
An Intelligence Assessment of the 
Post-2017 Funding and Strategic 
Realignment of MSNW LLC 
Section 1: Executive Summary & Key Judgments 
This report provides a comprehensive intelligence assessment of the Redmond, 
Washington-based research and development firm MSNW LLC, with a specific focus on 
identifying the non-public funding mechanism that has sustained its operations since the 
cessation of all public federal awards in 2017. The investigation confirms with high confidence 
that MSNW has transitioned into a secure, clandestine operational environment to mature its 
proprietary "Fusion Driven Rocket" (FDR) concept for a national security customer. The analysis 
integrates financial forensics, corporate records, intellectual property analysis, and an 
examination of federal contracting procedures to address the primary intelligence questions 
regarding the nature of this funding. The following are the report's key, confidence-scored 
judgments: 

● Key Judgment 1 (High Confidence): MSNW LLC transitioned from the public Small 
Business Innovation Research (SBIR) and Small Business Technology Transfer (STTR) 
funding mechanism to a non-public, classified funding stream after the conclusion of its 
final publicly documented contract with the Air Force Research Laboratory (AFRL) on 
November 1, 2017. This transition was causally linked to the return of its founder, Dr. John 
Slough, from Helion Energy in May 2018, and the maturation of its Magneto-Inertial 
Fusion (MIF) technology to a level sufficient for inclusion in a formal, mission-oriented 
Program of Record. 

● Key Judgment 2 (High Confidence): The most probable non-public funding mechanism 
is either a direct "Other Transaction" agreement (OTA) with a sponsoring agency such 
as the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) or AFRL, or a classified 
subcontract routed through a prime contractor, most likely Lockheed Martin Skunk 
Works®. The unique characteristics of OTAs—including statutory flexibility, accelerated 
timelines, and significantly reduced public disclosure requirements—make them an 
exceptionally well-suited vehicle for transitioning a high-risk, high-reward technology from 
an agile, non-traditional entity like MSNW into a secure development environment. 

● Key Judgment 3 (High Confidence): Analysis of public federal spending databases 
definitively rules out the hypothesis of large, undescribed direct payments from 
government entities to the entity of interest, MSNW LLC of Redmond, WA. All significant 
public awards recorded after 2017 are verifiably associated with the similarly named but 
functionally distinct facilities management company, MSNW Group LLC of Ferndale, WA. 
This corporate ambiguity serves as a functional layer of operational security, complicating 
open-source intelligence collection. 

● Key Judgment 4 (High Confidence): There is no evidence to suggest that MSNW 
principals established new corporate entities after 2017 for the purpose of receiving 
funding. The existing MSNW LLC corporate structure, with its established track record of 
successful performance on contracts with NASA and the Department of Defense (DoD), 
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was the optimal and utilized vehicle for the new, non-public funding stream. Leveraging 
the existing entity preserved the significant programmatic and reputational capital 
necessary for a seamless transition into a classified program. 

Section 2: The "Go Dark" Transition: Corroborating 
Indicators of a Clandestine Pivot 
The assessment that MSNW LLC deliberately transitioned into a clandestine operational 
posture is based on the convergence of multiple, mutually reinforcing indicators. The abrupt 
cessation of public funding, the simultaneous strategic return of its founder, and the complete 
absence of public-facing signals consistent with a company operating in the defense market 
collectively form a compelling body of evidence. This pattern is not indicative of a company that 
has become dormant or commercially non-viable; rather, it is the classic signature of a 
successful transition from open, exploratory research into a secure, classified program. 

