that the integral over all x is unity. Here x is the
appropriately normalized energy, while x1 and x2 are IR
and UV cutoffs. In Fig. 6 we show xFðxÞ for different
values of q, demonstrating that for q < 1 the spectrum is
UV dominated while for q > 1 the spectrum is IR domi-
nated. While the debate is yet to be settled (in particular, see
Ref. [101]), a recent analysis [99] suggests that the
spectrum is IR dominated during the scaling regime with
estimates for the IR and UV cutoffs of x1 ≃ 10 and x2 ≃
mr=H respectively. Furthermore, the authors of Ref. [99]
find a best fit for the spectral index over time of,

qðtÞ ≃ 0.51þ 0.053 ln
mr

H
; ð32Þ

and we assume this form in our results.
Given a spectral function FðxÞ, the axion spectrum as

observed today is the appropriately weighted time integral
of this expression,

ΩaðωÞ ¼
8ω

3M2
Pl

Z
1

ad

da
a
ξμeff
H

ρSM
ρc

a3Fðω=HaÞ; ð33Þ

where ω is the axion energy as measured today. The
spectrum for different fa is shown on the right of
Fig. 5. At low energies the spectrum is roughly a constant
(a consequence of the network being in the scaling regime)
while at high energies the spectrum falls off as it relies on

producing axions with energies much larger then the
Hubble scale from cosmic-string oscillations. The fre-
quency where the drop begins depends on the decoupling
temperature of the axion with the SM bath, Td, with solid
lines denoting Td ¼ fa and dashed curves showing
Td ¼ fa=103. In all cases, the abrupt change just below
ω ¼ 10−22 eV is associated with a drop in the cosmic string
energy density after the QCD phase transition, where the
number of relativistic degrees of freedom in the SM drops
considerably.
As for all CaB candidates, in addition to the dependence

on the energy density and spectrum, axion detection from
cosmic strings is sensitive to the axion-SM coupling. For
generic axions, the axion-photon coupling is gaγγ ≲ α=2πfa,
which when combined with the densities above would be
challenging to observe. Accordingly, when we discuss the
experimental prospects, we will again consider gaγγ larger
than this simplest expectation, which can be induced by
mechanisms including the clockwork [104] (see Refs. [105]
and [106] for recent summaries of such mechanisms in the
context of the QCD axion and ultralight axion dark matter,
respectively). Nonetheless, we note that if experiments could
probe the scenariowhere gaγγ ∼ α=2πfa, itwouldbepossible
to probe all value of fa. This is because the detectable CaB
power is ∝ g2aγγρa, and for cosmic strings we have
ρa ∝ μeff ∝ f2a, resulting in g2aγγρa being independent of fa.

III. DETECTING THE CaB

Having motivated the possibility of a local CaB, we now
turn to the question of how that population could be
detected. We focus on detection at a few of the many
instruments constituting the burgeoning program to detect
ultralight dark matter. Our central conclusion will be that
experiments designed with axion dark matter in mind are
generally also sensitive to a relativistic population. Indeed,
it is possible that ADMX has already collected a detectable
signal that would have been missed by an analysis focused
on the nonrelativistic axion.
Qualitatively, detection of relativistic axions proceeds as

for their nonrelativistic counterparts. In both cases, the
axion can be described as an oscillating classical wave,13

which through a coupling to the SM induces a detectable
time-varying signal in, for example, electromagnetic waves
or nuclear spins. A central difference is the signal

FIG. 6. The function in (31), which determines the spectrum of
axion emission from cosmic strings for different spectral indices,
q. If q < 1 the emission spectrum is dominated by axions with a
wavelength of order the string width while if q > 1 the spectrum
is dominated by modes of order the string length. These two
scenarios are referred to as UV and IR dominated, respectively.
We assume an IR dominated spectrum in this work as suggested
in Refs. [98,99].

13The classical wave description holds in the limit of a large
number of states per de Broglie volume, naλ3dB ≫ 1. For dark-
matter axions, using the mean expected dark-matter density and
speed, this is satisfied for ma ≲ 10 eV. For the CaB, we instead
have naλ3dB ∼ ðρa=ργÞðω̄=1 meVÞ−4. In the present work we will
consider detection exclusively in scenarios with ω̄ ≪ 1 meV and
sufficient densities that classicality applies. Nevertheless, our
description will not apply for arbitrarily large mean energies or
small densities. The approximate boundary between the two
regimes is shown in Fig. 1.
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bandwidth. For dark matter, the expectation is that the
signal power will be deposited in an extremely narrow
range of frequencies centered around its unknown massma.
In general, the oscillation frequency is set by the axion
energy. For a nonrelativistic particle, the energy is
ω ≃mað1þ v2=2Þ, and given our expectation for the local
dark matter is that the speeds vary over a range Δv ∼ 10−3

and take a mean value v̄ ∼ 10−3, axion dark matter carries a
large quality factor of QDM

a ¼ ω̄=Δω ∼ 106, where ω̄ is the
average energy. For a CaB the expectation is that the local
axion field has a wide distribution of energies, such that
genericallyQCaB

a ∼ 1. An exception is dark matter decaying
to axions within the Milky Way, where we expect
QCaB

a ∼ 103. Regardless, in either case QCaB
a ≪ QDM

a ,
and this will represent a challenge to detection. There
are additional important differences between the relativistic
and dark-matter cases—for instance, the relativistic signal
can exhibit a unique daily-modulation signal even at a
single detector—and wewill explore these as well. As is the
case for the bulk of this work, we restrict our attention to
experiments focused on the axion coupling to electromag-
netism, gaγγ , although much of our formalism can be lifted
for other SM couplings.
We divide our discussion of the CaB detection into five

parts. Firstly we outline several basic features of a relativ-
istic axion population—its expected amplitude and distri-
bution in both time and frequency, applicable to any
detection strategy. We next use these results to sketch
our expected sensitivity to the CaB by comparing the
experimentally detectable power associated with the rela-
tivistic and dark-matter axion field. Having provided a
general sensitivity estimate sufficient for understanding
Fig. 1, we then focus specifically on the axion-photon
coupling, detailing axion electromagnetism with a specific
focus on the differences in the relativistic case. Finally, we
apply these lessons to existing axion dark-matter detection
strategies, and discuss representative examples of both
broadband and resonant detection strategies approaches. In
the following section we will use these results to set
estimated limits on a number of different CaB scenarios
discussed in Sec. II.

A. Properties of the relativistic axion

To start our discussion, we will outline general properties
of the relativistic axion field relevant to its detection. In
particular, we treat the CaB as the superposition of many
noninteracting axion particles with energies ω drawn from
probability distribution pðωÞ.14 Within this framework, we
will derive the expected amplitude of the axion field a—
more specifically of a2—in both the time and frequency

domain, and further quantify the fluctuations around the
central value. Any experimental detection will involve a
coupling to the axion field, and therefore the measurements
will inherit these average values and fluctuations. We will
consider a general energy distribution, and show that our
results contain the nonrelativistic limit as a special case.
Indeed, our results are a direct generalization of the
nonrelativistic field, which will allow us to bootstrap
known dark-matter results to the CaB.
For the energies and densities considered in this work,

the axion field will always contain an enormous number of
particles per de Broglie volume. Consequently, the field can
be described in terms of an emergent classical wave. In this
respect, the CaB directly mirrors nonrelativistic dark matter
for ma ≪ 10 eV, where the associated statistics were
derived in Ref. [107], and we will generalize a number
of results from that reference. We imagine the classical
axion wave as constructed from a large number, Na, of
noninteracting waves,

aðtÞ ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2ρa
Naω̄

s XNa

i¼1

1ffiffiffiffiffi
ωi

p cos ½ωitþ ϕi�: ð34Þ

Each element of this sum is associated with a random
variable ωi, an energy drawn from pðωÞ. Beyond their
energy, however, there is no reason to imagine the various
states are phase coherent, and this is ensured by the uniform
random variable ϕi ∈ ½0; 2πÞ. The amplitude is fixed by
ensuring the field carries energy density ρa, which would be
equal to ρDM for nonrelativistic dark matter. In the
discretized picture, ω̄ ¼ N−1

a
P

i ωi, but more generally
we take ω̄ ¼ R

dωωpðωÞ.
In principle, there is an additional contribution to the

phase neglected in (34); the spatial variation controlled by
−ki · x, where ki is the particle momentum. If we imagine
measuring the axion field at a single point, this contribution
is irrelevant at the level of the phase, as we can always
center our coordinates such that x ¼ 0.15 Yet where it can
be relevant is through effects sensitive to the spatial
gradients of the axion field. As we will discuss in
Sec. III C, whilst these gradients are usually neglected
for a nonrelativistic field, they are parametrically
important for a relativistic population. The amplitude of
these effects is fixed by the massive dispersion relation,
jkij ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ω2
i −m2

a

p
, and therefore also controlled by the

energy distribution, pðωÞ. The direction of k, however, is
not, and will itself be drawn from a distribution on the
celestial sphere. For instance, if the dark matter is made of
axions, the direction of k may point towards a dark-matter
stream incident on the Earth, or in the relativistic case the

14Formally we can define pðωÞ ¼ ð1=naÞdna=dω, as it is the
differential number density that controls the probability of
observing an axion at a given energy.

