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Background: Albeit oxidative stress has been implied in the pathogenesis of tubal pregnancy (TP), there are scant data to suggest that
ferroptosis occurs in TP. Shikonin plays a pivotal role in redox status, but whether it can regulate ferroptosis to treat TP remains unknown.
Methods: We collected and analyzed ferroptosis-related indices from the villous tissue (VT) of women suffering from TP and from
women with a normal pregnancy. In vitro, we used shikonin and/or RAS-selective lethal 3 (RSL3) to intervene HTR-8/SVneo cells and
further detected ferroptosis indices and cell functions. Finally, the expression of the nuclear factor erythroid 2-related factor 2 (Nrf2) is
pharmacologically activated to explore the effect of Nrf2 on shikonin regulating ferroptosis.
Results: Increased malondialdehyde content, reduced levels of glutathione and glutathione peroxidase (GPx), and upregulated protein
expression which promoted ferroptosis were observed in the VT of TP patients, suggesting that ferroptosis occurred during TP. In
vitro, shikonin enhanced ferroptosis sensitivity in HTR-8/SVneo cells induced by RSL3 via amplifying lipid peroxidation, which
mainly included increasing cellular reactive oxygen species (ROS), lipid ROS and Fe2+ level. RSL3 and/or shikonin inhibited Nrf2 and
downregulated protein expression of SLC7A11 and GPx4 caused by RSL3 + shikonin co-treatment, which could be reversed under
activation of Nrf2. Hence, shikonin facilitated lipid peroxidation by inhibiting Nrf2 signaling. Additionally, shikonin and/or RSL3
potently inhibited the invasion and migration of HTR-8/SVneo cells.
Conclusion: This study firstly showed that ferroptosis may be involved in TP pathogenesis and shikonin potentially targeted
ferroptosis to treat TP.
Keywords: ectopic pregnancy, shikonin, lipid peroxidation, iron dependent

Introduction
“Tubal pregnancy” (TP) refers to the implantation and development of a fertilized ovum in a fallopian tube. TP is a main
reproductive health issue for women and accounts for 1–2% of all pregnancies.1 Despite its prevalence, the underlying
pathogenesis of TP is poorly understood.2 An imbalance between oxidant and antioxidant processes may alter the tubal
environment and reduce tubal ciliary pulsation and smooth-muscle contractions which, in turn, increase the risk of TP by
disrupting transport mechanisms in the embryo.3 However, few studies have focused on lipid peroxidation in TP.

Ferroptosis is a recently identified form of programmed cell death. Distinct from other forms of regulated cell death
(eg, apoptosis, autophagy), ferroptosis is characterized by accumulation of iron-dependent lipid peroxidation to a lethal
level.4 Ferroptosis is reliant upon reactive oxygen species (ROS), phospholipids containing polyunsaturated fatty acids
(PUFAs), and iron.5 Recent studies have demonstrated the role of ferroptosis in trophoblastic injury and placental
dysfunction (which mainly involves lipid peroxidation in embryo injury) and iron-dependent lipid peroxidation is
abundant in trophoblasts.4
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According to a study based on next-generation sequencing of RNA from placental cells, ferroptosis-related genes
(ferroportin, iron-responsive element-binding protein-2, ferritin heavy chain-1 (FTH1)) show high expression in cytotropho-
blasts, syncytiotrophoblasts and decidua cells, which suggests that different cell lines on the maternal–fetal interface are
vulnerable to iron regulation.6 In addition, lysophosphatidylcholine acyltransferase 3 (LPCAT3)6 and acyl-coA synthetase
long-chain family member 4 (ACSL4),7–9 which are crucial in the biosynthesis and remodeling of PUFA-phosphatidyl-
ethanolamine phospholipids, have high expression in trophoblasts and provide abundant PUFA substrate for ferroptosis.
A hypoxic environment is more obvious in TP because the fallopian tubes fail to build a complete decidua. The mitochondrial
electron transport chain is impaired under a hypoxic environment, and further produces mounts of ROS to trigger ferroptosis.
Therefore, this research hypothesized that ferroptosis may contribute to the occurrence and development of TP.