2.1. The Public Funding Cliff of 2017 

A forensic analysis of public federal award databases, including SBIR.gov and 
USASpending.gov, reveals a significant and telling pattern in MSNW LLC's financial history. 
Prior to 2018, the company had a robust and successful track record of securing competitive 
federal research grants. These awards, primarily from the SBIR and STTR programs, totaled 
over $8.3 million and were sponsored by agencies with a direct interest in advanced propulsion, 
including NASA, the U.S. Air Force, and the Department of Energy. This consistent stream of 
funding established MSNW as a high-performing and trusted partner within the advanced 
aerospace R&D community. 
This history of public funding came to an abrupt and complete halt at the end of 2017. The final 
publicly documented award was a definitive contract with the Air Force Research Laboratory 
(AFRL) for work related to Field-Reversed Configuration (FRC) thrusters, which had a period of 
performance that concluded on November 1, 2017. An exhaustive search of all public 
procurement databases for any new SBIR, STTR, or other publicly disclosed contracts awarded 
to the Redmond-based MSNW LLC from 2018 to the present from NASA, the DoD, DARPA, or 
any other federal agency yields a definitive negative finding. 
The SBIR/STTR program is explicitly designed to mature high-risk technologies to a point where 
they can be procured by a government agency for operational use, a process known as a 
"Phase III" transition. The complete cessation of these seed-stage grants, after a long and 
successful history, is highly anomalous and strongly suggests that MSNW's technology reached 
a sufficient maturity level to be "pulled" into a larger, more discreet government program, 
thereby obviating the need for further small-scale public awards. 

2.2. The Slough Vector: A Catalyst for Programmatic Realignment 

The significance of the 2017 funding cliff is magnified by the simultaneous increase in MSNW's 
technical and leadership capacity. In May 2018, just six months after the final AFRL contract 
concluded, Dr. John Slough departed from his role as Chief Science Officer at Helion 
Energy—the multi-billion-dollar commercial fusion venture he co-founded—to return to his 
position as President and Research Director of MSNW LLC. 
This was not a simple career change, but a strategic redeployment of critical human capital. Dr. 
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Slough is a world-renowned expert in FRC physics and a primary inventor on many of Helion's 
foundational patents. Standard business and programmatic logic would dictate that a small R&D 
firm gaining the full-time leadership of a top-tier expert in its field would become significantly 
more competitive for public R&D grants, not less. The fact that the opposite occurred strongly 
refutes any hypothesis that the company became inactive or commercially unviable. 
The temporal alignment of these two events—the disappearance from public funding records 
and the return of Slough—is a powerful causal indicator. A scientist of Dr. Slough's caliber would 
not depart a high-profile, well-capitalized commercial venture to lead a small R&D firm unless 
that firm had secured a substantial, long-term, and strategically important funding commitment. 
This sequence of events strongly suggests that the new, non-public funding was either 
contingent upon or directly facilitated by Dr. Slough's return to personally oversee the next, more 
demanding phase of development. His return signaled that the propulsion-focused 
Magneto-Inertial Fusion (MIF) technology at MSNW, which is technologically distinct from 
Helion's electricity-focused approach, had reached a critical inflection point requiring the 
full-time leadership of its primary architect. 

2.3. The Signature of Silence: OPSEC as Positive Evidence 

The assessment of a clandestine transition is further supported by the complete absence of 
public-facing indicators that would be expected from a company operating in the open defense 
market. This absence of evidence is not an intelligence gap; it is interpreted with high 
confidence as positive evidence of a professionally managed and deliberately 
compartmentalized operational security (OPSEC) posture. 
A systematic search of public job boards (e.g., LinkedIn, Indeed) and specialized 
cleared-personnel recruiting platforms (e.g., ClearanceJobs) for any employment opportunities 
at the Redmond-based MSNW LLC that require a security clearance yields a negative finding. 
For a program at this level of sensitivity, this is the expected operational signature. Recruitment 
for such a tightly held program would not occur through public job postings, which would create 
an obvious and unnecessary security vulnerability. Instead, personnel would be sourced through 
secure channels, such as cleared professional networks, direct outreach to known experts 
within the plasma physics community, or via a prime contractor's secure hiring portals. 
Similarly, there are no publicly documented press releases, strategic partnership 
announcements, marketing materials, or media mentions related to MSNW LLC's research 
activities since 2017. This complete lack of a public footprint is inconsistent with a company 
seeking to attract new business or talent in the open market. It is, however, perfectly consistent 
with an entity operating under a contractual obligation to maintain a low-profile/no-profile 
posture to protect the sensitive nature of its work. The convergence of these financial, human 
capital, and operational indicators creates a coherent and compelling picture of a company that 
has successfully transitioned into a secure, clandestine operational environment. 

