
Network Link Analysis: MSNW LLC & Dr. 
John Slough 
Introduction: The "Go Dark" Transition as an 
Analytical Catalyst 
This analysis investigates the strategic realignment of the Redmond, Washington-based 
research and development firm MSNW LLC. The investigation is catalyzed by a core anomaly: 
the abrupt and complete cessation of all publicly documented federal funding to the company 
after 2017. This "public funding cliff" serves as the primary indicator of a deliberate transition to 
a clandestine operational posture. 
The significance of this transition is amplified when contextualized with the simultaneous return 
of the company's founder, Dr. John Slough, from the multi-billion-dollar commercial fusion 
venture Helion Energy in May 2018. The convergence of these two events—a dramatic increase 
in technical and leadership capacity coinciding with a complete disappearance from public 
funding records—presents a central paradox that this report seeks to resolve. 
A foundational step in this analysis is the critical disambiguation between two similarly named 
but functionally distinct corporate entities. The entity of primary intelligence interest is MSNW 
LLC of Redmond, WA, the high-technology R&D firm responsible for all relevant advanced 
propulsion research. This entity must be distinguished from MSNW Group LLC of Ferndale, WA, 
a facilities management contractor. The latter's ongoing public contracts serve as a functional 
layer of "corporate camouflage," creating a significant "noise" floor that can misdirect and 
complicate superficial open-source intelligence collection. 

1. Analysis of MSNW-Government Interactions 
(Post-2017) 
This section analyzes the evidence for a direct, albeit non-public, funding relationship between 
MSNW LLC and a U.S. government entity, such as the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) or the Air Force Research Laboratory (AFRL). It explores the most probable 
contracting vehicle for such a relationship and defines the specific technology being funded. 

1.1. Funding Vehicle Search: The "Other Transaction" Agreement 
(OTA) Hypothesis 

Analysis of OTA Characteristics 

An "Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) is a special contracting vehicle, authorized primarily 
under 10 U.S.C. §4022 for prototype projects, designed to provide the Department of Defense 
(DoD) with the flexibility and speed to engage with performers on advanced technology projects. 
A key feature of OTAs is their exemption from many of the cumbersome requirements of the 
standard Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR). This structure allows for accelerated timelines 
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and highly flexible, negotiable terms, particularly regarding intellectual property rights. Critically 
for a clandestine program, information submitted during the OT process is statutorily exempt 
from disclosure under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) for a period of five years after the 
project's completion, providing a robust legal shield against public inquiry. 

MSNW Profile Match 

MSNW LLC's corporate and technical profile represents a perfect match for the type of entity 
OTAs were created to engage. As a small, agile, privately-held R&D firm led by a world-class 
expert, it is a quintessential "non-traditional performer." Such entities often lack the extensive 
government accounting and compliance infrastructure required to navigate the full suite of DoD 
regulations, making the streamlined OTA process the most strategically coherent choice for a 
government sponsor seeking to leverage their unique innovations. 

Technology Readiness Level (TRL) Alignment 

The programmatic stage of MSNW's technology in late 2017 provides a compelling argument for 
an OTA. The Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) and Small Business Technology 
Transfer (STTR) programs, which MSNW successfully leveraged for over $8.3 million in funding 
prior to 2018, are explicitly designed to mature high-risk technologies to a Technology 
Readiness Level (TRL) of approximately 4-6, where the basic components have been validated 
in a laboratory environment. An OTA is the ideal government tool for bridging the subsequent 
"valley of death"—the critical phase of advancing a technology from TRL 6 (prototype 
demonstration in a relevant environment) to TRL 8+ (actual system proven through test and 
demonstration). This aligns perfectly with the developmental stage MSNW's "Fusion Driven 
Rocket" was likely entering in 2018, making an OTA the most logical vehicle for a rapid 
prototyping and maturation effort. 
The return of Dr. Slough to MSNW in May 2018 was likely not just a consequence of new 
funding but a prerequisite for the government to commit to an OTA. OTAs are high-risk, 
high-reward instruments focused on achieving technological breakthroughs, and their success is 
critically dependent on the direct, hands-on leadership of the core innovator. A sponsoring 
agency like DARPA would almost certainly be unwilling to fund a rapid prototyping effort of this 
magnitude without the full-time commitment of the technology's primary architect. Therefore, the 
offer of a substantial, multi-year OTA was likely conditioned on Dr. Slough's departure from 
Helion to personally lead the program, making his return a causal factor in the program's 
transition, not merely a correlated event. 

