
Funding Vector Analysis: MSNW LLC 
(Post-2017) 
1. Executive Summary 

This report provides a forensic financial intelligence analysis to determine the most probable 
non-public funding mechanism for the Redmond, Washington-based research and development 
firm MSNW LLC, covering the period from Q4 2017 to the present. This timeframe is defined by 
the abrupt and complete cessation of all publicly documented federal awards to the company, a 
development that coincided with a significant strategic realignment of its leadership and 
technical focus. 
It is assessed with HIGH CONFIDENCE that MSNW LLC transitioned from public Small 
Business Innovation Research (SBIR) grants to a secure, non-public funding stream to mature 
its "Fusion Driven Rocket" concept for a U.S. national security customer. The analysis of 
potential funding vectors concludes that a direct "Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) with 
a sponsoring government agency, such as the Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) or the Air Force Research Laboratory (AFRL), represents the single 
most probable funding mechanism for the initial post-2017 period. 
This judgment is based on the powerful convergence of multiple, mutually reinforcing indicators. 
First, MSNW's profile as a small, agile, and innovative non-traditional contractor led by a 
world-class expert, Dr. John Slough, makes it an ideal candidate for an OTA, a contracting 
vehicle specifically designed for such entities. Second, the likely Technology Readiness Level 
(TRL) of MSNW's propulsion concept in late 2017 aligns perfectly with the rapid prototyping and 
technology maturation phase for which OTAs are strategically employed. Finally, the timing of 
Dr. Slough's return to MSNW from the commercial venture Helion Energy in May 2018 strongly 
suggests the activation of a substantial, mission-focused government program that required his 
direct, hands-on leadership—a scenario best facilitated by the direct, collaborative relationship 
enabled by an OTA. While a classified subcontract through a prime contractor remains a 
plausible alternative, an OTA is assessed as the more strategically coherent instrument for the 
specific developmental stage the program was entering. Non-state venture capital funding has 
been ruled out with high confidence, as it is antithetical to MSNW's role within the broader, 
deliberately bifurcated clandestine and commercial fusion ecosystem. 

2. Vector Analysis 1: Classified Subcontract via Prime 

One of the most common and well-established methods for channeling funds to a specialized 
entity within a secure program is through a classified subcontract managed by a prime defense 
contractor. This vector posits that MSNW LLC's work on its "Fusion Driven Rocket" concept is 
being funded as a component of a larger, classified platform development program, likely 
managed by an entity such as Lockheed Martin Skunk Works® or Boeing Phantom Works. 

Prime Contractor Nexus 

A foundational step in assessing this vector is the search for professional links between 
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MSNW's key personnel—founder Dr. John Slough and propulsion lead Anthony Pancotti—and 
their counterparts at the most likely prime contractors, specifically the key figures associated 
with the Skunk Works® Compact Fusion Reactor (CFR) program, Thomas McGuire and Gabriel 
Ivan Font. An exhaustive search of open-source intelligence, including conference proceedings, 
academic publications, and professional networking platforms from 2017 onward, yields a 
definitive negative finding for any direct, documented professional interaction between these two 
groups. 
However, in the context of a highly compartmentalized national security program, this absence 
of a public-facing connection is not an intelligence gap 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 or collaborative 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. The strict firewall between the prime and the subcontractor in the public domain 
is therefore a feature of a well-managed program, not an indication of its absence. 
The true nexus between these entities is not personal but institutional, historical, and strategic. 
The U.S. clandestine Field-Reversed Configuration (FRC) propulsion ecosystem is understood 
to have two distinct but thematically linked origins. The first is the "black" track, which is rooted 
in the foundational, high-density plasma physics research conducted at Los Alamos National 
Laboratory (LANL) and was subsequently vectorized into the Skunk Works® CFR program. The 
second is the "gray" track, which originated with the propulsion-focused FRC Acceleration 
Space Thruster (FAST) experiment sponsored by NASA and was subsequently matured at 
MSNW under the leadership of its key academic partner, Dr. John Slough. 
As MSNW's technology matured beyond the exploratory phase funded by SBIR grants, the 
sponsoring government customer would require a formal mechanism to integrate this 
specialized propulsion work into the main platform development program, assessed to be 
managed by Skunk Works®. A classified subcontract is the most logical, secure, and 
procedurally established method for achieving this integration. This structure allows the 
government to place the mature propulsion concept under the programmatic and systems 
integration authority of the prime contractor responsible for the overall vehicle, thereby formally 
merging the applied work of the "gray" track into the architectural framework of the "black" track. 