Shikonin is a naphthoquinone compound extracted from the root of Lithospermum erythrorhizon. Studies have shown
that ROS generation and glutathione (GSH) depletion resulting from shikonin treatment trigger disruption of the mitochon-
drial transmembrane potential.10 Since the inhibition of GSH synthesis and the increase of ROS were considered as key
events of ferroptosis, whether the dominant effect of shikonin on regulating GSH and ROS could promote ferroptosis arouses
the interest. Combined treatment of shikonin with 2-2-Deoxy-d-glucose has been shown to suppress the glycolytic phenotype
through modulation of the reduced nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide phosphate (NADPH) oxidase 4/protein kinase
B signaling pathway in glioblastomas.11 Shikonin treatment can target the Sec residue in thioredoxin reductase 1 (TrxR1)
to inhibit its physiological function, but changes the enzyme to an NADPH oxidase to generate superoxide anions, which
leads to ROS production and collapse of the intracellular redox balance.12 NAPDH is an essential cofactor and electron donor
that supplements GSH content and maintains the redox balance. NAPDH quinone oxidoreductase-1 (NQO1) is involved in
two-electron reduction. NQO1 can transform certain quinone compounds into cytotoxic agents, thereby resulting in cell
death.13 NQO1 is regulated by the antioxidant responsive element (ARE), which is mainly activated by nuclear factor
erythroid 2-related factor 2 (Nrf2).14 As a core transcription factor in the oxidative pathway, Nrf2 has downstream targets
which have been postulated to inhibit ferroptosis, such as solute carrier family 7 member 11 (SLC7A11) and glutathione
peroxidase 4 (GPx4).15 The major sources of intracellular ROS involve NAPDH oxidase, xanthine/xanthine oxidase,
lipoxygenase and the mitochondrial respiratory chain.16 Lipid peroxidation driven by excessive ROS is a basic feature of
ferroptosis, and the relationship between Nrf2 and ferroptosis has been demonstrated. Hence, we hypothesized that shikonin
exposure might induce or enhance ferroptosis via Nrf2 signaling.

The link between ferroptosis and TP pathogenesis has not been reported. In the present study, we found that key proteins
involved in ferroptosis regulation had abnormal expression in the villous tissue (VT) of TP patients, and that lipid oxidation
was activated markedly. In vitro experiments revealed that shikonin promoted RAS-selective lethal 3 (RSL3)-induced
ferroptosis and inhibited the invasion and migration abilities of trophoblasts. The potential mechanism of ferroptosis in TP
was discussed. This study will help to further clarify the pathogenesis and improve the treatment of TP.

Materials and Methods
Ethics Statement
The study protocol was approved (K [2019]136) by the Research Medical Ethics Committee of The First Affiliated
Hospital of Guangzhou University of Chinese Medicine (Guangzhou, China). Patients and healthy volunteers provided
written informed consent before they participated in this study. The study was conducted in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki 1964 and its later amendments.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
All patients in each group had no primary diseases such as hypertension, diabetes mellitus, hypo-hyperthyroidism, renal or
liver failure; no history of drug treatment in recent 3 months; or no smokers and/or alcohol abusers were included in the study.

The TP group involved in patients who were diagnosed with TP by elevated β- hCG and by TVUS (Transvaginal
Ultrasound) image which indicated the possible gestational sac located in fallopian tubes. Pathological examination was
performed for the excretion or scraping of the uterine cavity and no villous tissue was found in the section. Patients with
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ectopic pregnancies located outside the fallopian tubes with hemodynamic instability at admission were excluded from
the study.

The control (pregnancy) group involved women in the first trimester and were confirmed as normal intrauterine
pregnancy by TVUS. Pathological examination was performed for the excretion or scraping of the uterine cavity and
villous tissue could be found in the section.

Study Cohort
The study population comprised TP patients (n = 15) and women with a physiologically normal pregnancy (n = 15). The
clinical data of participants is presented in Table 1. Human VTwas collected from First Affiliated Hospital of Guangzhou
University of Chinese medicine. A portion of VT was stored at −80°C for measurement of protein expression. The other
portion of VT was fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde (PFA) and embedded in paraffin.