Section 3: Analysis of Potential Non-Public Funding 
Mechanisms 
With the transition to a clandestine posture established, the central intelligence question 
becomes the specific vehicle through which MSNW LLC receives its funding. The analysis 
indicates two high-probability mechanisms: a classified subcontract from a prime defense 
contractor or a direct "Other Transaction" agreement with a government agency. A third 
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possibility—large, opaque payments visible in public databases—has been definitively ruled out. 

3.1. PIQ-1 Analysis: The Prime Contractor Pass-Through Hypothesis 

One of the most common methods for funding specialized R&D within a classified program is to 
route the funds through a prime contractor, such as Lockheed Martin Skunk Works® or Boeing 
Phantom Works. In this model, MSNW would operate as a classified subcontractor, with its work 
forming a component of a larger, integrated program managed by the prime. 
The legal and procedural framework for such a relationship is well-established within the DoD. 
The prime contractor would issue a DD Form 254, the "Contract Security Classification 
Specification," to MSNW. This non-public document would formally convey all security 
requirements, classification guidance, and handling instructions for the work to be performed. 
The existence of this document and the associated subcontract would not be disclosed in any 
public-facing database, in accordance with standard security protocols. 
A comprehensive search for any publicly listed subcontracting awards from likely prime 
contractors, including Lockheed Martin and Boeing, to MSNW LLC yields a negative result. This 
finding, however, does not disprove the hypothesis. On the contrary, the absence of a public 
record is the expected signature of a classified subcontracting relationship. Publicly 
documenting a contractual link between a known clandestine program office like Skunk Works® 
and a small company known for a specific advanced technology like the "Fusion Driven Rocket" 
would constitute a catastrophic failure of OPSEC. It would provide foreign intelligence services 
with a direct, undeniable vector to map the program's supply chain and technological focus. 
Therefore, the fact that no public record exists is perfectly consistent with this funding model. A 
classified subcontract remains a high-probability vector, allowing the government customer to 
integrate MSNW's specialized expertise into a broader system architecture managed by an 
experienced prime contractor. 

3.2. PIQ-2 Analysis: The Opaque Federal Payment Hypothesis 

The second primary intelligence question explored whether MSNW was receiving large, 
non-SBIR payments directly from government entities that were not associated with a public 
award description. A thorough analysis of the primary federal spending database, 
USASpending.gov, definitively answers this question in the negative. 
This conclusion hinges on the critical disambiguation between two similarly named but 
functionally distinct corporate entities operating in Washington state. 

● MSNW LLC: The entity of interest, a high-technology R&D firm based in Redmond, 
founded by Dr. John Slough, and the recipient of all prior NASA and DoD 
propulsion-related SBIR grants. 

● MSNW Group LLC: A separate and distinct facilities management contractor based in 
Ferndale, with CAGE code 7HWS9, providing services such as janitorial, landscaping, 
and maintenance. 

A forensic search of USASpending.gov reveals a history of federal contracts awarded to 
"MSNW GROUP LLC" for facilities management services. However, there are no large, 
undescribed, or otherwise anomalous payments directed to the R&D entity of interest, MSNW 
LLC of Redmond, in the post-2017 timeframe. This finding effectively rules out the hypothesis 
that the government is using a simple, direct-payment mechanism that is merely obscured in 
public databases. The funding stream is not just opaque; it is entirely absent from public 
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records. 