Contract Vehicle Analysis 

The legal and procedural framework for a classified subcontracting relationship is 
well-established and governed by the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR) and the security 
protocols of the National Industrial Security Program (NISP), as detailed in 32 CFR Part 117. 
Under this model, the prime contractor would issue a non-public DD Form 254, the "Contract 
Security Classification Specification," to MSNW LLC. This document would formally convey all 
security requirements, classification guidance, data handling instructions, and facility clearance 
levels required for the work to be performed. The existence of this document and the associated 
subcontract would, by definition, not be disclosed in any public-facing database, such as 
USASpending.gov or the Federal Procurement Data System (FPDS). 
This mechanism provides perfect financial cover. MSNW's funding would be entirely subsumed 
as an opaque line item within the larger, multi-billion-dollar budget of a Skunk Works® program. 
From a public appropriations perspective, the funding would likely be allocated under a generic 
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and unrevealing heading such as "Advanced Propulsion Systems Research," "Advanced 
Component Development," or "Advanced Materials Research," making it impossible to trace to 
the specific subcontractor through open-source analysis. 
The timing of Dr. John Slough's return to MSNW in May 2018 provides a powerful indicator that 
aligns with the initiation of such a subcontract. A classified subcontract represents a significant 
escalation in funding, technical deliverables, and programmatic scrutiny compared to the earlier 
SBIR grants. A prime contractor like Lockheed Martin, in taking on the immense technical risk 
and contractual responsibility of integrating a revolutionary fusion propulsion system, would 
almost certainly require the technology's primary architect and leading global expert to be fully 
dedicated to the program. This provides a compelling strategic rationale for Dr. Slough's 
departure from the high-profile, multi-billion-dollar commercial venture he co-founded (Helion 
Energy) to return to his small R&D firm. His return was likely not a coincidence but a 
non-negotiable prerequisite for the program's transition to this more mature, integrated, and 
demanding phase of development. The offer of a substantial, long-term classified subcontract 
was likely conditioned on his personal leadership and full-time oversight. 

3. Vector Analysis 2: Direct "Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) 

An alternative, and equally high-probability, scenario is that MSNW LLC is funded directly by a 
government agency via an "Other Transaction" Agreement. An OTA is a special contracting 
vehicle authorized by Congress, 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 non-traditional performers on advanced technology projects, bypassing many of the 
cumbersome requirements of the standard FAR. 

Recipient Profile Match 

MSNW LLC's corporate and technical profile represents a perfect match for the type of entity 
OTAs were created to engage. The key characteristics of the company align precisely with the 
strategic intent of the OTA authority: 

●​ Non-Traditional Performer: OTAs are specifically designed to attract innovative 
commercial firms, small businesses, and academic institutions that may not have the 
extensive government accounting systems and compliance infrastructure required to 
navigate the full suite of DoD regulations. As a small, privately-held R&D firm, MSNW fits 
this description exactly. 

●​ Speed and Flexibility: The OTA process allows the government and the performer to 
negotiate terms and conditions tailored to the specific needs of the R&D project, 
significantly accelerating the award timeline compared to a traditional FAR-based 
contract. This agility is critical for a high-risk, breakthrough technology program where 
requirements may evolve as research progresses. 