Table 1 Medical Record Information

Patient Number Age (Years) Gestational Weeks Pregnancy and Delivery
History

NP1 27 6+ G1P0A0

NP2 22 7+ G1P0A0

NP3 23 6+ G2P0A1

NP4 22 6+ G2P0A1

NP5 22 7+ G1P0A0

NP6 24 7+ G1P0A0

NP7 22 6+ G1P0A0

NP8 29 7+ G1P0A0

NP9 25 7+ G1P0A0

NP10 22 7+ G1P0A0

NP11 24 6+ G1P0A0

NP12 24 7+ G2P0A1

NP13 22 6 G1P0A0

NP14 24 7+ G1P0A0

NP15 23 6+ G1P0A0

TP1 35 7+ G2P1A0

TP2 30 6+ G2P0A1

TP3 21 7+ G3P0A2

TP4 29 5+ G3P2A0

TP5 28 7+ G1P0A0

TP6 23 7+ G2P1A0

TP7 30 7 G2P1A0

TP8 31 6+ G1P0A1

(Continued)
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Culture and Treatment of HTR-8/SVneo Cells
The HTR-8/SVneo cell line is generated using freshly isolated syncytiotrophoblasts from first-trimester placentas.17 This
cell line is employed to study the invasion and proliferation of trophoblasts.18 HTR-8/SVneo cells were obtained from the
American Type Culture Collection (Manassas, VT, USA) and maintained in RPMI-1640 medium (Gibco, Grand Island,
NY, USA) supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (Gibco) and antibiotics (penicillin 100 IU/mL and streptomycin
100 μg/mL) in a humidified atmosphere of 5% CO2 at 37°C. Inhibitors of ferroptosis (ferrostatin-1 (Fer-1; 0.1 μM),
deferoxamine (DFO; 10 μm) or inhibitors of autophagy (chloroquine (CQ; 5 μM)) were added to cells cultured under the
RSL3 + shikonin condition to determine the cell death induced by RSL3 + shikonin.

Chemicals and Reagents
Erastin (catalog number: S7242), RSL3 (S8155), Fer-1 (S7243) and DFO (S5742) were from Selleck Chemicals
(Houston, TX, USA). Shikonin (110769-200405) was purchased from the National Institutes for Food and Drug
Control. Chloroquine (C6628) was obtained from MilliporeSigma (Burlington, MA, USA). Tertiary butylhydroqui-
none (t-BHQ; IT1150) was sourced from Solarbio (Beijing, China). Primary and secondary antibodies used for
Western blotting, immunohistochemistry or immunofluorescence staining are listed in Supplementary Table S1.

Measurement of GSH Content and GPx Activity
VT and cell samples were lysed with radioimmunoprecipitation (RIPA) lysis buffer (P0013B; Beyotime Institute of
Biotechnology, Shanghai, China). The cellular level of GSHwasmeasured using a GSHAssay Kit, according to manufacturer
(Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology) instructions. GPx activity was tested using a Glutathione Peroxidase Assay kit with
NADPH (S0056; Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology) following manufacturer’s instructions.

Measurement of Malondialdehyde (MDA) Level
Membrane lipid peroxidation was determined using a Lipid Peroxidation MDA Assay Kit (S0131S; Beyotime Institute of
Biotechnology). VT and cell samples were lysed, and the supernatant (100 μL) was mixed with MDA working solution in
a 1.5-mL centrifugal tube. Subsequently, the tube was heated to 100°C for 15 min, followed by thawing on ice. The solution was
centrifuged at 1000 × g for 10min at room temperature, and then the optical density of the supernatant was determined at 532 nm.

Western Blotting
VT and cells were lysed on ice for 30 min using RIPA lysis buffer. Lysates were heated for 5 min at 100°C. Then, equal
amounts of lysates were subjected to sodium dodecyl sulfate–polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and transferred onto
polyvinylidene difluoride (PVDF) membranes. PVDF membranes were blocked with 5% non-fat milk for 2 h at room

Table 1 (Continued).

