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Abstract An ongoing magnetic reconnection event was detected in the Mercury's high latitude
magnetopause during a northward interplanetary magnetic field. The reconnection X‐line region was revealed in
the Mercury's magnetopause based on the encountered flux ropes ejected away from this region both planetward
and tailward. A series of magnetic flux ropes, known as flux transfer event shower were observed tailward of
this X‐line region. These flux ropes were probably expanding and deflected as they were ejected away tailward
from the X‐line region. Large‐amplitude variations in all three components of the magnetic field and a few
small‐scale flux ropes were observed inside the X‐line region, which could be the seed of the flux rope shower at
the magnetopause. The observations suggest that magnetic reconnection is highly dynamic and persistent in
Mercury's magnetosphere.

Plain Language Summary Magnetic reconnection has been regarded as the most important process
for dynamics of the Mercury's magnetosphere and for the interaction between the solar wind and the Mercury's
magnetosphere also. Although magnetic flux ropes and flux transfer events (FTEs) resulting from magnetic
reconnection have been extensively observed in the Mercury's magnetosphere, the key region of magnetic
reconnection, namely the X‐line region, has never been reported so far by the spacecraft. Here, we present the
first evidence of the reconnection X‐line region in the Mercury's magnetosphere. A few small‐scale magnetic
flux ropes are observed inside the reconnection X‐line region, which could be the seed of the observed magnetic
FTE shower. Furthermore, the evolution of these flux ropes is addressed also based on the spacecraft
observations.

1. Introduction
The intrinsic magnetic field of Mercury is the dipolar magnetic field aligned with the rotation axis and has the
same polarity as the Earth's. However, the field strength at Mercury's surface in the magnetic equatorial plane is
only ∼1% of the Earth's field (Alexeev et al., 2010; B. J. Anderson et al., 2008, 2011). In the proximity of
Mercury, the interplanetary magnetic field (IMF) intensity and the solar wind density are generally much higher
than those at the Earth (Slavin & Holzer, 1979; Sun et al., 2022). Therefore, Mercury's magnetosphere can be
strongly driven by the solar wind. It has been found recently that the interaction between Mercury's magneto-
sphere and the solar wind is controlled primarily by magnetic reconnection, during which magnetic topology is re‐
configurated and stored magnetic energy is rapidly released (e.g., DiBraccio et al., 2015; Imber et al., 2014; Slavin
et al., 2010; Sun et al., 2015; Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Lee, et al., 2020).

Under the condition of the southwardly directed IMF, reconnection occurs at the magnetopause sub‐solar point,
and the reconnected magnetic fluxes are transferred tailward, added temporally to the magnetotail, and finally
released again by the magnetotail reconnection (Russell & Elphic, 1978; Slavin et al., 2010; Sun, Slavin, Dewey,
et al., 2020). Evidence for magnetic reconnection has been extensively observed in Mercury's magnetosphere,
including flux transfer events (FTEs) or magnetic flux ropes at the magnetopause (e.g., Imber et al., 2014; Slavin
et al., 2010; Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020) as well as magnetic flux ropes, magnetic
islands, or traveling compression regions in the magnetotail (DiBraccio et al., 2015; Slavin, Anderson,
et al., 2012; J. Zhong et al., 2018; Z. H. Zhong et al., 2018; J. Zhong, Lee, et al., 2020; Sun, Slavin, Smith,
et al., 2020). The flux ropes in Mercury's magnetosphere are detected commonly in series, named FTE or flux
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rope shower (Slavin, Imber, et al., 2012; Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020), more often
than that in the Earth's magnetosphere where the FTEs or magnetic flux ropes are observed occasionally in a train
as well (e.g., Chen et al., 2008; Guo et al., 2021; Lee & Fu, 1985; Rijnbeek et al., 1984; Russell & Elphic, 1978;
Wang et al., 2012, 2016). The flux rope shower is assumed to be generated by the multiple reconnection X‐line
model where magnetic reconnection occurs simultaneously at multiple points and thus the flux rope is naturally
produced between any two adjacent reconnection X‐lines (Imber et al., 2014; Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J.
Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020). Alternatively, the flux rope shower could be generated also during a turbulent magnetic
reconnection during which many secondary flux ropes are created in the X‐line region and then ejected away, as
observed in the Earth's magnetosphere (e.g., Lu, Fu, et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2016). The electric field in the X‐
line region was inferred according to the observations in the polar cap boundary (PCB) (Gershman et al., 2016)
and the reconnection Hall magnetic field was detected directly (Sun, Slavin, Dewey, et al., 2020). However, the
reconnection X‐line region in the Mercury's magnetosphere has not been sufficiently investigated.