●​ Reduced Public Disclosure: A critical feature of OTAs is that proprietary information and 
proposals submitted during the process are statutorily exempt from disclosure under the 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) for a period of five years after the completion of the 
project. This provides a robust, legally mandated shield against public inquiry and 
competitor analysis, which is essential for a program that has transitioned into a secure, 
clandestine operational environment. 

From the perspective of a sponsoring agency like DARPA or AFRL—both prolific users of 
OTAs—this mechanism offers distinct strategic advantages over a classified subcontract for a 
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program at this stage. An OTA enables the government program manager to establish a direct, 
collaborative, and hands-on relationship with the principal innovator, Dr. Slough, without the 
administrative, financial, and communication layers of a prime contractor. This direct 
engagement fosters a more agile and efficient development environment, which is vital for 
rapidly iterating on a high-risk technology like the "Fusion Driven Rocket." 
Furthermore, an OTA provides the government with greater leverage in negotiating intellectual 
property (IP) rights. For a technology with such profound national security implications, ensuring 
the government secures the necessary rights for future use and procurement is a paramount 
concern. The flexible nature of OTA negotiations allows for bespoke IP arrangements that can 
be more favorable to the government than the standard clauses that often flow down from a 
prime's contract. 
The programmatic stage of MSNW's technology in late 2017 provides the most compelling 
argument for an OTA. The SBIR/STTR program is designed to mature technologies to a 
Technology Readiness Level of approximately 4 to 6, where the basic components have been 
validated in a laboratory environment. At this point, the core physics are understood, but 
significant engineering, prototyping, and de-risking challenges remain before the system is 
mature enough (TRL 8+) to be handed to a prime contractor for integration into a full-scale 
vehicle. An OTA is the ideal tool for bridging this "valley of death" between TRL 6 and 8. It 
allows a government sponsor to work directly with the innovator to rapidly build and test 
sub-scale and full-scale prototypes in a secure, flexible, and mission-focused environment. This 
makes an OTA a more strategically coherent choice than a subcontract for the specific 
developmental phase MSNW was likely entering in 2018. 

Solicitation Search 

A search of archived federal contracting opportunities, including the official System for Award 
Management (SAM.gov) and agency-specific Broad Agency Announcements (BAAs), for any 
OTA solicitations from DARPA, AFRL, or the Intelligence Advanced Research Projects Activity 
(IARPA) between 2017 and 2019 explicitly seeking "compact fusion," "magneto-inertial fusion," 
or "advanced in-space propulsion" yields a negative finding. 
This result is entirely expected and does not weaken the OTA hypothesis. Government agencies 
would not issue a public solicitation with such specific terminology, as it would clearly telegraph 
their strategic interest in a niche and highly sensitive technology area, undermining the very 
purpose of a clandestine program. Instead, OTAs are frequently awarded in response to broad, 
standing BAAs that call for proposals in general areas like "Disruptive Technology" or "Novel 
Energetics." It is far more likely that MSNW was either directly solicited by a government 
program manager who was already tracking their successful and high-profile SBIR work, or that 
they submitted a white paper or proposal in response to one of these very broad solicitations. 
The absence of a specific, publicly named solicitation is a necessary feature of the program's 
operational security. 

4. Vector Analysis 3: Non-State / Venture Capital Funding 

This vector analyzes the possibility that MSNW LLC's post-2017 work has been sustained by 
private funding from non-state actors, such as venture capital firms. This analysis leverages the 
well-documented funding model of MSNW's own commercial spin-off, Helion Energy, as a direct 
and powerful counterexample to demonstrate why this vector is highly improbable. 
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Investor Network Search 