15If the axion field is measured at multiple spatially separated
locations, however, the k · x contribution to the phase is physical,
and can be used to perform interferometry on the wave [108].
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CaB would be biased towards the center of the Milky Way
if it originates from dark-matter decay. As shown in [108],
the angular distribution can be fully incorporated into the
description of the nonrelativistic axion field, and the
arguments there can be generalized to relativistic axions.16

We will not pursue this direction in the current work,
however. While the directional distribution will be relevant
for the fine details of the relativistic signal—in particular as
it relates to daily-modulation effects unique to the relativ-
istic axion, discussed in Sec. III C—it unnecessarily com-
plicates an estimate of the experimental reach, which is
our focus.
To make progress in our description of the axion field,

we reorganize the sum in (34) such that states with nearby
energy are combined. Specifically, we partition the particles
into sets, indexed by j, containing all those with
ω ∈ ½ωj;ωj þ Δω�, within which the states are distin-
guished only by the random phase. Combining the particles
within a given energy cell then amounts to a random walk
in the complex plane (see Ref. [107]), leaving

aðtÞ ¼
ffiffiffiffiffi
ρa
ω̄

r X
j

αj

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
pðωjÞΔω

ωj

s
cos ½ωjtþ ϕj�: ð35Þ

The end stage of the walk is a new random phase ϕj, with
the distance traveled dictated by the Rayleigh random
variable αj, drawn from pðαÞ ¼ αe−α

2=2, and the density of
states at that energy, controlled by pðωjÞ. Through its
dependence on αj and ϕj, aðtÞ is itself a random variable.

Although hai ¼ 0, we expect ha2i > 0; indeed, a2 is an
exponentially random variable, with mean (approximating
Δω as differential)

ha2i ¼ ρa
ω̄

Z
∞

0

dω
ω

pðωÞ ¼ ρah1=ωi
ω̄

: ð36Þ

For a nonrelativistic axion, h1=ωi−1 ≃ ω̄ ≃ma, and we
recover the familiar dark-matter result, ha2i ¼ ρa=m2

a. For
a general energy distribution, however, there is no such
simplification (to be clear hω̄=ωi ≠ 1). To exemplify this
point, consider a pðωÞ which is log flat over ½ω1;ω2�. If
ω1 ∼ ω2, we have hω̄=ωi ∼ 1. However, if they are para-
metrically separated, ω1 ¼ ϵω2 for ϵ ≪ 1, then hω̄=ωi∼
ðϵ ln2 ϵÞ−1 ≫ 1.
To complete our discussion of the relativistic axion in the

time domain, in Fig. 7 we show three realizations of the
axion field, determined directly from (34), for three differ-
ent pðωÞ. In the left two figures we take ma ≪ ω̄, in order
to depict examples of the CaB, which are then contrasted
with the expected dark-matter axion on the right. On the
left, we take pðωÞ to be a positive definite normal
distribution, which can be considered an example of a
CaB emerging from parametric-resonance production. We
take ω̄ ¼ 10 neV, CMB energy density, ρa ¼ ργ, and
further set the distribution to be wide, specifically
σ ¼ ω̄. The fact that a number of frequencies are contrib-
uting is visible in the realizations. In the middle, we take an
even broader pðωÞ, corresponding to the CaB as predicted
from cosmic-string production. In detail, the distribution is
determined by (33) with fa¼1015GeV and Td¼1012GeV,
such that ρa ∼ ργ. Nevertheless, we only draw frequencies
in a restricted range of ω ∈ ½5 neV; 1 μeV�, over which we
have ω̄ ∼ 10 neV. The presence of both high and low-
frequency contributions in pðωÞ can be seen in the
realizations. Finally, on the right, we show the conventional
dark-matter axion scenario, with ω̄ ≃ma ¼ 10 neV, and

FIG. 7. The local axion field for three different pðωÞ: a wide Gaussian (left), the cosmic-string distribution (center), and the expected
dark-matter distribution (right). The broader pðωÞ expected for the CaB generates the additional structure seen for the relativistic axion
field. For each, the three curves represent distinct realizations of aðtÞ computed directly from (34), with Na ¼ 106. To aid the
comparison, for each distribution we choose parameters such that ω̄ ≃ 10 neV. For the two relativistic examples, we have ρa ∼ ργ ,
whereas for dark matter we take ρa ¼ ρDM. See text for additional details.

16In the nonrelativistic case, it is convenient to express the
energy and momentum both in terms of the particle velocity, v. In
[108], it was shown how the statistics of the axion field can be
described in terms of pðvÞ [often written fðvÞ], which includes
directional information. This approach can be generalized to the
relativistic case by describing the field in terms of k and pðkÞ,
rather than the energy as we do in the text.
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small variations around this as predicted by the standard
halo model. The variations are not visible in the time
domain, with the period of the realizations highly regular.
The statistical nature of the amplitude discussed above, can
be seen.
While we can understand the time dependence of the

CaB, its properties are more transparent in the frequency
domain. As such, consider the Fourier transform of (35).
We imagine making measurements of the axion field at a
frequency f ¼ 1=Δt for a total integration time T, thereby
collecting a set of N ¼ T=Δt discrete measurements of the
field, which we denote by fan ¼ aðnΔtÞg. We then
calculate the power spectral density (PSD), which quanti-
fies the power in the field at a given frequency, as

SaðωÞ ¼
ðΔtÞ2
T

����XN−1

n¼0

ane−iωnΔt
����
2

: ð37Þ

Technically ω is a discrete variable, given by 2πk=T, with
k ¼ 0; 1;…; N − 1 the relevant Fourier mode, although we
will often assume a sufficiently long integration time that
we can approximate ω as continuous. As in the time
domain, the PSD is an exponentially distributed random
variable, and therefore specified entirely by its mean,

hSaðωÞi ¼
πρa
ω̄

pðωÞ
ω

: ð38Þ

Once more, this result reduces to the correct dark-matter
expression in the nonrelativistic limit. The energy of the
nonrelativistic wave is specified by its speed, drawn from a
distribution fðvÞ. Changing variables to vω¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2ω=ma−2

p
,

in the nonrelativistic limit, we have

hSDMa ðωÞi ¼ πρDM
m3

a

fðvωÞ
vω

: ð39Þ

This agrees with the dark-matter case in [107], demon-
strating that the general expression in (38) contains the
nonrelativistic limit as a special case.
Nevertheless, the scaling in (38) is misleading. While it

quantifies the power distribution in fluctuations of the
axion, experiments can only measure the induced fluctua-
tions in SM fields derivatively coupled to the axion.
Accordingly, it is more appropriate to consider the power
in gaSM∂a, where gaSM is the axion-SM coupling. Taking
∂a ∼ ωa, we can determine the parametrics of the acces-
sible power by approximating pðωÞ as a uniform distri-
bution over a range of width ω̄=Qa. Doing so, the power
scales as

hSg∂aðω̄Þi ∼
g2aSMρaQa

ω̄
: ð40Þ

B. Rough sensitivity

We will now use (40) to determine the parametric
sensitivity of dark-matter experiments to the CaB, leaving
a detailed calculation of the sensitivities to the following
subsections. We begin with the following simple estimate:
assume the CaB can be detected if the power it deposits at
ω̄ matches the power produced by the dark-matter axion at
the sensitivity threshold. For the moment, we assume that
experiments extract power from a relativistic and non-
relativistic axion wave identically, although we will later
justify this assumption up to Oð1Þ factors. In order to
compute the power matching, we assume optimistically
that the coupling saturates the existing bounds,
gaSM ¼ gSEaSM, so that for a fixed Qa and ω̄ we can constrain
ρa. For the dark-matter power, we need the dark-matter
equivalent of (40), which is obtained by setting ρa ¼ ρDM,
Qa ¼ QDM

a ∼ 106, ω̄ ∼ma, and fixing the coupling to an
existing sensitivity threshold, denoted by glimaSM. Equating
the powers at the frequency ω̄ ¼ ma, we expect sensitivity
to an axion background that constitutes the following
fraction of the CMB energy density,

ρa
ργ

¼ ρDM
ργ

�
glimaSM
gSEaSM

�
2 QDM

a

QCaB
a

ðnaiveÞ: ð41Þ

This scaling is overly pessimistic. The CaB will deposit
its power over a much wider range than dark matter, so
there is more information than can be gleaned by compar-
ing power at a single frequency. In principle, our sensitivity
depends on how this additional information is obtained,
either through a broadband or resonant readout strategy,
and so we will consider the two cases separately. As we do
so, however, we emphasize a fundamental challenge: the
broad nature of the signal will make it harder to distinguish
from backgrounds. There are handles, for instance as we
will show for the axion-photon coupling, the signal power
will continue to scale quadratically with the magnetic field,
and further for the case of the CaB from dark-matter decay,
there can be a unique daily-modulation signal. Beyond
such remarks, we will not attempt to determine the optimal
analysis for a relativistic signal here, although we note it
will likely require a more accurate characterization of the
background than in dark-matter searches. Indeed, both
ADMX and HAYSTAC usually remove features much
broader than that expected of dark matter, see for example
[35,109], which raises the possibility that a signal of the
CaB may already be hiding in existing data, albeit in the
most optimistic scenarios.
For a broadband readout of the axion power, we integrate

over a range of energies, and therefore at the level of the
integrated signal power the distribution pðωÞ would seem
irrelevant. Yet even when the entire spectrum is resolved,
the width of pðωÞ still determines an important physical
property of the axion field: the coherence time. The
coherence time has a straightforward interpretation in the
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frequency domain. Recall that the measurement time T
determines the frequency resolution of the associated
discrete Fourier transform, according to Δω ¼ 2π=T. For
sufficiently small T, the entire signal will fit within a single
bin, and the signal amplitude will be associated with one
draw from the exponential distribution as outlined in
Sec. III A. As T is increased, eventually the resolution
will be sufficient to resolve the structure in pðωÞ. At this
stage the signal will occupy multiple bins, each of which
will have an independent exponential draw that then
combine incoherently. The transition between these two
cases defines the coherence time, which we can quantify by
2π=τ ¼ σω, with σω the width of pðωÞ. Parametrically, we
expect σω ∼ ω̄=Qa, so that τ ∼ 2πQa=ω̄, or numerically,