Patient Number Age (Years) Gestational Weeks Pregnancy and Delivery
History

TP9 32 6+ G3P1A1

TP10 33 8 G2P1A0

TP11 21 6 G3P1A1

TP12 21 6+ G2P0EP1

TP13 35 5 G3P1A1

TP14 25 6+ G2P1A1

TP15 35 6+ G3P1EP1
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temperature and incubated overnight at 4°C with primary antibodies against GPx4, SLC7A11, ACSL4, transferrin
receptor-1 (TfR1), microtubule-associated protein 1 light chain 3B (LC3B), P62, Nrf2, NQO1, glyceraldehyde-3-phos-
phate dehydrogenase (GAPDH) and β-actin. PVDF membranes were incubated with horseradish peroxidase-conjugated
anti-rabbit immunoglobulin (Ig)G for 1 h. Target bands were detected using electrochemiluminescence reagent in
a multifunctional imager (Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, CA, USA) and densitometric analysis was done using
ImageJ (National Institutes of Health, Bethesda, MD, USA).

Perls’ Staining
VT collected from Guangzhou University of Chinese Medicine was fixed with 4% PFA for 24 h. Samples were
embedded in paraffin and cut into sections of thickness 4 μm. Then, the paraffin sections were dewaxed and hydrated.
Next, non-haem iron staining was done using standard Perls’ blue solution (Bestbio, Beijing, China). Images were
captured with a light microscope (Olympus, Tokyo, Japan).

Immunohistochemical (IHC) and Immunofluorescence (IF) Staining
Heat-induced antigen retrieval was undertaken using EDTA antigen retrieval solution (Beyotime Institute of
Biotechnology) after paraffin sections had been dewaxed and hydrated.

For IHC staining, sections were pretreated with Endogenous Peroxidase Blocking Buffer (ZSGB-Bio, Beijing, China)
for 10 min for antigen retrieval. Then, sections were incubated with primary antibodies against GPx4, SLC7A11,
ACSL4, TfR1 and Nrf2 overnight at 4°C. A horseradish peroxidase-conjugated compact polymer system was employed.

For IF staining, after high-temperature and high-pressure repairments, sections were washed with phosphate-buffered
saline (PBS) and blocked with 5% bovine serum albumin. Then, sections were incubated with anti-Nrf2 antibody
overnight at 4°C (for immunofluorescence of cells, primary antibodies against GPx4, ACSL4 and Nrf2 were used).
Fluorescein isothiocyanate-conjugated anti-rabbit IgG was applied appropriately, and the nuclei were stained with
4′,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole. Images were captured under a microscope (Olympus).

Cell Viability Assay
Cell viability was evaluated using Cell Counting Kit-8 (CCK8) (Dojindo, Japan) assay, according to manufacturer’s
instructions. 10×4 cells per well were seeded in 96-well plates. CCK8 regent was added and incubated for 2 h at 37°C.
The optical absorbance was measured at 450 nm using a microplate reader (Thermo Fisher Scientific, America).

Wound-Healing Assay
HTR-8/SVneo cells (4 × 105) were seeded into six-well plates and grown to >90% confluence. Then, cell monolayers
were scraped using a pipette tip to create wounds. After treatment as indicated, cells were rinsed twice with fresh RPMI-
1640 medium and culture permitted for an additional 24 h. Images were captured at 0 h and 24 h under a microscope
(Olympus) and analyzed by ImageJ.

Cell Invasion Assay
Cells (1 × 105) were seeded onto the upper chambers of a Transwell™ membrane (Corning, Corning. NY, USA) with
serum-free RPMI-1640 medium that had been precoated with Matrigel™ (Corning) 4 h before cell seeding. The lower
chambers were filled with RPMI-1640 medium containing 20% fetal bovine serum. After treatment as indicated, cells
attached to the reverse side of the membrane were fixed with 4% PFA and stained with crystal violet. Images were
photographed under a microscope (Olympus) and analyzed by ImageJ.

