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Stem cellimaging in vivo is critical to elucidate the homing, distribution, survival, and repair mechanisms and
to evaluate the therapeutic effects of engrafted stem cells. Unfortunately, unimodal imaging of stem cells
does not simultaneously satisfy all current requirements owing to their intrinsic limitations. Obviously,
bimodal or multimodal imaging of stem cells is a promising strategy for circumventing this issue. This
study aimed to design and synthesize a novel dual-modal polyethylene glycol-modified magnetic
nanoparticle (Fe**-PEG-MNP) based on natural biomaterials including melanin and Fe ions for
photoacoustic (PA) and magnetic resonance (MR) imaging of stem cells in vivo. The Fe**-PEG-MNPs
were characterized and their PA/MR imaging capability and cytotoxicity were evaluated. Bone marrow
mesenchymal stem cells (BM-MSCs) labeled with Fe>*-PEG-MNPs were subjected to PA and MR imaging
in vitro and in vivo. Consequently, Fe3*-PEG-MNPs displayed many superior properties, including ultra-
small particle size, higher stability, water solubility, easy labeling of cells, lower cytotoxicity, high
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Accepted 21st October 2019 biosafety, excellent capability of PA/MR imaging, high sensitivity and long-term monitoring in vitro and in
vivo. In particular, PA and MR signals of labeled BM-MSCs were maintained for at least 35 and 28 d,

DOI: 10.1039/c9ra059379 respectively, in vivo. Therefore, Fe*"-PEG-MNPs are ideal dual-modal PA/MR nanoparticles for non-
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1. Introduction

Stem cell therapy (SCT) has been an effective and promising
regenerative therapeutic strategy for many diseases owing to its
potential for multipotent differentiation and self-renewal.
Among the numerous stem cells available, bone marrow
mesenchymal stem cells (BM-MSCs) are preferred for SCT owing
to minimum ethical constraints, ease of harvesting, low immu-
nogenicity, multi-differential potentialities, and self-renewal
capacity. Previous studies have reported that BM-MSC therapy
is an effective alternative in various diseases, such as heart
disease, cerebral infarction, renal ischemia-reperfusion injury,
spinal cord injury, and hepatic failure.>* However, numerous
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invasive and effective monitoring of engrafted stem cells in vivo.

issues regarding engrafted BM-MSCs warrant clarification, such
as their migratory path in vivo, biodistribution, differentiation
capacity, long-term fate, and beneficial effects. Therefore, non-
invasive continuous monitoring of engrafted BM-MSCs in vivo
is necessary to address the aforementioned issues.

Currently, various stem cell imaging methods in vivo have been
applied for cell tracking, such as optical imaging (including fluo-
rescence and bioluminescence imaging), magnetic resonance
imaging (MRI), radionuclide imaging (including positron emis-
sion tomography (PET) and single-photon emission computed
tomography (SPECT)), and photoacoustic imaging (PAI). Unfortu-
nately, these methods have intrinsic limitations and cannot satisfy
all requirements. Optical imaging methods for tracking stem cells
in vivo are generally limited by their low penetration depth in tissue
and phototoxicity.” Although MRI has been widely used for cell
tracking because of high tissue resolution and long-term moni-
toring of engrafted cells in vivo, it has relatively lower sensitivity
than other methods, longer scan duration, and difficulty quanti-
fying cell division.®® Despite considerable sensitivity, radionuclide
imaging is restricted to the imaging of labeled stem cells in vivo
owing to poor spatial resolution, a short half-life of radiotracers,
and high cost.*® PAI not only provides high spatial resolution and
sensitivity but also has a relatively greater depth of tissue
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penetration, and it is a compound imaging method of optical and
ultrasound (US) imaging based on ultrasound waves induced by
thermoelastic expansion of tissue after photon absorption.*
Consequently, dual-modal or multimodal cell imaging methods
are important for efficient monitoring of the homing, number, and
fate of engrafted stem cells in vivo.

This study aimed to develop a dual-modal photoacoustic and
MR nanoprobe for stem cell imaging in vivo, comprising a nano-
chelate of polyethylene glycol-modified melanin and iron ions
nanoparticles (Fe**-PEG-MNPs). We characterized Fe®"-PEG-
MNPs and evaluated their cellular internalization and cytotox-
icity in vitro. In particular, the feasibility of PAT/MRI dual-modal
long-term monitoring of Fe**-PEG-MNPs labeled BM-MSCs in
vivo was verified.