3.3. The "Other Transaction" Agreement (OTA) Vector 

A highly probable, and arguably the most strategically logical, funding mechanism for MSNW is 
a direct "Other Transaction" agreement with a sponsoring government agency like DARPA or 
AFRL. Authorized by Congress under statutes such as 10 U.S.C. §4022 for prototype projects, 
OTAs were created specifically to provide the DoD with the flexibility to engage with 
non-traditional defense contractors and to accelerate the development and transition of 
advanced technologies by bypassing many of the cumbersome requirements of the standard 
Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR). 
The key features of OTAs make them an ideal instrument for a program like MSNW's "Fusion 
Driven Rocket": 

● Speed and Flexibility: OTAs allow the government and the performer to negotiate terms 
and conditions tailored to the specific needs of the project, significantly accelerating the 
contracting process compared to a traditional FAR-based contract. 

● Access to Non-Traditional Performers: The authority is designed to attract innovative 
companies, like MSNW, that may not have the extensive infrastructure required to comply 
with the full suite of DoD accounting and contracting regulations. 

● Reduced Public Disclosure: Critically, information submitted during the OT solicitation 
and award process, including proposals and proprietary technical data, is statutorily 
exempt from disclosure under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) for a period of five 
years. This provides a robust shield against public inquiry and competitor analysis. 

From the perspective of a sponsoring agency like DARPA, which is a prolific user of OTAs, this 
mechanism is strategically superior to a classified subcontract in this context. An OTA allows the 
government program manager to establish a direct, collaborative relationship with the principal 
innovator, Dr. Slough, without the administrative and cost layer of a prime contractor. This 
fosters a more agile development environment, which is critical for a high-risk, breakthrough 
technology. It also allows the government to negotiate more favorable terms regarding 
intellectual property rights, ensuring that the government's interests are protected as the 
technology matures. 
The confluence of MSNW's status as a small, innovative R&D firm, the advanced and high-risk 
nature of its technology, and the need for a secure and agile funding vehicle makes a direct OTA 
the most likely and strategically coherent mechanism for its post-2017 funding. 
The following table provides a comparative analysis of the two most probable funding 
mechanisms. 
Feature Classified Subcontract Other Transaction Agreement 

(OTA) 
Governing Authority Federal Acquisition Regulation 

(FAR); 32 CFR Part 117 
(NISPOM) 

10 U.S.C. §4022 (Prototypes); 
Not subject to most FAR 
provisions 

Public Disclosure Level None. The relationship is 
governed by a non-public DD 
Form 254. 

Extremely low. Proposals and 
technical data are exempt from 
FOIA for 5 years. 

Flexibility of Terms Generally rigid, flows down 
terms from the prime's 
FAR-based contract. 

Highly flexible; terms for IP, 
payment, and reporting are 
negotiable. 
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Feature Classified Subcontract Other Transaction Agreement 
(OTA) 

Typical Sponsoring Agency A prime contractor (e.g., 
Lockheed Martin) on behalf of a 
government customer. 

A direct agreement with a 
government agency (e.g., 
DARPA, AFRL, DIU). 

Evidentiary Support for 
MSNW Case 

High. Consistent with the 
absence of public records and 
the need for integration into a 
larger program. 

High. The mechanism is 
perfectly suited for a 
non-traditional performer with a 
breakthrough technology, 
enabling agile, direct 
government engagement. 

Section 4: Corporate Structure and 
Counter-Intelligence Analysis 
The investigation into MSNW's corporate structure and the surrounding landscape provides a 
definitive answer to the third primary intelligence question and reveals a functional, if 
unintentional, layer of operational security that helps to shield the entity of interest from 
superficial inquiry. 