The coupling between the solar wind andMercury's magnetosphere during a southward IMF has been revealed by
numerical simulations (e.g., Jia et al., 2019; Lu, Guo, et al., 2022) and observations (Slavin, Imber, et al., 2012;
Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020). However, the dynamics of Mercury's magnetosphere
and the interaction between the solar wind and the magnetosphere under the condition of the northward directed
IMF have rarely been investigated with spacecraft data (Slavin, Imber, et al., 2012). Only recently, the FTEs
during the northward IMF on Mercury's dayside magnetopause were discussed (e.g., Slavin et al., 2014; Sun
et al., 2022; Zomerdijk‐Russell et al., 2023). Moreover, the coupling in the northward IMF was simulated recently
by a three‐dimensional hybrid simulation (Lu, Guo, et al., 2022).

In this letter, we report one reconnection event observed by the MErcury Surface Space ENvironment,
GEochemistry, and Ranging (MESSENGER) spacecraft at the nightside magnetopause, when the IMF pointed
north. The MESSENGER spacecraft directly passed through the reconnection X‐line region from one exhaust to
the other and detected many magnetic flux ropes not only in both exhausts but also in the X‐line region. The
formation mechanism, evolution, and implication of these flux ropes in the Mercury's nightside magnetopause are
addressed.

2. Observation and Analysis
In this paper, the magnetic field data and ion differential energy flux data are obtained from the instruments of
Magnetometer (MAG) (Anderson et al., 2007), and the Fast Imaging Plasma Spectrometer (FIPS) (Andrews
et al., 2007) onboard the MESSENGER spacecraft, respectively. FIPS is a time‐of‐flight (TOF) mass spec-
trometer measuring the mass‐per‐charge (m/q) and energy‐per‐charge (E/q) ratios of incident ions. Due to the
mission's thermal design, the direct line of sight of FIPS in the solar direction is partially obstructed by the
MESSENGER spacecraft sunshade and other parts of the structure (e.g., Gershman et al., 2012). Hence, the
instantaneous field‐of‐view (FOV) is approximately 1.15π sr. Because the solid angle detected by FIPS is less
than one third of the ideal 4π sr, an inversion method to recover moment estimates from partially observed
distributions was used to get the plasma density and temperature (e.g., Gershman et al., 2013).

On 9 April 2011, the MESSENGER spacecraft was located in the solar wind for more than 2 hr since ∼01:00 UT
and then crossed the bow shock (Figure 1) as well as the Mercury's magnetosphere. The magnetic field and
plasma data in this interval are displayed (Figure 1) in the Mercury Solar‐Magnetospheric (MSM) coordinate
system, where x is anti‐parallel to solar wind velocity, z is normal to Mercury's orbital plane and points northward
(∼0.2RM northward of the planetary center on the rotation axis), and y completes the right‐handed system. In the
solar wind, the magnetic field magnitude was nearly constant (∼26 nT, Figure 1f), Bz was positive except for a
very short excursion into the negative dip at ∼01:56 UT (Figure 1e), By was always positive and kept a relatively
high value (∼20 nT) and Bx fluctuated around 0 (Figure 1a). The observations indicate that the IMF was stable and
almost northward during the time interval.