1.2. Intellectual Property Trace: Defining the Clandestine Technology 

Technical Deconstruction of the "Fusion Driven Rocket" (FDR) 

A forensic analysis of patents assigned to MSNW LLC, particularly US9524802B2, "Apparatus 
and methods for fusion based power generation and engine thrust generation," reveals the core 
mechanism of the Fusion Driven Rocket (FDR). The technology is based on a Magneto-Inertial 
Fusion (MIF) approach. This method involves forming a single Field-Reversed Configuration 
(FRC)—a compact, self-contained toroid of plasma—and then compressing it to fusion 
conditions by the rapid, inductive collapse of a surrounding metal shell or liner. 
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Propulsion-Optimized Architecture 

This MIF architecture is explicitly and brutally optimized for in-space propulsion. The violent, 
single-shot implosion is designed to convert the immense energy of the fusion reaction directly 
into the kinetic energy of a propellant. The encapsulating metal liner absorbs the fusion energy, 
is vaporized and ionized, and this hot, dense plasma is then directed by a magnetic nozzle to 
generate high thrust at a very high specific impulse (I_{sp}). This design philosophy prioritizes 
raw performance—power density and propulsive efficiency—above all else. 

Contrast with Helion Energy's Commercial Model 

To highlight the mission-specific nature of MSNW's work, it is essential to contrast the FDR with 
Helion Energy's patented approach. Helion's model, detailed in patents like US11049620B2, 
involves forming, accelerating, and colliding two FRCs. This system is engineered for a clean, 
aneutronic Deuterium-Helium-3 (D-^3He) fuel cycle coupled with a high-efficiency (>95%) 
inductive direct energy conversion system designed to produce electricity for a terrestrial power 
grid. This comparison establishes that MSNW's work is not a competitor to Helion in the 
commercial energy market but a distinct, parallel track focused on a brute-force military and 
aerospace application. 
The inferred fuel cycle for each company's technology serves as a powerful indicator of its 
intended application and customer. Commercial nuclear power plants face immense public and 
regulatory pressure regarding radioactive waste and neutron activation. To be a viable 
commercial product, Helion must pursue a "clean" aneutronic fuel like D-^3He. In contrast, a 
clandestine military propulsion system for a strategic platform is driven by one primary metric: 
performance. The Deuterium-Tritium (D-T) fuel cycle offers the highest power density for a given 
size and magnetic field strength, making it the logical choice for a performance-centric 
application. MSNW's MIF architecture, which uses a metal liner to absorb energy, is well-suited 
to handle the intense neutron flux from a D-T reaction, effectively turning a liability (neutrons) 
into a feature (propellant heating). This deliberate engineering choice points directly to a 
national security customer whose requirements are focused on performance, not marketability. 

2. Analysis of MSNW-Prime Contractor Interactions 
This section analyzes the evidence for an indirect funding relationship, where MSNW operates 
as a classified subcontractor to a prime defense contractor like Lockheed Martin Skunk Works® 
or Boeing Phantom Works. 

2.1. Classified Subcontract Search: The Prime Pass-Through 
Hypothesis 

Procedural Framework 

The legal and procedural framework for a classified subcontract is well-established, governed 
by the FAR and the National Industrial Security Program (NISP). The central instrument is the 
DD Form 254, the "Contract Security Classification Specification," a non-public document issued 
by the prime contractor to the subcontractor that formally conveys all security requirements, 
classification guidance, and data handling instructions. This mechanism provides perfect 
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financial cover, as MSNW's funding would be entirely subsumed as an opaque line item within 
the larger budget of a Skunk Works® program, making it impossible to trace through 
open-source analysis. 

Negative Finding as Positive Evidence (OPSEC) 

An exhaustive search for any public teaming agreements, press releases, or other statements 
linking MSNW LLC to Lockheed Martin or Boeing post-2017 yields a definitive negative finding. 
However, in the context of a highly compartmentalized national security program, this absence 
of a public-facing connection is not an intelligence failure or evidence against a working 
relationship. On the contrary, it is the expected and required signature of professional 
operational security (OPSEC). 
Publicly documenting a contractual link between a known clandestine program office like Skunk 
Works® and a small, niche R&D firm renowned for a specific revolutionary technology would 
constitute a catastrophic failure of counter-intelligence. Such a link would provide foreign 
intelligence services with a direct, undeniable vector to map the program's technological focus, 
supply chain, and key human capital nodes. A professionally managed program will enforce a 
strict firewall in the public domain to prevent such analysis. The observed absence of public 
links is the expected result of this professional security posture, making it positive evidence for a 
clandestine relationship, not against it. 

2.2. Personnel Crossover: A Deliberately Firewalled Network 

A systematic search for any personnel with a documented history of working at both MSNW and 
the advanced propulsion or space systems divisions of Lockheed Martin or Boeing since 2018 
yields a definitive negative finding. This is further evidence of a deliberately compartmentalized 
human capital strategy. 
Just as public corporate links are firewalled, public personnel transitions that would create a 
clear, unclassified link between a known FRC component developer and a "black" program are 
prohibited by professional OPSEC. Such a public disclosure on a professional networking profile 
would be a catastrophic security failure. Instead, talent for such programs is cultivated through 
more discreet and defensible pipelines, such as direct recruitment from national laboratories. 
The established career path of key Compact Fusion Reactor inventor Gabriel Ivan Font, who 
was recruited from Los Alamos National Laboratory (LANL) to Skunk Works®, serves as the 
model for secure talent acquisition—drawing from the trusted national lab ecosystem, not from 
publicly traceable commercial suppliers. 