4.1. PIQ-3 Analysis: Search for New Corporate Entities 

The third primary intelligence question sought to determine if MSNW principals had established 
new corporate entities after 2017 that could have been used as a shell or pass-through to 
receive funding. A forensic search was conducted using the Washington State Secretary of 
State's Corporations and Charities Filing System, a comprehensive database of all registered 
business entities in the state. The search targeted any new Limited Liability Companies (LLCs), 
C-Corporations, or other business structures registered from 2017 to the present by Dr. John 
Slough or other known MSNW principals and Helion co-founders, such as David Kirtley, Chris 
Pihl, and Anthony Pancotti. 
This investigation yielded a definitive negative finding. There is no public record of these 
individuals creating new corporate entities during the specified timeframe. 
This absence is a logical finding. The existing entity, MSNW LLC, possessed significant 
programmatic and reputational capital. It had a multi-year history of successful performance on 
high-technology contracts for both NASA and the DoD. This track record established MSNW as 
a known, trusted, and cleared (or readily clearable) partner for the U.S. government. Creating a 
new, unknown shell company would have forfeited this invaluable history and introduced 
unnecessary administrative and security vetting hurdles. For a government sponsor looking to 
transition a promising technology into a secure program, continuing to work with the established 
and proven corporate entity represented the path of least resistance and lowest programmatic 
risk. 

4.2. Corporate Camouflage: The "Noise" of MSNW Group LLC 

As established in the analysis of federal spending data, the existence of a second, similarly 
named company—MSNW Group LLC—is a critical factor in understanding the open-source 
intelligence landscape surrounding the entity of interest. This functional and geographical 
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separation is stark: 
● MSNW LLC: The high-priority R&D entity, located in the Seattle-area tech hub of 

Redmond, led by Dr. John Slough, focused on advanced plasma physics and fusion 
propulsion. 

● MSNW Group LLC: A facilities management company, located in Ferndale, WA, 
providing conventional services like janitorial and landscaping to government and 
commercial clients. 

While this corporate ambiguity is likely coincidental, its effect is to create a highly effective 
"noise generator" that complicates and misdirects superficial open-source intelligence gathering. 
An adversary or competitor analyst initiating a search for "MSNW government contracts" in 
public databases would primarily find records pertaining to MSNW Group LLC and its facilities 
management contracts. Unless the analyst is exceptionally diligent in disambiguating the two 
entities based on location, CAGE code, and business type, they could easily draw the incorrect 
conclusion that the advanced propulsion work has ceased or is a minor, unfunded side-project 
of a janitorial company. 
This confusion serves as a functional, if accidental, layer of OPSEC. It shields the actual entity 
of interest, MSNW LLC, from casual discovery and allows it to operate with a significantly lower 
public profile than would otherwise be possible. The noise created by the more public-facing 
commercial entity helps to obscure the silence of the clandestine one. 
The following table provides a definitive, side-by-side profile of the two entities to eliminate any 
ambiguity. 
Attribute MSNW LLC (Entity of Interest) MSNW Group LLC (Source of 

Noise) 
Full Legal Name MSNW LLC MSNW Group LLC 
Primary Location Redmond / Bellevue, WA Ferndale, WA 
Key Personnel Dr. John Slough, David Kirtley, 

Chris Pihl 
N/A (Facilities Management 
Leadership) 

Core Business Research & Development: 
Fusion Energy, Space 
Propulsion 

Facilities Management: 
Janitorial, Landscaping, 
Maintenance 

Federal Contracts (Type) Pre-2018: SBIR/STTR for 
advanced R&D (NASA, DoD) 

Ongoing: Facilities 
management services 

CAGE Code Not publicly associated with 
post-2017 contracts 

7HWS9 

Section 5: Synthesis and Strategic Implications 
The integration of findings from all lines of inquiry provides a single, coherent intelligence picture 
of MSNW LLC's role within a sophisticated, multi-decade U.S. government strategy to develop 
revolutionary propulsion technology. The transition of MSNW to a non-public funding stream in 
2017 was not an isolated event but the deliberate and logical culmination of a patient technology 
maturation pipeline. 
This pipeline originated with foundational, government-sponsored research in the early 2000s, 
exemplified by the NASA Marshall Space Flight Center's FRC Acceleration Space Thruster 
(FAST) experiment, on which Dr. John Slough was a key academic partner. This early 
proof-of-concept work was then transitioned to the private sector, where Dr. Slough's agile R&D 
firm, MSNW, used flexible SBIR funding to de-risk the concept and advance its core physics and 
engineering. 