Later, the MESSENGER spacecraft passed through the southern magnetopause at (− 1.7, 0.3, − 2.4)RM during
04:48–04:58 UT, in the near‐midnight sector of the Mercury's magnetopause, as schematized in Figure 2. An
overview of this magnetopause crossing is shown in Figure 3. In this crossing, the spacecraft encountered the
current sheet center multiple times, namely Bx changed sign, for example, at ∼04:52, ∼04:53:40, and ∼04:54:10
UT (Figure 3a). The repeated encounters of the current sheet center allow us to investigate the physics processes
inside the current sheet. Bx was initially ∼− 60 nT and then gradually increased to 0 at ∼04:52 UT, with many
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sharp peaks. Afterward, Bx fluctuated around 0 for ∼1.5 min (04:52:00–04:53:35 UT), then became − 60 nT for a
short while (04:53:35–04:54:00 UT), changed sign sharply at ∼04:54:10 UT and finally kept around 10 nT with
many small peaks as well as valleys after 04:54:10 UT. After this magnetopause crossing, the northward magnetic
field was persistently observed for more than 20 min (not shown). Thus, it is assumed that the IMF was northward
during the magnetopause crossing.

The proton energy spectrum displayed a clear difference before and after 04:54:14 UT when Bx roughly reversed
from negative to positive. After this time, the proton shows high fluxes at the energy range of ∼0.4–2 keV
(Figure 3e), and the number density was about 30 cm− 3 (black trace in Figure 3g). In contrast, the proton en-
ergy spectrum shows much lower fluxes prior to 04:54:14 UT even if the spacecraft was near the current sheet
center (|Bx| < 10 nT), with a few local flux enhancements, for example, at ∼04:49:24, ∼04:51:55, ∼04:53:40 UT.
Thus, the number density was basically lower than those observed after 04:54:14 UT except for a few points, at
∼04:49:24, ∼04:51:55, and ∼04:53:40 UT. Although the fluxes were lower during 04:52:00–04:53:35 UT while
Bx fluctuated around 0, the temperature was higher than those observed after 04:54:14 UT (blue trace in
Figure 3g). Moreover, the magnetic field intensity was gradually declining from ∼60 to∼40 nT (Figure 3d) as the
spacecraft crossed the magnetopause. Based on the observations mentioned above, the spacecraft passed through
from the region with the stronger magnetic field, lower density as well as higher temperature to the region with
weaker magnetic field, higher density, and lower temperature. In other words, the spacecraft crossed the
magnetopause from the Mercury's magnetosphere to the magnetosheath in the southern magnetopause, as shown
in Figure 2. Since the IMF condition was nearly stable and northward, the magnetopause current sheet under such
conditions can be investigated.

In the crossing of the magnetopause, By was very weak (<10 nT) as Bx was less than − 50 nT (before 04:52, and
during 04:53:35–04:54:10 UT) whereas it fluctuated around 40 nT (Figure 3b) as |Bx| < 30 nT. It indicates that
there was a nearly constant By component of ∼40 nT inside the current sheet, 2 times stronger than By in the solar

Figure 1. The interplanetary magnetic field condition before MErcury Surface Space ENvironment, GEochemistry, and
Ranging's magnetopause current sheet crossing. The red dashed line denotes the bow shock. (a–d) Magnetic field data (20
samples s− 1) in the Mercury Solar‐Magnetospheric coordinate system. (e) Spectrogram of the proton differential energy flux
versus energy per charge and time (cm− 2 Sr− 2 S− 1 [KeV/e]− 1).
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wind (Figure 1b). As the spacecraft passed through the current sheet, the average Bz (red trace in Figure 3c) varied
from negative to positive roughly twice (between 04:48 and 04:53 UT, and between 04:53 and 04:58 UT), with a
number of short bipolar Bz signatures which is supposed to be magnetic flux ropes and will be further studied later.
The average Bz variation from negative to positive or vice versa inside the current sheet could correspond to the
reconnected magnetic field at both outflow regions during magnetic reconnection. It indicates that the large‐scale
reconnection event was probably occurring at the high‐latitude region of the southern magnetopause, and
encountered by the spacecraft from one reconnection outflow to the other, as schematized in Figure 4f.

