Science & Technology
Whose Galaxy Is It?

As astronomers discover a universe flush with potentially life-supporting planets, it
seems more and more likely that we are not alone.
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For the past six years, a van-sized NASA spacecraft called Kepler has been orbiting
the sun, following the same elliptical path as Earth but trailing a few million miles
behind us. This two-thousand-pound hunk of aluminum and electronics, carrying
one of the most sensitive telescopes ever built, has been drifting off our tail, rather
than orbiting us the way many space observatories do, so that it can enjoy an
unobstructed view of the heavens. Its mission is to spot previously unknown planets
orbiting distant stars — an extraordinarily difficult task for the simple reason that
planets are small and dark, while stars are big and luminous. Kepler pulls this off by
sensing a planet when it passes in front of its star, momentarily blocking a tiny
amount of light, like a moth flitting across a porch lamp. Many astronomers,
including me, believe that this planet-hunting expedition is providing us clues to
one of the greatest mysteries that humans have ever pondered: whether