ROS Detection
2ʹ,7ʹ-Dichlorofluorescin diacetate (DCFH-DA) Probe
The intracellular level of ROS was evaluated using a 2ʹ,7ʹ-Dichlorofluorescin diacetate (DCFH-DA) fluorescent probe
(Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology). HTR-8/SVneo cells were seeded in six-well plates (1 × 105 cells/well) and treated
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under the designated conditions. After treatment as indicated, cells were incubated with DCFH-DA (10 μM/L) for 20 min
in the dark and then washed thrice with PBS. Images were captured using a fluorescence microscope (Olympus).

C11-BODIPY581/591 Probe
In general, C11-BODIPY581/591 is used to monitor the flux of lipid ROS in cell membranes. The level of lipid ROS
was evaluated via a C11-BODIPY fluorescent probe (ABclonal, Woburn, MA, USA). HTR-8/SVneo cells were seeded
in six-well plates (1 × 104 cells/well) and treated under the designated conditions. After treatment as indicated, the
probe (50 μM) was added and the solution was allowed to incubate for 1 h in the dark and then washed thrice with
PBS. Lasers set at 488 nm and 565 nm were used to excite the solution. Fluorescence images were collected under
a confocal laser scanning microscope (Leica, Wetzlar, Germany).

Labile Iron Pool (LIP) Assay
“Labile iron” (which is primarily in the ferrous (Fe2+) form) is a small, transitional pool of intracellular iron, and commonly
termed “LIP”. LIP release was measured using a FeRhoNox-1™ (Fe2+ indicator) fluorescent probe (MKBio, Beijing, China).
HTR-8/SVneo cells were plated in six-well plates, loaded with FeRhoNox-1 (5 μM) for 30min at 37°C and then washed thrice
with Hanks’ balanced salt solution. Cells were observed under a fluorescence microscope (Olympus).

Mitochondrial Morphology
MitoTracker™ Green (Beyotime Institute of Biotechnology) was used for labeling of the mitochondria of living cells
using fluorescence. RPMI-1640 medium was removed, and then MitoTracker Green (100 nmol/l) was added to six-well
plates. HTR-8/SVneo cells were incubated with MitoTracker Green for 30 min at 37°C. Then, the solution was washed
away and replaced with fresh RPMI-1640 medium. Cells were observed under a fluorescence microscope (Olympus).

Statistical Analyses
The normal distribution was analyzed with Shapiro-Wilk test. The data were expressed as mean ± standard deviation. The
analysis between the two groups was evaluated using the independent samples t-test. For the analysis of three or more
than three groups, a one-way analysis of variance with a post-hoc comparison using Tukey’s method was performed.
SPSS 20.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA) was employed for statistical analyses and P<0.05 was considered significant.

Results
Ferroptosis Occurs in the VT of TP Patients
Ferroptosis is characterized by iron-dependent accumulation of lipid peroxidation to a lethal level.19 First, the iron
distribution in VT was examined. Staining revealed iron deposits (blue granules) in the cytoplasm of iron-positive cells
(Figure 1A). GSH content and GPx activity were decreased, whereas the MDA level was increased, in the VT of TP
patients compared with the VT of women who had a normal pregnancy (Figure 1B–D).