During the first reversal of the average Bz (04:51:10–04:52:10 UT, i.e., Region 0), Bxwas basically negative at the
reversal point (∼04:51:50 UT), namely the spacecraft did not collect much data at the center of the reconnection
X‐line region. Here, we mainly focus on the second reversal of average Bz during 04:53:30‐04:54:35 UT (Region
1), since Bx fluctuated around 0 in the vicinity of this Bz reversal point at 04:54:14 UT, where, as pointed out
previously, the proton energy spectrum changed significantly. The proton pitch angle distribution was compli-
cated in the magnetopause crossing (Figure 3f). After 04:54:14 UT, the flux enhancement was primarily observed
nearly the direction perpendicular to the local magnetic field (∼45° to ∼110°) while the flux enhancement was

Figure 2. A schematic illustration of the Mercury's magnetosphere in the x‐z plane of the Mercury Solar‐Magnetospheric
coordinates under the northern interplanetary magnetic field (IMF). The green and purple curves represent Mercury's and
IMF lines. The bow shock is marked with a red curve. The dashed box denotes the observed X‐line region, and the blue line
with arrows represents the trace of the MErcury Surface Space ENvironment, GEochemistry, and Ranging spacecraft.
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detected nearly the parallel direction (∼0° to∼60°) occasionally prior to 04:54:14 UT, for example, at∼04:49:24,
∼04:51:55, ∼04:53:40 UT (the orange horizontal bar in Figure 3f).

The magnetic field and the proton pitch angle distribution around the second reversal point of the average Bz,
marked as “Region 1” at the top of Figure 3a, were further expanded in Figure 4a–4e. The minimum variance
analysis (MVA) was performed on the magnetic field data during 04:53:40–04:54:40 UT to obtain the local
current coordinate system (Sonnerup & Scheible, 1998), L = [0.834, 0.517, 0.192], M = [− 0.537, 0.84, 0.073],
and N = [− 0.124, − 0.164, 0.979] relative to the MSM coordinates, and the eigenvalues are 923, 88, and 43. The
ratio of maximum and intermediate eigenvalues is ∼11 and the ratio of intermediate and minimum eigenvalues is
∼2. The MVA results did not alter too much if the time interval was adjusted.

Prior to the average BN reversal point at ∼04:54:14 UT, at least two short bipolar BN signatures from positive to
negative (the orange areas) were detected while the spacecraft was near the current sheet center at ∼04:53:33 and
∼04:54:10 UT (Figure 4a–4d). As for the first bipolar BN signature, the curve in red, that is, the average B which

Figure 3. An overview of MErcury Surface Space ENvironment, GEochemistry, and Ranging's magnetopause current sheet crossing. (a–d) Magnetic field data (20
samples s− 1) in the Mercury Solar‐Magnetospheric coordinate system. The red line in the panel (c) denotes the average Bz (1 s smoothed data). (e) Spectrogram of the
proton differential energy flux versus energy per charge and time (cm− 2 Sr− 2 S− 1 [KeV/e]− 1). (f) Pitch angle distribution of the proton differential energy flux versus
degree and time (cm− 2 Sr− 2 S− 1 deg− 1). (g) Proton number density (black triangles) and plasma temperature (blue circles). The orange, green, blue, and red horizontal
lines at the top of the panel (a) denote Region 0 (04:51:05–04:52:10 UT), Region 1 (04:53:30–04:54:35 UT), Region 2 (04:55:00–04:57:30 UT), and X‐line Region
(04:54:07–04:54:23 UT), respectively.
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can be regarded as the data in low‐time resolution, shows a smooth evolution of BN without sign change,
accompanied with the minimum value of BM and a peak of |B|. It indicates that a large magnetic flux rope moving
planetward was observed. This BN bipolar signature was severely asymmetric due to a strong negative ambient BN

which could be from the reconnected magnetic field. The complex internal structure was observed within this flux
rope (black curve). It looks like two short bipolar BN signatures detected inside this large flux rope, analogous to
previous observation in the Mercury's magnetotail (J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020) where this kind of magnetic field
feature was thought to be a coalescence of magnetic flux ropes (Wang et al., 2016, 2017). Because of lack of the
plasma data, we cannot confirm whether the coalescence of magnetic flux ropes was occurring here. For the
second one, the bipolar BN signature evolved smoothly with a small dip of BM and |B| at its center (the vertical
dashed line), consistent with crater magnetic flux rope frequently observed at the Earth's magnetopause (e.g.,
Hwang et al., 2020; C. Li et al., 2023; X. Li et al., 2023). These two bipolar BN signatures were in good agreement
with magnetic flux ropes moving planetward.