2. Materials and methods
2.1 Synthesis of Fe*"-PEG-MNPs

PEG-MNPs were obtained as described previously.'"** Briefly, 150
uL of 16 mg mL ™! FeCl;-6H,0 aqueous solution was added into
3 mL of 3 mg mL~' MNPs aqueous solution and then stirred
gently for 1 h at 37 °C. Free Fe** and CI™ ions were filtered out
using a PD-10 column (GE Healthcare, Chicago, IL, USA). The
chelation products thus obtained were washed with ultrapure
water and centrifuged at room temperature (3500 rpm, 15 min)
twice to further eliminate free Fe>* and Cl~ ions and then filtered
through a 0.22 pm membrane (Acrodisc Syringe Filters, PALL,
New York, USA). The final products (Fe**-PEG-MNPs) were stored
in sterile EP tubes for subsequent analysis.

2.2 Characterization of Fe**-PEG-MNPs

The ultraviolet-visible-near infrared (UV-vis-NIR) absorption
spectra of the Fe*'-PEG-MNPs were detected via ultraviolet-
visible-near infrared spectroscopy (UV-vis-NIR; UV-6100;
MAPADA Instruments, Shanghai, China), and their
morphology was observed using a transmission electron
microscope (TEM; JEM-2100F; JEOL, Tokyo, Japan). The
hydrodynamic diameters and zeta potential were measured via
dynamic light scattering (DLS; Zetasizer Nano ZS90; Malvern
Instruments, Malvern, UK).

The Fe** concentration in 14 mL of 71.55 ug mL ™" Fe**-PEG-
MNPs aqueous solution was measured via inductively coupled
plasma mass spectrometry (ICP-MS; ICPMS-2030; SHIMADAZU
Instruments, Kyoto, Japan) to determine the concentration of
chelated Fe** ions.

Furthermore, the stability of Fe**-PEG-MNPs was analyzed by
dissolving them in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS; pH = 7.4) and
stirring gently at 37 °C. Free Fe*" concentration was measured via
ICP-MS at 0.5 h,1h,2h,4 h, 8 h, 12 h, 24 h, and 48 h.

2.3 Dual-modal PA/MR imaging of an aqueous solution of
Fe’"-PEG-MNPs

Aqueous solutions of Fe**-PEG-MNPs and PEG-MNPs of
different concentrations (0, 12.5, 25, 50, 100, 200, 400, and 800
ng mL ') were prepared for PA imaging, using a multispectral
optoacoustic tomographic imaging system (MSOT) (inSight 128,
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iThera Medical GmbH, Munich, Germany). Briefly, laboratory-
prepared white thin plastic tubes (inner diameter of 3 mm)
filled with the test solution of different concentrations were
placed in the phantom. After excitation with tunable pulses at
680-980 nm, photoacoustic signals of aqueous solutions of
Fe’*-PEG-MNPs and PEG-MNPs of different concentrations
were recorded. The PA imaging parameters were as follows:
temperature, 25 °C; selected positions of the phantom, 3;
frames per wavelength, 4; repetitions per slice, 1; run, 1; slice
thickness, 800 um.

Aqueous solutions of Fe’"-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan (a
contrast-enhancing agent commonly used in MRI) were imaged
using a 3.0-T clinical MRI equipment (MAGNETOM Skyra;
Siemens, Munich, Germany) with a wrist surface coil. The
samples of Fe*-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan aqueous solution
were placed in a 96-well plate, each well containing samples of
different Fe*" and Gd*" concentrations (0.0125, 0.025, 0.05, 0.1,
0.2, 0.4, and 0.8 mmol L"), and deionized water was used as
a negative control. The T; value was measured using the Tj-
mapping sequence images. T;WI parameters were as follows:
field of view (FOV), 100 x 90 mm?; slice thickness, 1.5 mm;
spacing, 0.5 mm; base matrix resolution, 256 x 256; and
effective echo time (TE), 20 ms. The T; relaxation efficient ()
values of Fe’’-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan were obtained by
calculating the ratio of 1/T; (s ) to the Fe** and Gd*" concen-
trations (mmol L™).