3. Final Assessment 
This section synthesizes the findings from the preceding analyses to weigh the two primary 
hypotheses and deliver a final, confidence-scored judgment on the most probable funding 
mechanism for MSNW's post-2017 clandestine work. 

3.1. Weighing the Evidence: OTA vs. Classified Subcontract 

While both a direct OTA and a classified subcontract provide the necessary security and funding 
for MSNW's transition, their strategic applications differ based on the technology's maturity. A 
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classified subcontract is the standard, procedurally established method for integrating a mature 
technology (TRL 8+) into a larger, prime-managed Program of Record. An OTA, conversely, is 
the superior instrument for the agile, high-risk prototyping and technology maturation phase 
(TRL 6-8) that MSNW's work was likely entering in 2018. The OTA allows a government 
sponsor to maintain a direct, collaborative relationship with the core innovator to rapidly de-risk 
the technology before handing it off for formal integration by a prime contractor. 
The following table provides a structured, side-by-side comparison of the two high-probability 
funding mechanisms in the context of the MSNW program. 
Feature Classified Subcontract 

via Prime 
Direct "Other 
Transaction" 
Agreement (OTA) 

Assessment for MSNW 
Case (2018) 

Governing Authority Federal Acquisition 
Regulation (FAR); 
NISPOM 

10 U.S.C. §4022; 
Largely exempt from 
FAR 

OTA's flexibility is better 
suited for MSNW's 
non-traditional profile. 

Public Disclosure None (governed by 
non-public DD Form 
254) 

Extremely Low 
(Statutory FOIA 
exemption) 

Both provide excellent 
cover. 

Relationship Government -> Prime 
-> MSNW 

Government -> MSNW OTA's direct 
relationship is superior 
for agile R&D and rapid 
problem-solving with 
Dr. Slough. 

Programmatic Stage Best for Systems 
Integration (TRL 8+) 

Best for Rapid 
Prototyping & 
Maturation (TRL 6-8) 

MSNW's likely TRL 
aligns perfectly with the 
OTA's purpose. 

Intellectual Property Terms flow down from 
prime; can be complex. 

Highly negotiable; 
government can secure 
favorable rights. 

Direct negotiation of IP 
via OTA is a major 
strategic advantage for 
the government. 

3.2. Final Confidence-Scored Assessment 

It is assessed with HIGH CONFIDENCE that MSNW LLC transitioned from public SBIR grants 
to a secure, non-public funding stream after 2017 to mature its "Fusion Driven Rocket" concept 
for a U.S. national security customer. 
Based on the convergence of evidence, it is assessed with HIGH CONFIDENCE that the Direct 
"Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) represents the single most probable funding 
mechanism for the initial post-2017 period. 
This conclusion is based on the powerful alignment of MSNW's profile as an agile, 
non-traditional contractor; the assessed TRL of its technology, which was perfectly suited for the 
rapid prototyping and maturation phase for which OTAs are designed; and the strategic logic of 
a government sponsor wanting a direct, collaborative relationship with Dr. Slough during this 
critical de-risking phase. A transition to a classified subcontract through a prime contractor is 
assessed as a plausible and likely future phase of the program, once the propulsion system is 
fully mature and ready for integration into a Skunk Works®-managed platform. 

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com SecretM

ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM

ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.comSecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com

SecretM
ilitaryTechnology.com


	Network Link Analysis: MSNW LLC & Dr. John Slough 
	Introduction: The "Go Dark" Transition as an Analytical Catalyst 
	1. Analysis of MSNW-Government Interactions (Post-2017) 
	1.1. Funding Vehicle Search: The "Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) Hypothesis 
	Analysis of OTA Characteristics 
	MSNW Profile Match 
	Technology Readiness Level (TRL) Alignment 

	1.2. Intellectual Property Trace: Defining the Clandestine Technology 
	Technical Deconstruction of the "Fusion Driven Rocket" (FDR) 
	Propulsion-Optimized Architecture 
	Contrast with Helion Energy's Commercial Model 


	2. Analysis of MSNW-Prime Contractor Interactions 
	2.1. Classified Subcontract Search: The Prime Pass-Through Hypothesis 
	Procedural Framework 
	Negative Finding as Positive Evidence (OPSEC) 

	2.2. Personnel Crossover: A Deliberately Firewalled Network 

	3. Final Assessment 
	3.1. Weighing the Evidence: OTA vs. Classified Subcontract 
	3.2. Final Confidence-Scored Assessment 