After the X‐line region, another two bipolar BN signatures from negative to positive were observed at ∼04:54:25
UT and∼04:54:29 UT (the right two blue shadows in Figure 4a–4d). The one at∼04:54:25 UT exhibits a complex
internal structure as well, while another one at∼04:54:29 UT shows a simple |B| peak. Thus, these two bipolar BN

signatures corresponded to two magnetic flux ropes moving tailward. Combing all these four magnetic flux ropes,
the first two flux ropes were moving planetward whereas the last two were moving oppositely, tailward. It
suggests that the middle region between these two groups of flux ropes should be their source region. Fortunately,

Figure 4. (a–d) Magnetic field data around the X‐line region in the LMN coordinates. The orange and blue shadows marked the FRs with positive‐to‐negative and
negative‐to‐positive BN reversals, respectively. (e) Pitch angle distribution of proton flux versus degree and time. (f) A schematic for the reconnection site. (g–j) Three
components and magnitude of Magnetic field. The blue shadows denote the flux ropes. (k) |ΔBL/ΔBM|, ΔBM = BM core − BM ave where BM core denotes the average
value of BM between the minimum and maximum of BN and BM ave is the 1 s average value of BM before and after the flux rope boundary. If the time delay between two
adjacent flux ropes was less than 1 s, BM ave was obtained by 1 s average value before the first one and after the second one. (l) The duration of each flux rope
Tobse = 1

2(Δtmax + Δtmin) , where Δtmax is the time interval between the out boundary (BN= 0) of flux ropes and Δtmin is the time span between the maximum and minimum

of BN. The errors are 12(Δtmax − Δtmin) . (m) The modified duration, calculated by the equation Tmod = Tobse ×
⃒
⃒
⃒
⃒cos(ΔBM/

̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅

ΔB2M + ΔB2M
√

)

⃒
⃒
⃒
⃒.
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BL fluctuated around 0 in this region. Thus, the micro‐physics inside this X‐line region can be investigated in
detail.

The short period of the X‐line region (from 04:54:07 to 04:54:23 UT) is labeled by the red bar at the top of
Figures 1a and 4a and enlarged in Figures 5a–5f. Within the X‐line region, BL displayed strong fluctuations with
an amplitude of ∼20 nT (Figure 5a) and BN showed a similar variation (black curve in Figure 5c) as well. The
wavelet analysis result of BL and BN shows clear frequency differences between them (Figures 5b, 5d, 5g, and 5h).
The local wavelet power spectrum of BL is mainly concentrated around 0.4 Hz (Figure 5b), consistent with the
integrated wavelet spectrum where the power just peaks between 0.4 and 0.5 Hz (Figure 5g). For comparison, the
wavelet analysis result of BN is displayed in Figures 5d and 5h. The local power spectrum of BNwas enhanced in a
broader frequency range from 0.2 to 2 Hz, identical to the integrated power spectrum in Figure 5h. This difference
between the BL and BN fluctuations indicates that the fluctuations in these two directions could be attributed to
different reasons.

The BL sign change generally means a crossing of the current sheet (e.g., Shen et al., 2003). The strong BL

perturbation indicates that the current sheet in the X‐line region was unstable and moving up and down. There
were nine crossings of the current sheet identified and marked in Figure 5a. In these crossings, BL varied from
negative to positive or vice versa. TheMVAmethod was employed to obtain the normal direction of each crossing
in the local current coordinate system and the results are displayed in Table 1. Assuming that the normal direction
always had a positive component in the N direction, we obtain its projections in the M–N (Figure 5e) and L–N