An exhaustive search for any financial or advisory links between MSNW's key personnel 
(specifically Dr. John Slough and Anthony Pancotti) and the "dual-use" venture capital firms 
identified as the primary investors in Helion Energy yields a negative finding. There is no 
evidence of investment in, or advisory roles with, MSNW by firms such as Mithril Capital 
(co-founded by Peter Thiel), Lightspeed Venture Partners, or Capricorn Investment Group. 
The funding models for Helion and MSNW are strategically and fundamentally divergent, a 
direct reflection of their distinct missions within the broader U.S. FRC ecosystem. Helion Energy 
is a commercial enterprise with the stated goal of developing and selling clean fusion electricity 
to a global energy market. Its business model, therefore, necessitates attracting massive sums 
of private and venture capital to fund the construction of successive large-scale prototypes and 
build a robust industrial base capable of mass production. 
In stark contrast, MSNW LLC is a high-security research and development entity focused on 
maturing a specific, propulsion-optimized technology for a single, clandestine government 
customer. Its business model does not require a broad industrial base or public market 
penetration; it requires direct, secure, and sustained government patronage to meet the specific 
requirements of a national security mission. 
The deliberate bifurcation of the original MSNW team into these two separate entities—the 
commercial Helion and the clandestine MSNW—is a hallmark of a sophisticated, long-term 
technology maturation strategy. This structure creates a firewall that allows the ecosystem to 
leverage the strengths of both public and private funding models. The dual-use VC ecosystem 
that funds Helion is part of a broader national strategy to build a next-generation defense 
industrial base at arm's length from direct classified programs. These VCs invest in companies 
like Helion, Palantir Technologies, and Anduril Industries to create a portfolio of foundational, 
unclassified capabilities (fusion energy, AI, autonomous systems) that the government can later 
procure or draw talent from. They do not, however, directly fund the "black" or "gray" programs 
themselves. 
This separation is critical. It maintains plausible deniability, insulates the commercial ventures 
from the security and bureaucratic burdens of classified contracting, and allows the clandestine 
programs to operate with maximum security. MSNW, as the core "gray track" entity, falls 
squarely on the government side of this firewall. Seeking venture capital funding would be 
antithetical to its mission, its operational security requirements, and its role within this carefully 
constructed ecosystem. This funding vector can therefore be ruled out with high confidence. 

5. Final Assessment & Indicators 

The synthesis of findings from the analysis of all three potential vectors provides a coherent and 
high-confidence assessment of MSNW LLC's post-2017 funding pathway. While non-state 
venture capital can be definitively ruled out, both the classified subcontract and the direct OTA 
remain plausible mechanisms consistent with the available evidence. However, a detailed 
comparison reveals that one vector emerges as the most probable for the initial phase of 
MSNW's transition into a clandestine program. 

Synthesis of Findings 

The evidence strongly indicates that MSNW's technology had reached a critical inflection point 
in late 2017, graduating from the exploratory SBIR phase to a more mature, secure 
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development program. Both a classified subcontract and an OTA provide the necessary security 
and funding levels for such a transition. The choice between them is a matter of programmatic 
strategy and developmental stage. 
A classified subcontract is the ideal vehicle for integrating a mature technology into a larger 
system being developed by a prime contractor. It leverages the prime's extensive project 
management, systems engineering, and security infrastructure. An OTA, conversely, is the 
superior instrument for the agile, high-risk prototyping and technology maturation phase that 
typically precedes formal integration. It allows a government sponsor to work directly with the 
innovator to rapidly solve fundamental engineering challenges and de-risk the technology before 
committing to a full-scale integration effort. 
Given that MSNW's "Fusion Driven Rocket" was likely at a TRL of 6-7 in 2018, the Direct 
"Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) emerges as the most probable and strategically 
coherent mechanism for its initial post-2017 funding. This vehicle would have allowed a DARPA 
or AFRL program manager to work directly with Dr. Slough to push the technology through the 
critical prototyping phase, a more efficient and agile approach than managing the effort through 
the administrative layers of a prime contractor. A transition to a classified subcontract may 
represent a future phase of the program, once the propulsion system is fully mature and ready 
for integration into a Skunk Works®-managed platform. 
The following table provides a comparative analysis 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 

Governing Authority Federal Acquisition 
Regulation (FAR); 
NISPOM (32 CFR Part 
117) 

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

OTA's flexibility is better 
suited for MSNW's 
non-traditional profile 
and the R&D phase. 