τ ∼Qa

�
1 neV
ω̄

�
μs: ð42Þ

Consequently, the coherence time of the CaBwill generally
be short on the timescale of experimental measurements,17

implying that we will operate in the regime T > τ, where
we expect the sensitivity to the signal power to be impeded
by the increased background that enters when the signal is
distributed over a broader range. As the CaB has a
coherence time that is smaller than for dark matter by a
factor of QDM

a =QCaB
a ≫ 1, the background will be

enhanced by this same scale, and subsequently there is a
reduction in signal power sensitivity of

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a =QCaB
a

p
. This

leads to a refined estimate for the broadband sensitivity of

ρa
ργ

¼ ρDM
ργ

�
glimaSM
gSEaSM

�
2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a

QCaB
a

s
ðbroadbandÞ: ð43Þ

Turning to a resonant detection strategy, the estimate in
(41) will be modified by the experimental quality factor Q,
associated with the cavity or readout circuit of the instru-
ment, in three ways. Firstly, the power recorded by the
resonator is controlled by minðQ;QaÞ, so that for
Q < QDM

a , we have overestimated the deposited dark-
matter power. For the moment, we will assume that we
are in this limit, for instance ADMX and HAYSTAC
currently operate with Q ∼ 105 and Q ∼ 104, respectively.
We also expect that QCaB

a ≪ Q, so that for equal couplings
and density, we expect the CaB power to be suppressed by
a factor of Q=QCaB

a , rather than QDM
a =QCaB

a as assumed in
(41). The experimental quality factor will enter a second
time in defining the instrumental bandwidth of ω0=Q,
whereω0 is the resonant frequency. The bandwidth conven-
tionally dictates the range over which the signal can be
analyzed. For dark matter, the signal is narrower than the
bandwidth by a factor of QDM

a =Q. This implies that when

searching for dark matter, the background can be restricted
to a smaller range, suppressing its contribution by QDM

a =Q.
For the CaB there is no such suppression—the signal
extends over the full bandwidth—so using the Dicke
radiometer equation [110], our sensitivity will suffer due
to the increased background by a further factor offfiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a =Q
p

, similar to the broadband consideration. The
third consideration is in the CaB’s favor. Its broad nature
implies that the signal will deposit power over many
bandwidths collected during a dark-matter search. At most
the number of bins can be Q=QCaB

a , producing an enhance-
ment in the sensitivity of

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
Q=QCaB

a

p
.18 Taken together,

these three factors modify (41) to

ρa
ργ

¼ ρDM
ργ

�
glimaSM
gSEaSM

�
2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a

QCaB
a

s
ðresonantÞ: ð44Þ

AsQ has dropped out, we are left with the same parametric
scaling as for broadband detection.
Given an experimental limit on or sensitivity for dark

matter, we can estimate our sensitivity using either (43) or
(44). For several specific instruments, we have already
shown the results in Fig. 1. We can also consider the
expected reach more generally. Taking QDM

a ¼ 106 and
QCaB

a ¼ 1, all that remains is to fix the couplings. Focusing
on the axion-photon coupling, we have gaSM ¼ gaγγ ∼
α=ð2πfaÞ. For the CaB, we take the optimistic value of
gSEaSM ¼ gSEaγγ ¼ 0.66 × 10−10 GeV−1, whereas for dark mat-
ter, we exploit the fact that a broad goal of the axion dark-
matter program is to probe gaγγ values at the scale of the
QCD axion, which satisfies mafa ≃mπfπ . Assuming this
goal is achieved across a wide range of masses, then the
corresponding sensitivity to a relativistic population is
given by

ρa
ργ

≃
�

ω̄

1μeV

�
2

; ð45Þ

so that for energies below 1 μeV, we could be sensitive to a
CaB with an energy density below that of the CMB. In
what follows we will refine this estimate.

C. Relativistic axion E and M

We now specialize our discussion to detecting the CaB
through a coupling to electromagnetism. As is well known,
the coupling in (1) leads to the following classical equa-
tions of motion [23]

17Throughout we will always assume that we are operating in
the T > τ regime so that the energy distributions can be resolved.

18N additional measurements can be thought of as scaling the
experimental measurement time T → NT. Assuming T > τ, our
sensitivity to the power will scale as

ffiffiffiffi
T

p
→

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
NT

p
[111].
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∇ · E ¼ ρ − gaγγB ·∇a;

∇ · B ¼ 0;

∇ ×E ¼ −∂tB;

∇ ×B ¼ ∂tEþ Jþ gaγγðB∂ta −E ×∇aÞ;
ð□þm2

aÞa ¼ gaγγE ·B; ð46Þ

with ρ and J the charge and current densities, respectively.
For nonrelativistic dark-matter axions the momentum is
parametrically smaller than the energy (∇a∼k≪ω∼∂ta)
and this justifies neglecting the two terms involving ∇a.
This leaves a single modification to the Ampére-Maxwell
equation, which by analogy enters as an effective current
Jeff ¼ gaγγB∂ta. The axion field thereby converts magnetic
field lines into oscillating currents, identifying large mag-
netic fields as a central ingredient in the detection of axion
dark matter.
For the CaB spatial gradients cannot be neglected,

yielding two additional sources in (46). The first of these
is the generation of an additional effective current,
Jeff ¼ −gaγγE ×∇a. As our focus is on searching for the
CaBwith existing axion dark-matter detectors, which rely on
large magnetic fields, this term will not be relevant.The
second gradient term, which provides a contribution to
Gauss’ law will be crucial. In detail, a relativistic axion field
generates an effective charge density ρeff ¼ −gaγγB ·∇a;
again by analogy, the axion converts magnetic field lines into
oscillating lines of charge. The effect is proportional to
B ·∇a ∼B · k, and is therefore dependent on the incident
direction of the axion relative to the experimentally estab-
lished magnetic field. For a true cosmological relic, the
signal, like theCMB,will be almost completely isotropic (up
to ∼10−3 variations associated with our peculiar velocity
with respect to the Hubble flow), resulting in an effectively
time independent value for B · k. In the scenario where the
CaB arises from dark-matter decay, the galactic component
will be far from isotropic, instead pointing preferentially
towards the galactic center. For this scenario, ρeff will
undergoOð1Þ daily oscillations, as the direction of B varies
with the Earth’s rotation. Given that decaying dark matter
will emerge as a case that can be probed already by existing
datasets (as it can generate ρa ≫ ργ), this modulation will be
a important fingerprint of a genuine CaB signal.
The final equation in (46) allows for backreaction of the

electromagnetic fields on the axion itself. To determine
when this is effective, consider a particularly simple exper-
imental configuration with B · k ¼ jEj ¼ 0, but with a DC
magnetic field of strength B0. From Ampére-Maxwell, the
axion will induce an AC electric field oscillating parallel to
the magnetic field, and with amplitude E ∼ gaγγB0a, gen-
erating a backreaction of gaγγE · B ∼ g2aγγB2

0a. For a rela-
tivistic field we take ð□þm2

aÞa ≃□a, and so the condition
for backreaction to be irrelevant is parametrically
g2aγγB2

0=ω̄
2 ≪ 1, with

gaγγB0

ω̄
∼ 10−8

�
gaγγ
gSEaγγ

��
1 neV
ω̄

��
B0

1 T

�
: ð47Þ

The size of the backreaction is negligible for the parameter
space considered in this work, though might be of phenom-
enological interest for experiments looking for significantly
lower frequency axions.
More generally, effects subleading in gaγγ can be

neglected. This motivates studying the fields in (46) in
powers of gaγγ (see also [112]),

E ¼ E0 þEa þOðg2aγγÞ;
B ¼ B0 þBa þOðg2aγγÞ: ð48Þ

Fields carrying a subscript 0 are the dominant fields
generated by the experiment, for example a large static
magnetic field in ADMX or HAYSTAC, whereas a sub-
script a denotes axion-induced effects, which are OðgaγγÞ.
To simplify the discussion, we will assume the large fields
are DC (i.e., static), as is the case for many axion dark-
matter proposals, although not all, see e.g., [51,52,55].
Under this assumption, the equations for the DC fields
reduce to those of electro and magnetostatics, so that all the
physics of interest is contained in the equations for the
axion-induced AC fields,19

∇ · Ea ¼ −gaγγB0 · ∇a;
∇ · Ba ¼ 0;

∇ × Ea ¼ −∂tBa;

∇ × Ba ¼ ∂tEa þ gaγγðB0∂ta −E0 ×∇aÞ: ð49Þ

We can separate the equations as follows:

ð∇2−∂2
t ÞEa¼gaγγB0∂2

t a−gaγγðB0 ·∇Þ∇a

−gaγγE0×∇ð∂taÞ−gaγγð∇a ·∇ÞB0

−gaγγ∇a×ð∇×B0Þ;
ð∇2−∂2

t ÞBa¼gaγγE0∇2a−gaγγðE0 ·∇Þ∇a

þgaγγB0×∇ð∂taÞþgaγγð∇a ·∇ÞE0

−gaγγð∂taÞð∇×B0Þ−gaγγð∇ ·E0Þ∇a: ð50Þ

In the following subsections we will solve the equations
in (50) for different experimental configurations. Before
doing so, we consider the equations parametrically. Firstly,

19Here and throughout, we will neglect all couplings to the
detector and readout circuit for simplicity of the discussion. This
assumption will not qualitatively impact our results, however, we
note that in detail these contributions can be important, see for
instance Ref. [113]. We leave a detailed treatment of the CaB
response including the full matter effects to future work, and
thank Robert Lasenby for emphasizing the importance of this.
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in the nonrelativistic limit, we can drop all axion gradients,
and the equations reduce significantly,

ð∇2 − ∂2
t ÞEa ¼ gaγγB0∂2

t a;

ð∇2 − ∂2
t ÞBa ¼ −gaγγð∂taÞð∇ ×B0Þ: ð51Þ

There are two relevant spatial scales in the problem. The
first is the experimental size L, which through the boundary
conditions dictates the scale over which the primary fields
vary. The second is the Compton wavelength of the axion
field, λa ∼ 1=ω̄, or in the nonrelativistic case λa ∼ 1=ma.