Figure 5. (a–f) Close‐up view of the X‐line Region. (a) BL, the black dashed lines denote BL = 0, labeled with 1–9. (b) Wavelet power spectral density (PSD) of BL.
(c) BM (blue line) and BN (black line). (d) Wavelet PSD of BN. The areas below the black curve in panels (b) and (d) are the cone of influence regions. (e, f) The normal
orientation of the current sheet displayed inM–N and L–N planes during each crossing. (g) and (h) Integrated poser spectrum of BL and BN over the time span in panels
(a)–(f). (i) Hodograms of BM and BN of FR1 and FR2 marked by red and blue shadows in panel (c).
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(Figure 5f) planes. Because of the average Bz reversal point at ∼04:54:14 UT
(i.e., the X‐line), the first five crossings labeled as “1”–“5” were detected in
the planetward outflow region while the left four crossings (the crossings
“6”–“9”) happened in the tailward outflow region. The crossings 2–5
exhibited a negative M component in the planetward outflow region while
the crossings 6–8 showed a positive M component. It looks like the local
current layer at the X‐line was bent, as illustrated in Figure 5e, which can be
found also in the L–N plane (Figure 5f). On the other hand, there could be
much smaller scale variation in the L component, as shown in the L–N plane,
which could be related to the BN variation.

Inside the X‐line region, the magnetic flux rope at 04:54:10UT, was identified
previously to be moving planetward, now named FR1. Near the center of the
X‐line region, another small‐scale flux rope at 04:54:15 UT was discerned
according to the bipolar BN signature and a BM peak at its center (blue curve in
Figure 5c), named FR2. A clear rotation of the magnetic field in the hodogram
of these two flux ropes was evident (Figure 5i). It further supports that the
observed bipolar signatures inside the X‐line region were identical to mag-

netic flux ropes which could be due to the newborn small‐scale magnetic flux ropes inside the reconnection
diffusion region, as observed previously and named as “secondary flux rope” (e.g., Eastwood et al., 2007; Wang
et al., 2010, 2016; J. Zhong et al., 2018; Z. H. Zhong et al., 2018).

After the reconnection X‐line region, large amounts of flux ropes were detected one after another, characterized
by a bipolar Bz and coincident enhancement of |B| (Figure 3). An interval (labeled as Region 2 at the top of
Figure 3) of these bipolar Bz signatures was expanded in Figure 4g–4j and displayed in the local current coordinate
system. All these bipolar BN varied from negative to positive (blue shadow in Figure 4i) except for the last one at
∼04:57:16 UT, namely, they were ejected away from the X‐line toward the Mercury's magnetotail (Figure 2). In
the local current coordinates, the ambient magnetic field of BN was close to 0. Therefore, there were three points
of BN = 0 during each bipolar BN signature. The two outer points of BN = 0 were defined as the boundaries of one
flux rope, as the blue bars in Figure 4i and its duration is tmax. The point of BN= 0 in the middle was defined as the
center of the flux rope (the vertical dashed line). The area between the minimum and maximum of each bipolar BN

was the core region of each flux rope and its duration was tmin. Figure 4l shows the duration of each flux rope
Tobse = 1

2(Δtmax + Δtmin) and the error bar is
1
2(Δtmax − Δtmin) . The duration of most flux ropes was about 2 s and

the longest was ∼7 s at ∼04:56:57 and ∼04:57:15 UT. The two longest flux ropes were observed farthest away
from the x‐line region. As for the last flux rope at ∼04:57:16 UT, there were several points of BN = 0. Thus, the
average data (1 s smoothed data, red trance in Figure 4j) were used to identify the flux rope and its duration.

In general, BM peaked inside the flux rope and the M direction is regarded as the axis direction (e.g., Cow-
ley, 1982; Eastwood et al., 2012; Hara et al., 2017; Slavin et al., 2003). In our event, however, the BL peaks were
detected in most of the flux ropes rather than the expected BM, and the BM peak was only observed in a few flux
ropes (Figures 4g and 4h). Simultaneously, |B| always peaked at these flux ropes. It indicates that the axes of most
flux ropes here might be deflected away from theM direction to the L direction. The flux rope deflection was not
observed in the outflow toward the planet but was clear in the tailward outflow region.