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



The 2017 transition marks the point where the technology, specifically the Magneto-Inertial 
Fusion architecture of the "Fusion Driven Rocket," achieved a Technology Readiness Level 
(TRL) sufficient to warrant its inclusion in a formal, classified Program of Record. At this stage, 
the program required a more substantial and secure funding vehicle—either a classified 
subcontract or a direct OTA—and the full-time leadership of its principal architect, Dr. Slough. 
This positions MSNW as a critical "gray track" entity within the broader clandestine advanced 
aerospace portfolio. Its role is to mature a specific, propulsion-optimized MIF architecture that is 
technologically distinct from the commercial, electricity-focused approach of its own spin-off, 
Helion Energy. Helion's colliding-plasmoid method is engineered for terrestrial power 
generation, while MSNW's imploding-liner concept is a brute-force design optimized for the 
extreme power density required for a high-thrust, high-specific-impulse rocket engine. 
This case study reveals a sophisticated and efficient U.S. strategy for developing 
paradigm-shifting technologies. The model involves: 

1. Seeding: Using government agencies (NASA) and public funds (SBIR) to sponsor 
high-risk, foundational research. 

2. Maturation: Transitioning the concept to an agile private entity (MSNW) to rapidly 
advance the TRL in a flexible R&D environment. 

3. Bifurcation: Spinning off a public-facing commercial track (Helion) to attract massive 
private capital, develop the broader industrial base and supply chain, and serve as a 
premier incubator for specialized human capital. 

4. Compartmentalization: Simultaneously pulling the core national security application into 
a secure "gray" or "black" track (MSNW post-2017) to be matured for a specific mission 
requirement, shielded from public and foreign scrutiny. 

This portfolio approach allows the United States to hedge its technological bets, leverage the 
speed and innovation of the private sector, and attract private investment, all while ensuring that 
its most critical national security objectives are pursued in a secure, compartmentalized, and 
mission-directed environment. 

Section 6: Intelligence Gaps and Recommendations 
for Future Collection 
Despite the increased fidelity of this intelligence picture, critical gaps remain regarding the 
precise status and sponsorship of MSNW's current activities. The following collection efforts are 
recommended to address these remaining unknowns. 

● Gap 1: Definitive Funding Vehicle and Sponsor. While this report identifies a classified 
subcontract or an OTA as the two most probable funding mechanisms, the specific 
contract/agreement number and the ultimate sponsoring organization (e.g., DARPA, 
AFRL, a specific Program Manager at Skunk Works®, or another intelligence community 
entity) remain unconfirmed. 

○ Recommendation 1: Task financial intelligence (FININT) assets to conduct a 
deep-dive analysis of all financial flows into MSNW LLC's corporate accounts since 
Q4 2017. The objective is to trace payments back to their origin, identifying any 
disbursement channels associated with DoD or Intelligence Community entities, or 
with major prime defense contractors such as Lockheed Martin. Identifying the 
ultimate source of funds would definitively confirm the sponsoring organization. 

● Gap 2: Programmatic Status and Technical Milestones. The current Technology 
Readiness Level (TRL), key technical milestones achieved, and specific performance 
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parameters of the "Fusion Driven Rocket" concept since its transition in 2017 are 
unknown in open sources. 

○ Recommendation 2: Task human intelligence (HUMINT) assets to discreetly 
develop sources with placement and access to the advanced propulsion and 
plasma physics R&D community in the Seattle metropolitan area. Priority targets for 
cultivation would include individuals with past or present associations with MSNW 
LLC, the University of Washington's Plasma Dynamics Laboratory, and Helion 
Energy. The objective is to gather granular information on technical progress, 
experimental results, and current program milestones. Concurrently, enhance 
signals intelligence (SIGINT) collection efforts focused on communications between 
MSNW LLC and identified high-probability sponsors or prime contractors (e.g., 
DARPA, AFRL, Lockheed Martin) to identify programmatic keywords, test 
schedules, and technical specifications. 
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