20

Accordingly, in order to understand the relevance of
various terms in (51) qualitatively we can substitute ∇ →
1=L and ∂t → 1=λa, and then determine the relevance of
each term for specific experiments. A more careful dis-
cussion of these scalings is provided in Ref. [112].
To begin with, resonant cavity instruments are designed

with a principle that λa ∼ L, and therefore all terms are
relevant. Experiments searching for lighter dark matter,
such as ABRACADABRA or DMRadio, have λa ≫ L,
suppressing time derivatives with respect to spatial gra-
dients. In particular, (51) then implies that Ea ∼ ðL=λaÞBa,
so that the induced electric fields are parametrically sup-
pressed with respect to the magnetic fields, a point that has
been widely discussed [112–116]. In the high mass regime
considered by, for instance MADMAX [48,117], where
λa ≪ L, we instead neglect the spatial gradients.
Accordingly, Ba ∼ ðλa=LÞEa, so that the dominant effect
is now the induced electric fields.
A similar analysis can be performed in the relativistic

case. We first reinstate the terms containing gradients of the
axion field, and then replace those gradients with their
parametric scaling of 1=λa. For simplicity, we consider DC
field configurations that are purely magnetic. Then, (50)
reduces to

ð∇2−∂2
t ÞEa¼gaγγB0∂2

t a−gaγγðB0 ·∇Þ∇a
−gaγγð∇a ·∇ÞB0−gaγγ∇a×ð∇×B0Þ;

ð∇2−∂2
t ÞBa¼gaγγB0×∇ð∂taÞ−gaγγð∂taÞð∇×B0Þ: ð52Þ

Compared to (51), we see for Ba there is a single additional
term that depends on the relative angle between B0 and k.
For a resonant cavity, once more all terms are in principle
relevant. In the low-frequency limit (λa ≫ L), we have

∇2Ea ≃ −gaγγð∇a · ∇ÞB0 − gaγγ∇a × ð∇ ×B0Þ;
∇2Ba ≃ −gaγγð∂taÞð∇ ×B0Þ: ð53Þ

We now see that Ea ∼ Ba, so that the induced electric field
is no longer parametrically suppressed. Nevertheless, the
origin of the two effects is different. The AC magnetic field
is generated by Jeff, whereas the AC electric field originates
from ρeff . An identical analysis in the high-frequency
regime (λa ≪ L), results in

∂2
tEa ≃ gaγγðB0 ·∇Þ∇a − gaγγB0∂2

t a;

∂2
tBa ≃ −gaγγB0 ×∇ð∂taÞ; ð54Þ

and again, neither field is suppressed.
Going forward, we will specialize to two specific

scenarios from which we can largely infer how the CaB
could appear in experiments designed to search for dark
matter. In particular, we will consider broadband and
resonant detection for λa ≫ L, and resonant detection
in the cavity regime λ ∼ L. We will not consider the regime
where λa ≪ L, relevant for experiments such as
MADMAX. For a CaB, such experiments will not be
able to reach axion energy densities relevant for cosmic
sources, given the scaling in (45) (see also Fig. 1), though
they may have promise in looking for dark-matter decay.
Nonetheless, this is the parameter range relevant for the
thermal CaB, and therefore it may be interesting to
consider dedicated experiments searching for such a back-
ground. We will not pursue this direction here.

D. Low-frequency detection (λa ≫ L)

Armed with the expressions for the induced electric and
magnetic fields, we now compute the CaB sensitivity of
axion dark-matter instruments focusing on the frequencies
well below a μeV (λa ≫ 1 m). For the CaB, our estimated
sensitivity in (45) suggests that such experiments are ideal
for probing cosmic relics, for which measurements of
ΔNeff bound ρa < ργ. While existing instruments only
have sensitivity for dark-matter axions with a coupling
comparable to the star-emission bounds [43–45,118], these
results are paving the way for future experiments that will
probe the couplings predicted for the QCD axion, such as
DMRadio [46,47]. In this mass range, both broadband and
resonant search strategies have been proposed. As such, in
this section we will consider both types of detection,
and to be concrete envision a large scale realization
of the DMRadio (or equivalently ABRACADABRA)
instrument.21

20Even in the nonrelativistic case, the relevant spatial scale is
the Compton wavelength, and not the distance over which the
phase of axion field itself varies, which is set by the coherence
length. The rationale is that the axion field will drive oscillations
in the electromagnetic fields, which having a lightlike dispersion
will vary over a spatial scale set by the timescale of their
oscillations.

21For the specific case of DMRadio, it will likely only be
realized on large scales as a resonant instrument given the
advantages of a resonant approach for dark-matter searches
[119,120].
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Our starting point is the geometry of DMRadio and
ABRACADABRA: a large toroidal magnet with field
strength B0. To understand the effects generated by the
CaB on such an instrument, we can use the equations of
axion electrodynamics in the λa ≫ L limit, as stated in (53).
From the second equation, we see that the axion field will
convert the DC magnetic field into an oscillating toroidal
current, which will then induce an AC magnetic field in the
center of the torus. In the presence of an axion field, a
pickup loop placed in the center of the torus would see a
varying magnetic flux in a region where conventionally
there should be none. This detection principle is identical to
the conventional strategy for detecting axion dark matter
with such an instrument; that the effect would be the same
is clear from the fact the equation for Ba in (53) does not
involve any gradients of the axion field. Even though the
CaB modes have a significantly smaller de Broglie wave-
length than dark matter, there is no issue of this leading to
an incoherent effect across the instrument, as that would
only occur for λa ≲ L, outside the range considered by
these instruments.
There are, however, differences for the CaB detection

from the conventional dark-matter axion search. Firstly, the
range of frequencies over which the AC magnetic field will
be excited are significantly larger than for dark matter, as
we have emphasized many times already. A second differ-
ence is that unlike in the nonrelativistic case, there is now
an unsuppressed electric field generated from the effective
charge. Recalling that the relativistic axion converts mag-
netic field lines into oscillating charge lines, the instrument
would behave like a torus of oscillating charge, inducing an
axial AC electric field near the center of the torus.
Supposing the pickup loop used to search for Ba is
perfectly perpendicular to this field, the above detection
scheme is unaffected. Nevertheless, the oscillating electric
field is present, and its detection could provide a con-
firmation of any magnetic field excess.
Turning to the actual detector response, integrating the

effective current over the torus, the flux induced in the
pickup loop will be [41]

ΦpickupðtÞ ¼ gaγγB0VB∂taðtÞ; ð55Þ

where B0 is the magnetic field at the inner radius of
the torus and VB is the magnetic field volume. In
ABRACADABRA this flux is read out by inductively
coupling the pickup loop to a SQUID, which will observe a
flux Φa proportional to Φpickup, with a proportionality
constant β. For a 100 m3 instrument, β ≃ 0.5% [41]. As
discussed in Sec. III A, this signal can be searched for by
collecting a time series data set of the SQUID flux, taking
the discrete Fourier transform of the measurements, and
finally forming the PSD, SΦðωÞ. Going through these steps
and recalling that the PSD of the CaB is exponentially
distributed, with mean given in (38), the result is that the

power will be an exponentially distributed quantity, with
mean

hSΦðωÞi ¼ g2aγγβ2B2
0V

2
BhS∂tai þ λBðωÞ

¼ g2aγγρaβ2B2
0V

2
B
πωpðωÞ

ω̄
þ λBðωÞ; ð56Þ

where we have introduced the time derivative of (38),
hS∂tai ¼ ω2hSai. Here λBðωÞ is the contribution to the flux
from background sources, which in general will be fre-
quency dependent. For a broadband strategy, λB is limited
by noise within the SQUID, numerically given by
λB ≃ 1.6 × 105 eV−1. The steps leading to this result
parallel closely those in the nonrelativistic case considered
in [107], and we refer there for additional details. In
particular, recalling that in the nonrelativistic limit
pðωÞ ¼ fðvωÞ=ðmavωÞ, (56) contains the dark-matter
result as a special case.
Importantly, the exponential nature of the PSD implies

that we can exploit the full likelihood framework of [107].
We can then analytically determine the expected sensitivity
to our signal through the use of the Asimov data set [121],
where instead of considering the distribution of our
sensitivity on a set of simulated data, we instead replace
the data with its asymptotic expectation. Doing so, for a
given gaγγ, our sensitivity to the CaB density is given by

ρa
ργ

¼ 1

g2aγγργ

1

β2B2
0V

2
B

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2TS
Tπ

r

×

�Z
dω

�
ωpðωÞ
ω̄λB

�
2
�
−1=2

: ð57Þ

Here T is the data collection time, and TS is the test statistic
associated with the sensitivity threshold (for 95% expected
limits TS ≃ 2.71, whereas for an n − σ discovery, TS ¼ n2

up to the look elsewhere effect). To arrive at this result we
assumed that T ≫ τ, such that pðωÞ is well resolved, and
also that we are in the background dominated regime.
Further, we have left the terminals on the frequency
integration unspecified, but these can at largest be the
range over which the experiment has sensitivity.
The result in (57) is consistent with the simple estimate

claimed in Sec. III B. To see this, we model the broad CaB
as a log-uniform distribution pðωÞ ¼ QCaB

a =ω defined over
a range ω̄=Qa. Then, treating λB as independent of
frequency, our sensitivity can be written (dropping ργ)