2.4 Labeling and assessment of the cytotoxicity of Fe*"-PEG-
MNPs in BM-MSCs in vitro

Ten milliliters of a BM-MSC suspension containing 6 x 10> cells
per mL was seeded in 75 cm? culture flasks. After 24 h of
incubation at 37 °C in a 5% CO, incubator, the medium was
replenished with fresh serum-free culture medium containing
Fe’"-PEG-MNPs at different concentrations (0, 100, 200, 400,
and 800 pg mL™"), and BM-MSCs were cultured for 6 h at 37 °C
in a 5% CO, incubator. Thereafter, the medium was discarded
and cells were carefully washed thrice with PBS to eliminate the
uninternalized Fe**-PEG-MNPs and dead cells. After trypsini-
zation, the cell suspension was centrifuged at room tempera-
ture (1000 rpm, 5 min) and labeled stem cells were resuspended
in PBS for subsequent analysis. The intracellular distribution of
Fe**-PEG-MNPs was observed via TEM and the Fe**-PEG-MNPs
labeling rate of BM-MSCs was analyzed via flow cytometry
(FACS-Calibur, BD, Bergen County, New Jersey, USA).

Cell Counting Kit-8 (CCK-8) assays were performed to eval-
uate the cytotoxicity of Fe*"-PEG-MNPs. BM-MSCs were seeded
on 96-well plates (5 x 10° cells per well), and co-incubated with
Fe*"-PEG-MNPs at different concentrations (0, 12.5, 25, 50, 100,
200, 400, 800, and 1600 pg mL ') for 24 h at 37 °C in a 5% CO,
incubator. The medium of each well was subsequently replen-
ished with 100 pL fresh serum-free culture medium containing
10 pL CCK-8 reagent (Dojindo, Lot.KR675) and incubated for 2 h
at 37 °C in a 5% CO, incubator. Finally, the absorbance of each
well was measured at 450 nm and recorded using a microplate
reader (SpectraMax Plus384, MD, San Francisco, California,
USA).

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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2.5 Dual-modal PA/MR imaging of BM-MSCs labeled with
Fe**-PEG-MNPs in vitro

The Fe’'-PEG-MNP-labeled BM-MSC suspension was centri-
fuged (1000 rpm, 5 min) at room temperature and fixed with 4%
paraformaldehyde for 30 min at 4 °C. After paraformaldehyde
was removed, the fixed cells were resuspended in 100 pL PBS
and pipetted into 96-well PCR plates at 2 x 10° cells per well.
Then the obtained cell suspension was imaged using MSOT,
followed by 3.0-T MRI. The parameters for PAI were the same as
those of the above-mentioned aqueous solution. The parame-
ters for MRI were as follows: FOV, 90 x 60 mm?; slice thickness,
1.5 mm; spacing, 0.5 mm; base resolution matrix, 256 x 180;
TR, 500 ms; and TE, 20 ms.

2.6 Dual-modal PA/MR imaging in of engrafted BM-MSCs in
vivo
Animal experiments were approved by the Institutional Animal
Care and Use Committee of Shanxi Medical University (approval
no. SYDL2019002) and carried out in accordance with the U.S.
Guide for the Care and Use of Laboratory Animals 8th Edition
2011."* ICR male mice (Animal Center of Shanxi Medical
University, Taiyuan, China; SCXK2015-0001; 8 weeks of age,
weighing 30-40 g each) were used herein. All injections were
administered under anesthesia with sodium pentobarbital or
isoflurane, and efforts were made to minimize suffering. All
animals were euthanized via cervical dislocation.

Six ICR mice were randomly assigned to the following two
groups (n = 3/group): (1) Fe**-PEG-MNPs injection group (Fe*'-
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microliters of 8 mg mL~ " Fe**-PEG-MNPs solution and PBS were
injected into the tail vein of mice in the Fe*'-PEG-MNP and PBS
groups, respectively. Body weights in each group were recorded
and compared before injection and every 2 d after injection. On
day 30 after injection, mice were euthanized via inhalation of an
overdose of isoflurane. Thereafter, their organs including the
heart, lung, liver, spleen, and kidney were dissected and
assessed via HE staining.