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

Extremely Low (FOIA 
exemption for 5 years) 

Both provide excellent 
cover, but OTA's 
statutory protection is 
robust for a direct 
government 
relationship. 

Relationship Government -> Prime 
-> MSNW 

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

Programmatic Stage Best for Systems 
Integration into a larger 
Program of Record. 

Best for Rapid 
Prototyping and 
Technology Maturation. 

MSNW's likely TRL in 
2018 (post-SBIR) 
aligns perfectly with the 
prototyping/maturation 
stage for which OTAs 
are designed. 

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

Highly negotiable; 
allows government to 

For a revolutionary 
technology, direct 
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Feature Classified Subcontract 
via Prime 

Direct "Other 
Transaction" 
Agreement (OTA) 

Assessment for MSNW 
Case 

secure favorable IP 
rights. 

negotiation of IP rights 
via an OTA is a major 
strategic advantage for 
the government 
sponsor. 

Recommended OSINT Indicators for Confirmation 

To confirm this assessment and monitor the program's future evolution, the following specific 
open-source intelligence (OSINT) indicators should be prioritized for collection and analysis: 

●​ Indicator 1 (Human Capital Vector): Continuous monitoring of the professional network 
and career trajectory of engineer Anthony Pancotti. Pancotti serves as a critical and 
ongoing human capital bridge between the propulsion-focused "gray track" at MSNW and 
the energy-focused commercial track at Helion. His unique, bifurcated expertise in both 
propulsion application (from his time as MSNW's Propulsion Lead) and core reactor 
engineering (as Helion's current Head of R&D) makes him a lynchpin for knowledge 
transfer. A future transition of Pancotti from Helion back to MSNW, or to a prime 
contractor like Lockheed Martin, would serve as a powerful signal that the propulsion 
technology has successfully matured under an OTA-led effort and is now transitioning into 
a subcontract-led phase of formal systems integration. 

●​ Indicator 2 (Supply Chain/Infrastructure Vector): Enhanced monitoring of specialized 
commercial procurement activities by MSNW LLC. Even highly classified programs must 
often procure non-sensitive, dual-use components through open commercial channels to 
avoid creating an obvious government supply chain signature. Key items to monitor would 
include high-voltage pulsed power components (e.g., high-repetition-rate capacitors, 
thyratrons, spark gaps), high-fidelity vacuum system components (e.g., turbomolecular 
pumps, cryopumps), specialized alloys (e.g., tungsten, beryllium, titanium alloys), and 
advanced plasma diagnostic equipment (e.g., high-speed interferometers, neutron 
detectors, Thomson scattering systems). A significant uptick in such procurements, 
potentially identifiable through analysis of commercial trade and shipping data, could 
indicate the construction of a next-generation, sub-scale prototype, providing a tangible 
measure of program progress and resource allocation. 

●​ Indicator 3 (Academic/Technical Vector): Monitor for a sudden cessation or 
reclassification of academic publications from key institutional partners, most notably the 
University of Washington's Plasma Dynamics Laboratory, in research areas directly 
related to MSNW's specific Magneto-Inertial Fusion (MIF) or FRC propulsion concepts. 
MSNW has deep and established ties to this university, which functions as a primary 
talent incubator for the FRC ecosystem. Just as MSNW's federal funding "went dark" 
upon its transition to a classified program, the associated unclassified academic research 
may also be curtailed, re-scoped, or brought under classification as the program reaches 
higher levels of sensitivity. Such a shift in the academic literature would indicate a 
deliberate tightening of information control around the project's core technologies. 
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