ρa ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2TS
π

r � ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ω̄=QCaB

a

p
g2aγγ

��
λB

β2B2
0V

2
B

ffiffiffiffi
T

p
�
: ð58Þ

For dark matter, we instead approximate the distribution as
a uniform pðωÞ ¼ QDM

a =ma over a narrow range, which
results in an identical expression but with QCaB

a → QDM
a

COSMIC AXION BACKGROUND PHYS. REV. D 103, 115004 (2021)

115004-19



and ω̄ → ma. Taking ma ¼ ω̄, the ratio of the two expres-
sions yields (44).
The sensitivity in (57) represents the quantitative result

for broadband sensitivity, however to provide additional
intuition—especially for why the width of pðωÞ plays a
fundamental role—we can rederive the result qualitatively
from a signal-to-noise ratio [41,111]. The signal strength is
simply the average signal flux, which is given by
[using (36)]

jΦaj ¼ gaγγj∂tajβB0VB ∼ gaγγ
ffiffiffiffiffi
ρa

p
βB0VB; ð59Þ

whereas the flux noise is given by
ffiffiffiffiffi
λB

p
. Given the signal

and background flux magnitudes, if we perform a meas-
urement for a time T, the naive expectation is our sensitivity
will grow as

ffiffiffiffi
T

p
, and indeed for a time it will. Nevertheless,

as described already, the CaB has a finite coherence time
τ ∼ 2πQa=ω̄, and for T > τ the signal will no longer
combine coherently, leading to the signal-to-noise only
scaling with the parametrically reduced ðTτÞ1=4 [111].
Assuming T > τ, then our sensitivity is given by
jΦajðTτÞ1=4=

ffiffiffiffiffi
λB

p ¼ 1. Together, these scalings provide

ρa ¼
1ffiffiffiffiffiffi
2π

p
� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

ω̄=Qa

p
g2aγγ

��
λB

β2B2
0V

2
B

ffiffiffiffi
T

p
�
; ð60Þ

which is parametrically identical to (58), and demonstrates
that the appearance of the width of pðωÞ is a consequence
of measuring the CaB over times longer than the field is
coherent.
The alternative qualitatively different readout strategy

proposed in this frequency range is resonant detection. For
the toroidal geometry described above, this can be achieved
by reading out the pickup loop through a resonant circuit,
which for our purposes can be characterized by four
parameters: the quality factor Q, resonant frequency ω0,
total circuit inductance LT , and thermal noise temperature
T0. As in the broadband case, we can generalize the known
dark-matter result (see e.g., Ref. [107]) to the CaB as
follows,

ρa
ργ

¼ 1

g2aγγργ

2LTT0

Qω0B2
0V

2
B

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2TS
Tπ

r

×

�Z
dω

�
ωpðωÞ

ω̄

�
2
�
−1=2

; ð61Þ

which, up to experimental factors, is identical to (57).
This expression determines the expected CaB energy

density sensitivity for a given set of experimental param-
eters. Yet we can recast this result in the spirit of Sec. III B,
and forecast CaB sensitivity in terms of the expected dark-
matter reach. Indeed (57) holds equally well for dark
matter, taking ρa ¼ ρDM, and evaluating

Z
dω

�
ωpðωÞ

ω̄

�
2

¼ 1

ma

Z
dv

fðvÞ2
v

≃
2

3

QDM
a

ma
; ð62Þ

where in the final step we assumed fðvÞ follows the
canonical standard halo model. For a resonant instrument,
the frequency range is commonly restricted to a single
bandwidth of size Δω ¼ ω0=Q around ω0. For Q < QDM

a
this detail is irrelevant in the dark-matter computation, as
for ma ¼ ω0, then the dark-matter distribution is contained
entirely within the bandwidth. For the CaB however, we
will generically have QCaB

a ≪ Q, and therefore expect
pðωÞ to be constant over the range of integration, leading to

Z
dω

�
ωpðωÞ

ω̄

�
2

≃
ω0

Q

�
ω0pðω0Þ

ω̄

�
2

: ð63Þ

Having computed the result for both dark matter and
relativistic axions, we can take the ratio to determine the
CaB sensitivity as a function of the experimentally
achieved dark-matter coupling, glimaγγ , to be

ρa
ργ

¼
ffiffiffi
2

3

r
ρDM
ργ

�
glimaγγ
gSEaγγ

�
2
�
ω̄

ma

�� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a Q
p
mapðmaÞ

�
: ð64Þ

If we approximate the energy distribution as log flat, so
pðmaÞ ¼ Qa=ma, take ω̄ ¼ ma, and recall that the CaB
sensitivity can in principle be enhanced across at most
N ∼Q=QCaB

a bandwidths, then this result reproduces the
parametric scaling given in (44).

E. Resonant cavity detection (λa ∼ L)

We next consider detection with a physical resonator, as
pursued by both ADMX and HAYSTAC, where a micro-
wave cavity is constructed in order to resonantly enhance
power produced at a frequency tuned to the cavity
dimension, ω0 ∼ 1=L. The design principle for these
instruments is to optimize the search for the narrow spectral
feature dark matter predicts when its mass is such that
1=ma ∼ L ∼m. In particular, in the presence of a large
static magnetic field B0, an axion background will source
oscillating electromagnetic fields, thereby generating
potentially detectable power in the cavity. As we will show
in this section, this statement is true for both dark matter
and the CaB. Importantly, the existing reach of ADMX is
already sufficient to probe open parameter space, although
a reanalysis of the data would be required, and the same
will soon be true of HAYSTAC.
Parametrically, our final sensitivity will be identical to

the resonant circuit expression (64). There will, however,
be important differences. According to the expressions in
(52), the CaBwill source AC electric and magnetic fields in
the presence of a large B0, and if we work in a regime
where the DC field is spatially uniform, we have
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ð∇2 − ∂2
t ÞEa ¼ gaγγB0∂2

t a − gaγγðB0 · ∇Þ∇a; ð65Þ

whilst Ba can be determined from Faraday’s law. The
presence of the ∇a contribution, which is subdominant for
a nonrelativistic axion, will induce a new effect which can
be qualitatively understood as follows. Taking B0 ¼ B0ẑ,
then a simplified picture of the CaB where aðt;xÞ ∝
cosðωt − k · xÞ will generate an electric field proportional
to ẑ − ðn̂ · ẑÞn̂, where we took k ¼ ωn̂. The ẑ component
of this field—relevant to the transverse magnetic (TM)
modes that will source power in the cavity—is then
proportional to sin2 α, where α ¼ arccosðn̂ · ẑÞ is the
incident angle of the CaB with respect to the cavity
magnetic field. For a cosmic relic, the CaB will be incident
approximately isotropically on the detector, and sin2 α will
take on a sky-averaged, and effectively time-independent,
value.22 However, for local sources of relativistic axions,
the distribution can be anisotropic. This will certainly be
the case for dark-matter decays in the MilkyWay, where the
flux predominantly originates from the Galactic Center. In
the rest frame of the Earth, where the direction ofB0 is time
invariant, the direction of the Galactic Center will vary
throughout the day, leading to a daily variation in α.
Accordingly, in general the CaB power, which is propor-
tional to sin4 α, will undergo Oð1Þ variations throughout
the day. These daily modulations provide a novel handle
that can be used to distinguish a CaB with a local origin
from potential backgrounds, although in the present work
we will not quantitatively calculate this effect.
Our focus is instead on determining the CaB sensitivity

of these instruments, which will require a determination of
the power a relativistic axion field deposits in a cylindrical
cavity as used by both ADMX and HAYSTAC. We do so
by repeating the analogous nonrelativistic computation
[32,33] (see [122] for a recent review) while accounting
for the three important modifications in the relativistic case.
Two of these we have already discussed: the additional
gradient term in (65) and the fact that the CaB carries
power over a much broader frequency range. The third
relativistic novelty arises from the fact the axion field need
not be spatially coherent across the instrument when
jkj ¼ ω ∼ 1=L, which can suppress the integrated power
deposited over the cavity.
We begin with (65). We will solve this equation within a

cylindrical cavity, where a DC magnetic field B0 ¼ B0ẑ
has been established along the cavity axis, and we will
assume the field is spatially uniform. The cavity will have a
set of normal modes for the electric fields it can support,
elmnðxÞ, indexed by three integers ðl; m; nÞ, and satisfying

ð∇2 þ ω2
lmnÞelmnðxÞ ¼ 0; ð66Þ

with ωlmn the resonant frequency of the mode. On dimen-
sional grounds we expect ωlmn ∼ 1=L, however the exact
value will be determined by the spatial variation of the
modes. As these basis modes must satisfy the electric
boundary conditions, Oð1Þ changes to the resonant fre-
quency can be achieved by modifying these boundary
conditions, as ADMX achieves by mechanically varying
the location of tuning rods within the instrument. We can
normalize the basis modes as follows:

Z
d3xelmn · e�l0m0n0 ¼ δll0δmm0δnn0 : ð67Þ

The integral is performed over the cavity volume V, which
reveals that the modes carry dimension e ∼ V−1=2.
As the orthonormal modes are a complete basis for the

electric field in the cavity, we can write Ea ¼
P

αlmnelmn
and solve for the coefficients. Using this expansion in (65),
and transforming to the frequency domain, we obtain