Three mice were anesthetized via intraperitoneal adminis-
tration of 1% pentobarbital sodium (40 mg kg™"), a 50 pL
suspension containing 2 x 10° BM-MSCs labeled and unlabeled
with Fe’"-PEG-MNPs was intramuscularly injected into the left
and right thigh, respectively. PA/MR imaging of these mice were
performed using MSOT, followed by 3.0-T MRI, before injection
and on days 1, 7, 14, 21, 28, and 35 after BM-MSCs injection.
The PA imaging parameters were as follows: temperature, 34 °C;
imaging wavelengths, 700, 705, 710, 730, 760, 780, 800 (used as
background wavelength), 850, and 875 nm; frames per wave-
length, 10; repetitions per slice, 1; run, 1; transverse slices
thickness, 800 pm; step size, 0.5 mm. The MR imaging
sequence parameters were as follows: FOV, 90 x 60 mm?; slice
thickness, 1.5 mm; spacing, 0.5 mm; base resolution matrix,
256 x 256; TR, 500 ms; and TE, 20 ms.

3. Results
3.1 Characterization of Fe**-PEG-MNPs

Fe**-PEG-MNPs and PEG-MNPs displayed different UV-vis-NIR
absorption spectra (Fig. 1(a)), indicating the successful
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Fig. 1 Characterization of Fe3"-PEG-MNPs: (a) UV-vis-NIR absorption spectra of aqueous solutions of Fe3>*-PEG-MNPs and PEG-MNPs; (b)
aqueous solutions of PEG-MNPs and Fe**-PEG-MNPs at 2 mg mL™%; (c) TEM image of Fe**-PEG-MNPs (scale bar = 50 nm); (d) size distribution
of Fe*"-PEG-MNPs; (e) zeta potential distribution of Fe>"-PEG-MNPs; (f) stability analysis of Fe**-PEG-MNPs in PBS (pH = 7.4).
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MNPs were highly hydrophilic. TEM images (Fig. 1(c)) of Fe**-
PEG-MNPs displayed that they had uniform size, spherical
morphology, adequate monodispersion, and an even distribu-
tion. DLS analysis (Fig. 1(d) and (e)) revealed ultra-small parti-
cles with diameters of 9.2 & 2.2 nm and a neutral zeta potential
of —0.79 £ 4.55 mV in PBS (pH = 7.4). A stability assay (Fig. 1(f))
revealed that 8% iron ions were released from Fe**-PEG-MNPs
during the initial 2 h and none until 48 h, thus indicating the
high stability of these particles. ICP-MS analysis revealed that
the maximum quantity of Fe** chelated to one PEG-MNP was
approximately 66.

3.2 Dual-modal PA/MR imaging of the aqueous solution of
Fe’"-PEG-MNPs

T, WI of aqueous solutions of Fe**-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan of
0, 0.0125, 0.025, 0.05, 0.1, 0.2, 0.4, and 0.8 mmol L' were ob-
tained (Fig. 2(a)) and a T;WI signal intensity (SI) histogram was
also plotted (Fig. 2(c)). At the same concentration, the T;WI SI of
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Fe’"-PEG-MNPs was higher than that of Omniscan. The r;
values represent the T, relaxation efficacy of Fe’"-PEG-MNPs
and Omniscan, obtained by calculating the slopes of metal
ions concentration with the reciprocal of the T; relaxation time.
As shown in (Fig. 2(e)), the ry value of Fe*'-PEG-MNPs was
higher than that of Omniscan.

The PA absorbance spectra (Fig. 2(f)) revealed that the
sensitivity of MNPs was not affected upon chelation of the Fe
ions but rather increased by a certain degree. PA images
(Fig. 2(b)) and the signal intensity (SI) histogram (Fig. 2(d)) of
the aqueous solutions of Fe**-PEG-MNPs and PEG-MNPs of 0,
12.5, 25, 50, 100, 200, 400, and 800 pg mL ™' also showed that
the PA SI of Fe*"-PEG-MNPs was higher than that of PEG-MNPs
at the same concentration.