Since the average value of BNwas around 0 in the core region, the magnetic field was primarily in the L− M plane.
Thus, |ΔBL|/|ΔBM| within the core region of each flux rope in Figure 4k was used to quantify the deflection, where
ΔBL and ΔBM are the perturbation field (see the caption in Figure 4). The larger value of |ΔBL|/|ΔBM| represents
more deflective away from the M direction to the L direction. The values of |ΔBL|/|ΔBM| were from 0.5 to 3. It
means that the flux ropes in the reconnection tailward outflow were probably deflected significantly. Moreover,
the values of |ΔBL|/|ΔBM| had a tendency to increase over time. In other words, it is possible that the flux ropes
were deflected more as they were moving further away from the reconnection X‐line.

The duration roughly represented the cross‐section scale of one flux rope. Since the flux rope was deflected
substantially, the observed duration cannot accurately represent the size of the cross‐section. In order to eliminate

this effect, the duration was further modified by the equation Tmod = Tobse ×
⃒
⃒
⃒
⃒cos(ΔBM/

̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅̅

ΔB2M + ΔB
2
L

√

)

⃒
⃒
⃒
⃒ which

Table 1
Current Sheet Crossings in X‐Line Region

Timea Δt (s)b CS normal in local coordinates λ1/λ2 λ2/λ3

04:54:08.751 2.50 [− 0.210, 0.438, 0.874] 67.22 5.41

04:54:10.451 0.70 [0.511, − 0.632, 0.582] 5.78 9.93

04:54:11.301 1.10 [− 0.802, − 0.258, 0.539] 10.17 5.55

04:54:12.201 0.60 [− 0.648, − 0.305, 0.698] 8.80 5.28

04:54:13.451 1.05 [− 0.167, − 0.477, 0.863] 10.13 9.57

04:54:14.851 1.40 [0.476, 0.618, 0.626] 8.68 8.98

04:54:15.401 1.70 [0.120, 0.956, 0.267] 6.79 20.49

04:54: 17.201 1.05 [0.626, 0.235, 0.744] 9.18 7.29

04:54: 17.551 0.35 [0.512, − 0.836, 0.198] 6.75 5.04
aThe time of the current sheet crossing defined by when BL= 0.

bThe interval
for performing MVA analysis.
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was shown in Figure 4m. In the tailward reconnection outflow, the flux ropes encountered by the spacecraft later
were further away from the reconnection X‐line if the X‐line was moving planetward. On average, the duration
increased as the flux ropes were observed further away from the reconnection X‐line. Thus, the observations
suggested that the flux ropes were expanding as they propagated away from the X‐line. We had to point out that
the spacecraft trajectory relative to the flux rope center could also affect our result. Currently, this effect has not
been taken into account. Based on the analysis above, it seems that the flux ropes moving tailwad were signif-
icantly deflected away from the M direction. As these flux ropes were ejected away from the X‐line region, they
were expanding gradually.

3. Discussion and Conclusions
Magnetic reconnection is believed to control the coupling between the solar wind and Mercury's magnetosphere
under the condition of the southward IMF (e.g., Slavin et al., 2008). Based on the MESSENGER measurements,
the magnetic reconnection signatures have been extensively observed, including magnetic flux ropes, magnetic
islands, and traveling compressing regions. In particular, a train of magnetic flux ropes is frequently observed in
the Mercury's magnetotail and magnetopause, dubbed flux rope shower (Slavin, Imber, et al., 2012; Sun, Slavin,
Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020), and is supposed to be produced by reconnection occurring
simultaneously at multiple points. However, the properties of reconnection X‐line region have never been in situ
measured in Mercury's magnetosphere so far, although the Hall magnetic field was detected recently in the
reconnection events (Sun, Slavin, Smith, et al., 2020; J. Zhong, Wei, et al., 2020).