X
l;m;n

ðω2 − ω2
lmnÞαlmnelmn

¼ ω2B0gaγγaðωÞ cosðk · xÞ½ðn̂ · ẑÞn̂ − ẑ�; ð68Þ

where we have assumed a simple form for the axions spatial
dependence, aðω;xÞ ¼ aðωÞ cosðk · xÞ. Using the ortho-
normality condition, we can then isolate the electric field
coefficients as,

αlmn ¼
gaγγB0aðωÞω2

ω2 − ω2
lmn

×
Z

d3x cosðk · xÞ½ðn̂ · ẑÞn̂ − ẑ� · e�lmn: ð69Þ

The first line of this result identifies ωlmn as the resonant
frequencies, with the apparent divergence a remnant of our
idealized treatment of the problem. In particular we have
neglected the fact that the electric field will penetrate the
walls of the cavity and dissipate energy due to the finite
resistance of the material, which is the origin of the cavity
quality factor, Q. This dissipation can be accounted for as
in the standard dark-matter calculation. More novel is the
second line of (69), and we define

κlmn ¼
Z

d3x cosðk · xÞ½ðn̂ · ẑÞn̂ − ẑ� · e�lmn; ð70Þ

which we will use to define a generalized cavity form factor
shortly, and note dimensionally κlmn ∼ V1=2.
The energy density in the AC cavity fields for this mode

is given by Ulmn ¼ ðjEaj2 þ jBaj2Þ=2 ≃ jEaj2, as for
frequencies near the resonant frequency we will have
jBaj ≃ jEaj from Faraday’s law. Collecting our expressions
above, the energy density has the form

22If a detection is made, future experiments could further look
for axion spatial correlations analogous to those present in the
CMB.
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Ulmn ¼
1

4
g2aγγB2

0VClmnω
2
lmnjaðωÞj2T ðωÞ: ð71Þ

Here we have defined a transfer function, T ðωÞ, which
accounts for the resonant response of the circuit when
dissipation is included,

T ðωÞ ¼ 1

ðω − ωlmnÞ2 þ ðωlmn=2QÞ2 ; ð72Þ

which is sharply peaked around its maximum, T ðωlmnÞ ¼
4Q2=ω2

lmn. The energy density is further expressed in terms
of a cavity form factor Clmn ¼ jκlmnj2=V, where cavity
volume has been introduced to ensure this is an intensive
quantity. In detail, we define a relativistic cavity form
factor,

CCaB
lmn ¼

1

V

����
Z

d3x cosðk · xÞ½ðn̂ · ẑÞn̂ − ẑ� · e�lmn

����2; ð73Þ

which can be contrasted with the conventional result used
for dark matter

CDM
lmn ¼

1

V

����
Z

d3xẑ · e�lmn

����2: ð74Þ

Let us discuss several details of these form factors, which
parameterize the overlap between the induced Ea and the
static B0. In both cases, numerically we have C < 1.
Further, we expect C to be Oð1Þ for the lowest lying
mode; higher modes correspond to basis functions of
shorter wavelength, which generically suppress the inte-
gral. In the nonrelativistic case, contributions to e
perpendicular to ẑ do not contribute, which identifies the
cavity TM modes as relevant. We have yet to specify e,
however for a cylindrical cavity they are well known (and
our results are qualitatively similar for other geometries).
Taking the cylinder to have height L, and radius R ∼ L, we
have

ðel00Þz ¼
1ffiffiffiffi
V

p J0ðωl00rÞ
J1ðωl00RÞ

; ð75Þ

where Jn are Bessel functions of the first kind, and the
resonant frequency is given by ωl00 ¼ j0l=R, with j0l the
lth zero of J0. Explicitly evaluating the cavity form factor,
we obtain

CDM
l00 ¼

4

j20l
: ð76Þ

Numerically, C100 ≃ 0.69, and Cl00 ∼ C100=l2, so that the
response of higher order modes is rapidly suppressed.
Accordingly, it is common to focus on the lowest lying
mode, defining ω0 ¼ ω100 and C ¼ C100.
The relativistic cavity factor is complicated by a depend-

ence on the incident angle of the axion through n̂ and a

frequency dependence through k. With a view to searching
for the CaB through a repurposed dark-matter search,
we will only consider the response induced for the lowest
TM mode, although we note from (73) that in this case
transverse electric modes could also contribute. Combining
(73) and (75) for l ¼ 0,

CCaB ¼ Cs4α

�
sinðωLcαÞ
ωLcα

J0ðωRsαÞ
1 − ðωRsα=j01Þ2

�
2

≡ Cs4αKðω; αÞ; ð77Þ

where we employ a shorthand sα ¼ sin α and cα ¼ cos α.
The dependence of the cavity energy density on s4α
manifests from the daily-modulation effect discussed ear-
lier. The additional relativistic novelty is Kðω;αÞ, which
accounts for the incoherence of the axion field over the
experimental volume, and is shown in Fig. 8. As shown
there, for ω ≪ ω0 we have Kðω; αÞ → 1, corresponding to
the limit where the axion is spatially coherent over the
instrument, whereas for ω ≫ ω0 instead Kðω; αÞ → 0 as a
result of destructive interference across the cavity, and for
L ∼ R the result is only weakly dependent on α.23 This
factor effectively removes the contribution of frequency
with ω > ω0, and we will approximate it by a step
function, Kðω; αÞ ≃ Θðω0 − ωÞ.
Having determined the modified form factor, we can

return to determining the measurable signal power, which is
related to the cavity energy density by P ¼ ω0U=Q. Using
(71), we have

PaðωÞ ¼ s4αg2aγγ
B2
0VCω

3
0

4Q
jaðωÞj2T ðωÞΘðω0 − ωÞ: ð78Þ

The form of jaðωÞj2 has already been extensively dis-
cussed, it will be an exponentially distributed variable with
mean given in (38). Accordingly, the power will also be
exponentially distributed, however the total power on
average will be given by

PCaB
a ¼ s4αg2aγγπρa

ω̄

B2
0VCω

3
0

4Q

Z
ω0

0

dω
2π

pðωÞ
ω

T ðωÞ

≃
π

8
s4αg2aγγρapðω0Þ

ω0

ω̄
B2
0VC; ð79Þ

where in the final step we assumed that QCaB
a ≪ Q, so that

pðωÞ only varies slowly over the range where the transfer
function has appreciable support. In this expression we
have retained the angular dependence through s4α, but going
forward, for estimating our sensitivity we will replace
this with the appropriate value for an isotropic CaB,
hs4αi ¼ 8=15.

23Both ADMX and HAYSTAC have L ∼ 5R, and we will
discuss this more realistic case shortly.
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In (79) we have an expression for the signal power the
relativistic axion will deposit in the cavity when analyzing a
single resonant frequency. Combined with an expected
background contribution and a set of experimental param-
eters, this result is sufficient to forecast the CaB sensitivity.
Here, however, we will instead use a matched power
approach to obtain the projected reach. In particular,
existing ADMX limits are a combination of individual
experimental runs, so rather than combining these run-by-
run, we will simply recast the combined dark-matter gaγγ
limits. To do so, we require the dark-matter analog of (79),
which is obtained by dropping s4α, integrating over the full
frequency range, and taking a mean jaðωÞj2 as given in
(39). Re-evaluating the integral, we find

PDM
a ≃

1

2
g2aγγB2

0QVC
ρDM
ma

: ð80Þ

We cannot directly match CaB and dark-matter powers
above, as comparing the signal strength will only determine
the sensitivity assuming the background is equal in the two
cases. However, as already discussed in Sec. III B, it is not,
and the larger background for the CaB will reduce its
sensitivity by

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a =Q
p

. Once this is accounted for, we can
combine (79) and (80) (evaluated at ω0 ¼ ma), to obtain
our estimated sensitivity in this regime of

ρa
ργ

¼ 15

2π

ρDM
ργ

�
glimaγγ
gSEaγγ

�
2
�
ω̄

ma

�� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
QDM

a Q
p
mapðmaÞ

�
; ð81Þ

which, as promised, is identical to (64) up to a numerical
prefactor.
Several aspects of the above discussion are overly

idealized.24 In particular, we considered a configuration
where the scale at which the relativistic power suppression
occurs—as encoded in Kðω; αÞ—matches the resonant
frequency scale, both set by the characteristic size of the
cavity. In practice, however, microwave cavity instruments
introduce tuning rods in order to vary the resonant
frequency, which will shift ω0 by a factor of a few above
the characteristic value ∼1=L. Yet as the relativistic
suppression occurs for ω≳ 1=L, when the axion field is
no longer spatially coherent across the cavity, Kðω; αÞ as it
appears in Fig. 8 will remain qualitatively unchanged.
Combining the two effects, naively this would suggest a
significant reduction in sensitivity as the modes that are
resonantly enhanced also experience the incoherent sup-
pression. Nonetheless, in an actual instrument, the geom-
etry is such that L ≠ R, and once that is accounted for
Kðω; αÞ now varies considerably with angle, and for
α ¼ 90° the suppression is postponed till higher frequen-
cies, so that the power can still be absorbed, but with the
daily-modulation effect only further enhanced.