3.3 Successful labeling of BM-MSCs and low cytotoxicity

As shown in TEM images (Fig. 3(a) and (b)), numerous black
particles were observed in the cytoplasm of labeled rather than
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Fig.2 MR and PA imaging Fe>*-PEG-MNPs aqueous solution: (a) MR T;-weighted images of Fe>*-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan aqueous solutions

at various concentrations of Fe>* and Gd** (0, 0.0125, 0.025, 0.05, 0.1,

0.2, 0.4, and 0.8 mmol L™%); (b) PA images of aqueous solutions of Fe>*-

PEG-MNPs at different concentrations (0, 12.5, 25, 50, 100, 200, 400, and 800 pg mL™Y; signal intensity of Fe>*-PEG-MNPs at various
concentrations in (c) MR and (d) PA images; (e) T; relaxation rates plots of Fe>*-PEG-MNPs and Omniscan aqueous solutions based on metal ion
(ie., Fe**, Gd®*) concentrations (mmol LY. Each regression slope represents the T, relaxation efficient (ry); (f) photoacoustic absorbance spectra

of aqueous solutions of PEG-MNPs and Fe>"-PEG-MNPs.

35006 | RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 35003-35010

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/c9ra05937g

Open Access Article. Published on 31 October 2019. Downloaded on 1/22/2026 7:17:28 PM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Paper

Unlabeled BMSCs

(a)

Fe’'-PEG-MNP-FITC

Unlabeled BMSCs Labeled BMSCs

200 250

T T T T T
200 50 200 250

0 50

T T
100 150 100 15
Forward Scatter Forward Scatter

Relative Cell Viability(%)

Counts

140 280 420 560 700

Counts
90 180 270 360 450

M1
=3 T T T T.
10° 10! 102 103 104 100 10! 102 103 104
FITC FITC
Marker _Events % Gated Mean Marker _Events % Gated Mean
Al 15621 10000 1887 Al 17760 10000 168630
M1 103 {086} 217.41 M1 17505  [98.56] 1609.08
0.66% 98.56%
©

View Article Online

RSC Advances

1204

s kok

1004

801

604

40

204

0 125 25 50 100 200 400 800 1600
Concentration (pg/mL)

(d

Fig.3 (aandb) TEMimages of (a) unlabeled BM-MSCs and (b) Fe**-PEG-MNP-labeled BM-MSCs (scale bar = 2 um). Black particles representing
the internalized Fe®*-PEG-MNPs in the cytoplasm of labeled BM-MSCs (red solid arrows in the enlarged (b)) and no black particles were observed
in the organelles of unlabeled BM-MSCs; (c) the positive percentages of unlabeled and Fe*"-PEG-MNP-FITC-labeled BM-MSCs were 0.66% and
98.56%, respectively; (d) results of the CCK-8 assay for BM-MSCs labeled with Fe**-PEG-MNPs at various concentrations (0, 12.5, 25, 50, 100,
200, 400, 800, and 1600 ug mL™?) in vitro. The data were analyzed using one-way ANOVA. The error bars indicate the standard deviation (n = 4,

***P < 0.001).

unlabeled BM-MSCs. Flow cytometry analysis (Fig. 3(c)) revealed
that 98.56% of BM-MSCs were labeled successfully with Fe**-
PEG-MNP-FITC, indicating that Fe’"-PEG-MNPs were easily and
efficiently internalized by BM-MSCs via endocytosis without the
aid of a transfection agent.

On further assessing the cytotoxicity, the CCK8 assay
(Fig. 3(d)) revealed that BM-MSCs exhibited higher viability
of approximately 100% upon labeling with Fe*'-PEG-MNPs
at =800 pg mL ‘. Although the viability of BM-MSCs
labeled with 1600 pg mL~" Fe®*-PEG-MNPs decreased, they
retained a viability of 71.8%. Therefore, Fe®'-PEG-MNPs
were considered safe for labeling BM-MSCs at =800 pg
mL ™",

3.4 Successful dual-modal PA/MR imaging of BM-MSCs in
vitro and in vivo

To evaluate the PA and MR imaging capabilities and sensi-
tivities of BM-MSCs labeled with Fe**-PEG-MNPs, BM-MSCs
were labeled with Fe*'-PEG-MNPs at 0, 100, 200, 400, and
800 ug mL ™' and subjected to PA/MR imaging. PBS consti-
tuted the control group. As shown in Fig. 4(a)-(d), the labeled
BM-MSCs generated a positive signal on PAI and MR T;WI

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019

simultaneously and the signal intensity (SI) increased grad-
ually with an increase in the concentration of Fe*"-PEG-
MNPs. BM-MSCs labeled with 800 pg mL™"' Fe’"-PEG-MNPs
exhibited the highest SI upon PA and MR T;WI at all
concentrations.