In this letter, we observed an ongoing magnetic reconnection at the south magnetopause. This ongoing recon-
nection event was moving toward Mercury and passed the spacecraft. Therefore, the spacecraft observed mag-
netic flux ropes propagating planetward at first and then the flux ropes moving away from Mercury. Between the
two groups of flux ropes moving toward and away fromMercury, the spacecraft crossed the current sheet multiple
times. Namely, the spacecraft encountered the current sheet in the X‐line region. The current sheet is distorted,
especially in the L–N plane. Within the current sheet, a series of bipolar BN was detected continuously. These
bipolar BN could be newborn small‐scale magnetic flux ropes and then were ejected away from the X‐line region.
This could be the reason why so many magnetic flux ropes, that is, the flux rope shower, were observed in
Mercury's magnetopause.

The flux rope shower has been successfully realized recently in the three‐dimensional global hybrid simulations
under both northward and southward IMF conditions (Lu, Guo, et al., 2022). During the northward IMF, the flux
ropes are repeatedly generated in the limited region at the high‐latitude magnetopause and then leave away at a
high speed, which is in good agreement with our speculation. In the high‐latitude magnetopause, the tailward
plasma flow in which these flux tubes are embedded would be super‐Alfvenic and the density and temperature
asymmetry would be significant across it, which possibly leads to reconnection suppression (e.g., Liu &
Hesse, 2016; Swisdak et al., 2003) and thus exclude the scenario of multiple X‐line reconnection therein.

After the flux ropes were ejected away from the X‐line region, they probably expanded and significantly tilted
away from the M direction. The evolution of the generated flux ropes has not been revealed so far by in situ
observation. However, the flux rope expansion can be clearly found in Figure 5 of the hybrid simulations (Lu,
Guo, et al., 2022) and in Figure 3 of the Hall MHD simulations (C. Li et al., 2023; X. Li et al., 2023). The
expansion of the flux rope could be the reason why the large‐scale magnetic flux rope was detected in Mercury's
magnetosphere (Imber et al., 2014; Slavin et al., 2010). The resulting effect on Mercury's magnetosphere dy-
namics remains unclear.

Under the condition of the northward IMF, a total of 163 FTEs were detected tailward of Mercury's southern
magnetic cusp and they had elliptical cross‐sections with a mean semimajor axis of 0.15 Mercury's radius and a
mean axial magnetic flux of 1.25 MWb (Slavin, Imber, et al., 2012). The reconnection near or just tailward of the
southern cusp did not add or subtract any net magnetic flux from the magnetotail. This reconnection stripped the
open magnetic field lines out of the magnetotail lobes tailward of the X‐line and added to the lobes planetward of
the X‐line magnetic field lines carrying the magnetosheath plasma. Therefore, the flux ropes tailward of the X‐
line were an interplanetary flux tube as both ends were pulled by the solar wind and were driven downstream by
the curvature force from the hairpin magnetic field configuration (Figure 2). In contrast, the smaller flux ropes
planetward of the X‐line hold the open flux tubes connecting the upstream solar wind to the near‐tail. The
evolution of these smaller flux ropes moving toward Mercury was complicated and could be controlled by many
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impacts. The dynamics of theMercury's magnetosphere configuration in the northward IMF condition is still open
and needs to be modeled further with numerical simulations.

In summary, we present one ongoing reconnection event at the high‐latitude magnetopause under the condition of
the north IMF. The reconnection site was approaching Mercury and thus the spacecraft crossed the reconnection
X‐line region from the planetward outflow region to the tailward outflow region. In the X‐line region, a few small
magnetic flux ropes were detected which could be the source of the large flux ropes observed at the magneto-
pause. After being ejected away from the X‐line region, these flux ropes probably expanded and were signifi-
cantly tilted away from the M direction in the tailward reconnection outflow.

Data Availability Statement
The magnetic field data (Anderson et al., 2007) on which this paper is based are available on the website at
https://pds‐ppi.igpp.ucla.edu/search/view/?f=yes&id=pds://PPI/mess‐mag‐calibrated/data, and the plasma data
(Andrews et al., 2007) can be found in the website of https://pds‐ppi.igpp.ucla.edu/search/view/?f=yes&id=
pds://PPI/mess‐epps‐fips‐calibrated.
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