IV. PROJECTED LIMITS

Having outlined various forms the CaB can take, and
having determined the experimental sensitivity to it, in this
section we combine these results to sketch projected
sensitivities. As we will show, detecting the CaB will not
necessarily require dedicated instruments, instead the rapid
progress in the search for axion dark matter will simulta-
neously open enormous swaths of relativistic axion param-
eter space. The present discussion will not be exhaustive.
Instead we will show the estimated reach in three cases to
demonstrate various aspects of the detection schemes we
have proposed, and the interplay with specific CaB candi-
dates. Firstly, we will discuss the reach of the existing
resonant cavity instruments HAYSTAC and ADMX for a
simple Gaussian pðωÞ as predicted in the parametric
resonance scenario, showing that an order of magnitude
improvement in the gaγγ sensitivity of ADMX would
translate to sensitivity to ρa < ργ , although this would still
be short of the prediction of parametric-resonance produc-
tion discussed in Sec. II C. Secondly, we demonstrate that a
large scale broadband ABRACADABRA style instrument
could probe relativistic axions originating from cosmic
strings in the parameter space where they could help
alleviate the Hubble tension. Finally, we will consider the
case of most immediate interest: indirect detection of dark
matter decaying to axions. As this scenario allows ρa > ργ ,
we will see that ADMX is already sensitive to unexplored

FIG. 8. The suppression of relativistic axion power deposited in
resonant cavity instruments, as encoded in K, defined in (77). We
fix the cavity radius to be equal to the height, R ¼ L, and
demonstrate the approximate insensitivity of the result to the
relative angle of the incident axions and the detector magnetic
field, α ¼ arccosðn̂ · ẑÞ. Note that this factor enters in the
relativistic case in addition to the transfer function in (72), which
is sharply peaked at ω0.

24We thank Jonathan Ouellet for this observation.
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parameter space, and the situationwill improve dramatically
with future instruments.
Recall that the CaB signal is determined by three

quantities: ρa, gaγγ , and pðωÞ (equivalently, the form of
ΩaðωÞ fixes ρa and pðωÞ). As already discussed, here we
will take the approach of fixing gaγγ to gSEaγγ , the largest
value consistent with star-emission constraints. When
considering detection with frequencies ω≳ 10−9 eV, we
take gSEaγγ ¼ 0.66 × 10−10 GeV−1 for consistency with
CAST [25] and Horizontal Branch [26,27] constraints.
In the future, this limit may be tightened by IAXO [123]
(see also Refs. [124,125] for future searches using the
CMB). Should these experiments detect an axion signal,
the same axion could be produced in the early Universe,
and would strongly motivate further searches for the CaB.
At lower frequencies, the bounds strengthen further, and we
will adopt gSEaγγ ¼ 3.6 × 10−12 GeV−1 as determined from
super star clusters [31].

A. Gaussian

To begin with, we consider searching for a Gaussian
energy distribution in existing resonant cavity instruments.
Such a distribution can be motivated by the parametric-
resonant production mechanism reviewed in Sec. II C,
however here we can also envision it as providing an
opportunity to explore our formalism. In detail, we consider
a positive definite Gaussian with mean μ ¼ ω̄, and variable
width σ ¼ κω̄, where we will explore several values of κ. In
detail, we take

pðωÞ ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2=π

p
e−ðω=ω̄−1Þ2=2κ2

κω̄½1 − erf½−1= ffiffiffi
2

p
κ�ÞΘ½ω�: ð82Þ

Fixing gaγγ , we can then determine a limit on ρa for a
given κ.
To do so, we will recast existing bounds on axion dark

matter collected by the ADMX and HAYSTAC instru-
ments. ADMX is already probing the couplings predicted
for the QCD axion for ma ∼ 2–3 μeV [34–36]. Given (45),
we would therefore expect the instrument to be on the verge
of ρa ∼ ργ sensitivities for the CaB. HAYSTAC, on the
other hand, is already within a factor of a few from the
QCD prediction for ma ∼ 23–24 μeV [37]. Here we take
these existing limits and recast them using (81).
Our forecast sensitivity is provided in Fig. 9. In deter-

mining the plotted sensitivities, we combined the single
bandwidth sensitivities in (81) across multiple bins,
accounting for the spread of pðωÞ. In doing so we assumed
the frequency range scanned by the instruments was
divided into bins of width ω0=Q, taking Q ¼ 105 for
ADMX and 104 for HAYSTAC. In detail, we compute a
limit ρa;i in each bin, indexed by i, and then determine the
combined limit as ρ−2a ¼ P

ρ−2a;i . Note that in the event of

the limit being identical across N bins, this returns the
expected ρa ¼ ρa;i=

ffiffiffiffi
N

p
.

As the figure demonstrates, at present neither instrument
is sensitive to the ρa < ργ required for a cosmological relic.
Nonetheless, ADMX is within two orders of magnitude of
the relevant parameter space, which from (81), would be
achieved with an order of magnitude improvement in their
sensitivity to the dark matter gaγγ. A factor of 30 improve-
ment would allow ADMX to access the parameter space
required to reduce the H0 tension. The situation is more
challenging for HAYSTAC, which would require at least
three orders of magnitude improvement in their coupling
sensitivity to reach ρa ∼ ργ , although widening the range of
masses considered by a factor α would also enhance there
sensitivity by

ffiffiffi
α

p
.

Note that in Fig. 9, the peak sensitivity depends on the
width of the distribution, κ, and is not always located within
the range of masses directly probed by ADMX and
HAYSTAC for κ > 1. To understand this, recall from
(40) that the signal power is determined by ρa=ω̄ ¼ na,
the number density. For a fixed ρa, we can increase na by
decreasing ω̄, and still obtain a constraint as long as pðωÞ
has support.

B. Cosmic strings

Next we consider sensitivity to a cosmic-string origin of
the CaB as discussed in Sec. II D. In this work we will use
the specific results provided in Refs. [98,99], as already
discussed, however we note that further improvements in
the predicted string spectrum will impact the sensitivities

FIG. 9. Sensitivity for a Gaussian CaB, as predicted by para-
metric-resonance scenario, that can be obtained by searching for a
relativistic axion in data already collected by ADMX and
HAYSTAC in the search for axion dark matter. In particular
we take pðωÞ as in (82), and consider three values of the width κ.
If the CaB is a cosmological relic, then it must have ρa < ργ ,
which ADMX would reach with an order of magnitude improve-
ment in its gaγγ reach.
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we present. Regardless, as demonstrated in Fig. 5, the
cosmic-string spectrum is expected to be especially broad.
As such, we will use it as an example to forecast sensitivity
with a futuristic broadband instrument operating in the low-
frequency regime, defined by λa ≫ L.
The spectrum and energy density of cosmic-string axions

is determined by the symmetry breaking scale, fa, and
subsequent temperature at which the string network enters
the scaling regime, Td ≤ fa. In terms of their impact on the
predicted CaB spectrum, Td < fa provides an effective
cutoff on the spectrum at higher frequencies, whereas the
energy density in the spectrum is controlled by ∼f2a.
Accordingly, for a given Td, we can construct our sensi-
tivity to fa by determining where a detectable axion power
is produced. Recall our broadband sensitivity to ρa was
given in (57) for an ABRACADABRA type instrument.
Assuming a frequency independent background, we can
rearrange that result to obtain

Z
dω

�
ω
dna
dω

�
2

¼ 2TS
Tπ

�
λB

β2B2
0V

2
BðgSEaγγÞ2

�
2

: ð83Þ

For a fixed gSEaγγ, the left hand side determines the signal
strength, so that the result determines our sensitivity.
The differential energy density can be determined from
(33) as

dna
dω

¼ ρc
ω2

ΩaðωÞ

¼ 8

3M2
Plω

Z
1

ad

daa2
ξμeff
H

ρSMðaÞFðω=HaÞ: ð84Þ

For a given Td and fa, this provides all the ingredients for
the signal prediction, and what remains is to set the
experimental parameters. For this purpose we use the
parameters adopted in the most optimistic scenario provided
in the original ABRACADABRA proposal [41], which
involved a 100 m3 volume instrument with a 5 T magnetic
field operating for a year. In order to determine the expected
95% sensitivity we further take TS ¼ 2.71. Lastly, we need
to specify the frequency range of the search, which will
enter in the terminals for the signal integral in (83). Here we
take 2 × 10−13 eV < ω < 10−7 eV, where the lower limit is
set at 50 Hz, where the 1=f noise is expected to begin
dominating, and the upper limit is determined by the
physical size of the instrument. Going to such low frequen-
cies requires us to take the enhanced star emission bounds
of gSEaγγ ¼ 3.6 × 10−12 GeV−1.
The end result of the above discussion is the forecast

sensitivity shown in Fig. 10. In the same figure we also
depict the parameter space where the cosmic-string spec-
trum over this frequency range would be in tension with
ΔNeff bounds, and once more where the model could
reduce the Hubble tension. This entire parameter space

would be covered by the large scale broadband instrument.
The sensitivity is dominated by the contribution at the low-
frequency end of the instrument, and the flattening of the
sensitivity at Td ∼ 109 GeV arises when the decoupling
induced cutoff in the spectrum occurs within the exper-
imental frequency range.

C. Dark-matter indirect detection

In the examples thus far, the relevant CaB parameter
space will only be reached in future instruments. This in a
consequence of bounds from observational cosmology
limiting ρa ≲ ργ . However, if the CaB is produced in the
late Universe, ρa > ργ is allowed, and in principle may
already be detectable. Axions produced from dark-matter
decay, discussed in Sec. II B, is one such scenario.
Searching for these axions would open up a new channel
in the broader search for dark-matter indirect detection.
Recall that relativistic axions produced from dark-matter

decay will receive a contribution from both decays in the
local Milky Way halo and extragalactic dark matter. The
latter will arrive approximately isotropically at the Earth,
whereas the former will preferentially originate from the
galactic center given its higher dark-matter density. For
detection at resonant cavity instruments, we reiterate that
the local decays will be associated with an observable daily
modulation, as the signal is proportional to sin4 α, with α
the relative angle of the incident axions and the cavity
magnetic field. Effectively this search uses the resonant
cavities as dark-matter telescopes, although with peak
sensitivity obtained when the instrument is perpendicular
to the source. Whilst this effect can be used as a fingerprint
of a genuine signal, for the sensitivity estimates we present
here we will simply take the sky averaged value.