To investigate the biological safety of Fe**-PEG-MNPs in vivo,
solutions of the nanoparticles and PBS were injected into the
tail vein in the Fe**-PEG-MNP and PBS groups, respectively. No
significant difference in body weight was observed between the
two groups in 1 month (Fig. 5(a)), and no discernible adverse
effect was observed in the primary organs of the mice in the
Fe**-PEG-MNP group, including the heart, liver, spleen, lung,
and kidney (Fig. 5(b)).

PA and MR imaging of labeled BM-MSCs in vivo were further
performed upon their intramuscular administration in the
thigh muscle. As shown in Fig. 5(c) and (d), positive signals
generated by Fe**-PEG-MNPs-labeled BM-MSCs in the left thigh
were observed, and no positive signals were generated by
unlabeled BM-MSCs in the right thigh on PAI and MR T,WI;
furthermore, PA and MR signals were retained for at least 35
and 28 d, respectively. On day 35 and 28 after injection, the PA
and MR signals were relatively weaker but sufficient to facilitate
monitoring of engrafted BM-MSCs.

RSC Adv., 2019, 9, 35003-35010 | 35007
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Fig.4 Invitro MR and PA images of BM-MSCs labeled with Fe3*-PEG-MNPs: (a) MR T;-weighted images and (b) PA images of BM-MSCs labeled
with Fe**-PEG-MNPs at various concentrations (0, 100, 200, 400, and 800 ug mL™Y). PBS was used as the control; (c) MR and (d) PA signal
intensity of BM-MSCs labeled with Fe*"-PEG-MNPs at various concentrations (0, 100, 200, 400, and 800 pg mL™?).
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Fig.5 (a) Changes in the body weight of ICR mice from the Fe**-PEG-MNP and PBS groups in 30 d after Fe**-PEG-MNP and PBS injection; (b)
HE staining of the primary organs of the ICR mice from the Fe>*-PEG-MNP and PBS groups on day 30 after Fe3*-PEG-MNP and PBS injection
(scale bar = 200 um); (c) coronal T;WI and (d) transverse PAI of the ICR mice before and after intramuscular injection of BM-MSCs into the thigh
muscles of mice. The engrafted BM-MSCs labeled with Fe>*-PEG-MNPs are indicated by the red hollow dashed arrows. L and R represent the left
and right thigh, respectively.
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4. Discussion

Stem cell therapy (especially with BM-MSCs) has beneficial
effects and is potentially applicable for numerous diseases and
disorders.'**® In vivo cell imaging is essential to ensure appro-
priate delivery of stem cells, monitoring of the homing, survival,
and distribution of stem cells, and understanding the mecha-
nism underlying stem cell-mediated functional recovery.”*°
Various imaging methods have been widely used for cell
tracking, primarily including optical imaging, MRI, PET, and
PAI. However, these imaging methods have intrinsic and inev-
itable limitations; hence, none of them satisfy all clinical or
experimental requirements of stem cell tracking. To circumvent
these limitations and achieve synergistic advantages, dual-
modal or multimodal imaging of cells has been proposed in
this study as an alternative and promising strategy for cells
tracking."”

Currently, MRI is not only a prevalent tool for tracking
noninvasive cells in vivo but also a common diagnostic tool for
medical imaging in the clinical setting.®*®** MRI has high-
spatial resolution (up to 100 pm) and is capable of long-term
cell tracking (up to 6 weeks).**** However, the clinical applica-
tion of stem cell imaging is limited by its intrinsic deficiencies,
including relative low sensitivity, long imaging duration, and
the contraindications after the implantation of metal devices.®**
To circumvent these limitations and improve cell-imaging
modalities, this study used a dual-modal imaging strategy
involving photoacoustic and magnetic resonance imaging for
monitoring stem cells in vivo. PAI is an excellent and rapidly
evolving biomedical imaging method. Briefly, a ultrasound
wave can be detected by US detector, which is generated by an
instant thermoelastic expansion of tissue after photon absorp-
tion by tissues.” PAI is a promising stem cell imaging modality
with high sensitivity of optical imaging, outstanding resolution
of micrometers equivalent to the size of an organelle and
a favorable tissue penetration depth of several centime-
ters.'®***” Furthermore, dual-modal PA/MR imaging compen-
sates for the limitations of each individual modality; hence, the
sensitivity and specificity of cell tracking in vivo can be
improved.