FIG. 10. Sensitivity to the cosmic-string CaB at a future large
scale broadband instrument, as a function of the axion decay
constant fa and decoupling temperature Td. In particular, we
consider a 100 m3 volume ABRACADABRA type instrument,
operating with a 5 T field for one year.
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Doing so, our sensitivity for resonant cavity instruments
was provided in (81), which we can re-express as

dna
dω

ðmaÞ ¼
15

2π
ρDM

�
glimaγγ
gSEaγγ

�
2
� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

QDM
a Q

p
m2

a

�
; ð85Þ

where the signal has been written in terms of the differential
number density evaluated at ω ¼ ma. This number density
is a combination of the local and extragalactic densities
given in (9) and (5), respectively. As discussed, the local
distribution will be broadened by the Doppler shifts arising
from both the finite velocity distribution of the dark matter,
and also the Earth’s motion relative to the halo, although
here we will simply model the distribution as a Gaussian
with relative width 10−3. With these distributions, for a
givenmDM, the flux is dictated by the dark-matter lifetime τ.
While a search for indirect detection with axions has not

yet been performed, there are constraints on dark matter
decaying to a relativistic species from cosmology, which
roughly limit the lifetime to be longer than the age of the
Universe [75,77,78]. Repurposed axion dark-matter
searches will be able to do considerably better. To begin
with, by repeating the approach of combining experimental
bandwidths as we did for the Gaussian case above, we
determine that ADMX is already sensitive to open param-
eter space, as we show on the left of Fig. 11. The strongest
sensitivity is obtained when 2mDM falls within the ADMX
search window of 2–3 μeV, as this corresponds to detecting
the local population of axions, which have energies peaking
at mDM=2. For higher dark-matter masses, the decay can
still be detected thanks to the redshifted extragalactic
spectrum. We emphasize once more that this figure shows
the sensitivity ADMX can obtain to this scenario using
existing data. Even for local decays, the signal is

significantly broader than that expected of dark matter,
and thus in existing searches the effect would have been
discarded as background.
The future prospects for this search are considerable, as

we demonstrate on the right of Fig. 11. Performing a naive
forecast of ADMX and HAYSTAC by assuming they
improve their reach for gaγγ by one and two orders of
magnitude, respectively, theywill both be able to probe open
parameter space. At lower masses, were a future instrument
such as DMRadio able to reach the projected sensitivity of
the QCD axion gaγγ prediction from 0.5 neV to 0.8 μeV
[46,47], their reach would be considerable. In particular,
repurposing the low-frequency resonant result in (64), and
assuming DMRadio operates with Q ¼ 106 (although their
actual readout strategy will be more complex), we see that
the instrument will be sensitive to an enormous range of
parameters. We note that the future projections shown here
may have different timelines and do not necessarily re-
present a fair comparison between instruments.

V. DISCUSSION

In this work, we considered the possibility of detecting a
CaB, an ultrarelativistic background of relic axions. Being
naturally light, axions produced in the early Universe are
typically relativistic and may exist over a large range of
possible energies. Its detection would have imprints of the
history of the Universe in its energy spectrum, in close
analogy with the program searching for a stochastic
gravitational wave background. In particular, we discuss
sources sensitive to the reheat temperature of the Universe
(thermal production), the origin of dark matter (dark-matter
decay), inflation (parametric resonance), and early
Universe phase transitions (cosmic-string emission).

FIG. 11. Sensitivity to relativistic axions resulting from dark-matter decay using existing (left) and future (right) resonant instruments.
We emphasize that the forecast sensitivities are likely to be obtained on significantly different timescales for the various instruments. The
H0 exclusion region is a result of the decay of dark matter to a relativistic species leading to an observable modification of cosmology,
and we show the constraints τ ≳ 3.6tU obtained by the DES collaboration [78].
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Most of these production mechanisms predict axions with
energies in the range detectable by current and future axion
dark-matter experiments. The exception is the well-
motivated thermal CaB, where new ideas will be required
to probe the predicted energies and densities. For relativ-
istic axion production before recombination, probes of the
expansion of the Universe limit the axion energy density to
be below that of the CMB. Moreover, recent measurements
have found a persistent discrepancy between the early and
late measurements. An additional source of radiation is the
simplest solution to partially alleviate the tension, motivat-
ing a value for the CaB energy density and we discuss the
production of axions in light of this target. If an axion is
discovered from star emission searches such as hinted by
the recent Xenon-1T excess [126] or by future experiments
such as IAXO [123], there would additionally be a clear
target coupling for the axion, greatly increasing the urgency
of conducting CaB searches.
For detection, we have focused on axions coupled to

photons. Relativistic axion relics contribute terms to
Maxwell’s equations which are negligible for axion dark
matter. The influence of the new terms depends on the
experimental design and we study both resonant cavity
experiments (e.g., ADMX, HAYSTAC) and lumped-circuit
readout instruments (e.g., ABRACADABRA and
DMRadio). For resonant cavities, the power deposited in
the cavity becomes sensitive to the axion propagation
direction and will exhibit a daily modulation for non-
isotropic sources (such as dark-matter decay). For oscillat-
ing magnetic field searches, we show that the power
deposited is independent of the incoming axion direction,
however oscillating electric fields develop within the
experiment that might be useful in confirming a positive
signal. In either case, we develop simple relations to
estimate the prospective sensitivity of axion experiments
to a CaB. While present searches for dark-matter axions
can have sensitivity to a CaB, this typically requires a
dedicated search due to the presence of a broad energy
spectra. In particular, with a search for a relatively broad
axion energy distribution, current data from the ADMX
experiment may be able to discover dark matter decaying
into axions, thereby turning the instrument into an indirect-
detection axion telescope. In the future, axion detection
experiments will be able to discover ambient axion den-
sities well below that of the CMB and probe a wide range of
motivated sources.
Throughout this work, we have largely neglected the

influence of a prospective axion mass, ma. If, for a given
axion source, ma becomes comparable to the axion energy
as the Universe expands, then axions would cluster in
galaxies. This would increase the local density, analogous
to the CνB. If axions become highly nonrelativistic they
make up a form of dark matter as currently searched for by
axion haloscopes. Alternatively, if the axion is still mildly
relativistic, it can have a relatively wide energy distribution

and still be overlooked by present analyses. The detection
prospects of axions with intermediate masses is an inter-
esting question we leave for future work. Experiments
could also look for CaB with other interaction terms, such
as the axion-nucleon coupling. Since the projections of
experiments such as CASPEr [111] have sensitives well
below star-emission bounds, they will also be able to probe
cosmological sources of relativistic axions. In addition, one
could consider other relativistic bosons such as dark
photons. We leave the study of their prospective sources
and detection capabilities for future work.
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APPENDIX: BREAKING THE AXION-PHOTON
COUPLING RELATION WITH KINETIC MIXING

The axion-photon coupling has a natural value related to
its decay constant. If the interactions arises from integrating
out charged fermions, f, of charge Qf, then the coupling
generated is

gaγγ ¼
X
f

αQ2

2πfa
: ðA1Þ

In the absence of parametrically small charges, the expect-
ation is that gaγγ ∼ α=2πfa. However, it is conceptually
simple to envision scenarios where the coupling is well
below this scale either through axion-axion [127] or
photon-dark photon [128] kinetic mixing (see also
Refs. [105,106] for related discussions).
To see this we first consider a kinetic mixing between

an axion, a, and a second axion, b. We take the second
axion to have a decay constant fb that couples to
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electromagnetism, whereas a does not couple to any
charged fields, so that it has no direct photon coupling.
In detail, we take the following Lagrangian:

L ⊃
1

2
ð∂μaÞ2 þ

1

2
ð∂μbÞ2 þ εð∂μaÞð∂μbÞ

þ α

8πfb
bFμνF̃μν: ðA2Þ

In order to diagonalize the axion kinetic terms to leading
order of ε, we send a → a, b → b − εa. Once axion masses
are introduced, this transformation leaves the rest of the
Lagrangian approximately unchanged only if ma ≫ mb.
With this shift the Lagrangian for a can now be written as

L ⊃
1

2
ð∂μaÞ2 −

αε

8πfb
aFμνF̃μν: ðA3Þ

Importantly, the coupling between a and electromagnetism
is determined by the free parameters ε and fb, it can be
small even if fa is well below the weak scale. While axion-
axion mixing breaks the relationship between gaγγ and fa, it
also requires an additional light axion that may affect the
phenomenology.
Alternatively, one can consider a kinetic mixing between

the photon and a dark photon. Consider the Lagrangian,

L ⊃
α0

8πfa
aF0

μνF̃0μν −
1

4
FμνFμν

−
1

4
F0
μνF0μν −

ϵ

4
FμνF0μν; ðA4Þ

where α0 is the dark gauge coupling and the photon-dark
photon mixing is set by ϵ. If the dark photon, A0, has a mass
below the photon plasma mass, then the photon-dark
photon mixing can be eliminated with the transformation
A0 → A0, A → A − ϵA0. This leaves the dark photon approx-
imately massless, but generates an axion-photon coupling,

L ⊃
ϵ2α0

8πfa
aFF̃: ðA5Þ

The coefficient can be arbitrarily small even for fa below
the electroweak scale, breaking its conventional relation-
ship to gaγγ . Interestingly, there may also be an opportunity
to discover additional light states in this scenario. If fa ≲
1 TeV then in the limit that the dark-photon mass is
negligible, there are millicharged particles in the spectrum.
These particles can have a mass of, at most, ∼4πfa. For
fa ≲ 100 eV solar cooling bounds on millicharged par-
ticles would require ϵ≲ 10−13 [129] and may place a bound
on the parameter space.
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