Successful and effective cell tracking in vivo requires cell
tracers with outstanding properties, including high stability,
effective cell labeling, low cytotoxicity, high biosafety, excellent
imaging capability.”® Nanoparticles have been widely used as
stem cell trackers in vivo. In this study, we designed and
synthesized novel dual-modal PA/MR nanoparticles (Fe**-PEG-
MNPs) containing melanin and iron ions.

Melanin is a ubiquitous pigment in nature and is widespread
in the tissues of many organisms, including human skin,
mucous membranes, retina, cerebral pia mater, and
ovaries."*>* In addition, it actively chelates various metal ions
such as ®*Cu?*, Fe**, Gd**, and Mn>**." Iron is an essential trace
element for organismal growth. In the human body, iron is
stored as ferritin in the liver, spleen, small intestine mucosa,
bone marrow, and other organs or tissues and is primarily

excreted through the intestines. Therefore, the novel

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2019
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nanoparticle (Fe*-PEG-MNP) synthesized herein on the basis of
these two biomaterials is expected to display adequate biolog-
ical safety. As expected, this study shows that the viability of
labeled BM-MSCs can be maintained at high levels even at 1600
pug mL™' of Fe*'-PEG-MNPs (Fig. 3(d)). Moreover, the body
weights of the mice were not affected, and no discernible
adverse effects were observed in the heart, lung, liver, spleen,
and kidney after the injection of Fe*"-PEG-MNPs (Fig. 5(a) and
(b)). These results indicate the high biological safety of Fe*'-
PEG-MNPs.

PEG-MNPs were previously used as a nanoplatform for
multimodal imaging and imaging-guided nanoscale systems for
drug delivery.*** Herein, Fe**-PEG-MNPs were easily obtained
by stirring at 37 °C for 1 h. BM-MSCs were easily and efficiently
labeled with Fe*'-PEG-MNPs via co-incubation without the aid
of any transfection agent (Fig. 3(a)-(c)) owing to the ultra-small
size of approximately 9.2 nm and surface neutral charge of Fe**-
PEG-MNPs (Fig. 1(d) and (e)). After redissolution in PBS, only
approximately 8% of Fe** was released from Fe*'-PEG-MNPs
during the initial 2 h and the release ratio of Fe*" was subse-
quently maintained at this relatively low level, thus indicating
the high stability of Fe**-PEG-MNPs (Fig. 1(f)). As melanin and
Fe*" could yielded PA and MR signals, respectively,"*>** both
PAI and MR T;WI of BM-MSCs were successfully accomplished
using Fe*'-PEG-MNPs in vitro and in vivo (Fig. 4(a) and (b) and
5(c) and (d)). In particular, approximately 1 month after cell
transplantation, the PA and MR SI of BM-MSCs labeled with
Fe*"-PEG-MNPs in vivo were maintained at a relatively stable
level to adequately facilitate the monitoring of engrafted cells
(Fig. 5(c) and (d)). In the future studies, Fe*'-PEG-MNPs will be
used for monitoring BM-MSCs in animal model of human
disease to understand some repair mechanisms underlying BM-
MSC-mediated.

5. Conclusions

This study describes a novel dual-modal PA/MR nanoparticle
(Fe**-PEG-MNP) probe based on natural biomaterials for
monitoring engrafted BM-MSCs. Briefly, Fe*"-PEG-MNPs are
advantageous for tracking engrafted BM-MSCs owing to their
simple synthesis, high stability and hydrophilicity, ease of
labeling cells and low cytotoxicity, high biological safety,
excellent capability of dual-modal PA/MR imaging, high sensi-
tivity and long-term monitoring in vitro and in vivo. Based on
these desired properties, Fe*'-PEG-MNPs are an ideal dual-
modal PA/MR nanoparticle probe for future clinical SCT, thus
contributing to advancements in basic studies using stem cells.
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