To measure protein expression of ferroptosis-related genes, we conducted Western blotting and immunohistochemistry on
VT.Western blotting showed that protein expression of SLC7A11 and GPx4was reduced in the VTof women in the TP group,
whereas protein expression of TfR1 and ACSL4 was increased (Figure 1E). Immunohistochemistry (Figure 1F) revealed
downregulated expression of SLC7A11 and GPx4 and upregulated expression of TfR1 and ACSL4 in the VT of TP patients.
We undertook immunofluorescence staining of GPx4 and TfR1, along with cytokeratin-7 (CK7, a classical cytotrophoblasts
marker of VT). Co-immunostaining (Figure 1G) confirmed that GPx4 and TfR1 were expressed mainly in villous trophoblasts
instead of in the interstitial layer. This finding suggested that ferroptosis-related genes played a vital part in villus function
because the ability of nutrient transport, cell invasion and cell migration in the fetus is initiated mainly by the trophoblast layer.
The molecular mechanisms of ferroptosis are dependent upon the production and elimination of lipid peroxidation. Iron and
PUFAs “fuel” ferroptosis because they are the raw materials of lipid peroxidation, whereas SLC7A11 and GPx4 regulate
ferroptosis. Reduced expression of SLC7A11 and GPx4 and increased expression of TfR1 and ACSL4 in TP patients implied
that ferroptosis could be involved in TP pathogenesis.
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Figure 1 Ferroptosis occurs in the VT of TP patients. VT was collected from patients with TP (n = 15) as well as from women with a normal pregnancy (n = 15). (A)
Representative images of VT sections with Prussian Blue staining. (B–D) GSH content, GPx activity and MDA level were measured using the corresponding detection kits.
Expression of proteins closely associated with ferroptosis was measured using Western blotting (E) and immunohistochemical staining (F). (G) Co- immunostaining of the
proteins of GPx4, TfR1 with CK7. Nor: control (pregnancy). *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus Nor group.
Abbreviation: TP, tubal pregnancy.
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Exposure to Erastin and RLS3 Triggered Ferroptosis in Trophoblasts
The ferroptosis-induced agents RSL3 and erastin inhibit the expression of GPx4 and Xc− (cystine/glutamate antiporter
system), respectively.20 The viability of HTR-8/SVneo cells was measured after treatment with erastin (0–4 μM) or RSL3
(0–200 nM), respectively. Erastin and RSL3 induced cell death in a time- and dose-dependent manner (Figure 2A and D).
Subsequently, ferroptosis-related features were analyzed upon administration of erastin or RSL3 to investigate if
ferroptosis in HTR-8/SVneo cells was induced. Fewer cells and morphologic abnormalities were observed after treatment
with erastin (2.5 μM) or RSL3 (0.1 μM) (Figure 2G). Then, the total level of ROS was measured using the DCFH-DA
fluorescent probe: the total level of ROS was increased after addition of erastin or RSL3 (p<0.001) for 24 h (Figure 2G).

Figure 2 Exposure to erastin and RLS3 triggered ferroptosis in trophoblasts. (A and D) Ferroptosis was induced in HTR-8/SVneo cells by erastin or RSL3 for 12 h or 24 h,
respectively. (B and E) Half-maximal inhibitory concentration (IC50) of HTR-8/SVneo cells treated with erastin or RSL3 for 24 h. (C and F) Western blotting of
ferroptosis-related proteins induced by erastin or RSL3 for 24 h. *P<0.05, **P<0.01 versus control group. (G) Cell morphology, ROS level and LIP content after treatment
with erastin or RSL3 for 24 h. Cellular levels of ROS and LIP were measured by a DCFH-DA probe and FeRhoNox-1 probe, respectively. Scale bar = 100 μm. *P<0.05,
**P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus control group.
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The mean fluorescence intensity of FeRhoNox-1 (which served as an indirect measure of labile Fe2+) was increased in
erastin and RSL3 groups (Figure 2G).

Protein expression of SLC7A11 and GPx4 was lower after exposure to erastin or RSL3. Protein expression of TfR1
and ACSL4 was reduced in erastin and RSL3 groups, respectively (Figure 2C and F). Besides, RSL3 (half-maximal
inhibitory concentration (IC50) = 124.3 nM) (Figure 2E) predisposed HTR-8/SVneo cells to ferroptosis compared with
erastin (IC50 = 2.521 μM) (Figure 2B), so RSL3 was used for subsequent experiments.

Shikonin and RSL3 Inhibited the Viability, Migration and Invasion of Trophoblasts
Ferroptosis-related genes show abundant expression in the decidual cells and trophoblasts of first-trimester placentas.6

Hence, we investigated whether ferroptosis was involved in the proliferation and migratory capacity of trophoblasts.
The Cell Counting Kit (CCK) 8 assay showed that shikonin enhanced the inhibition of RSL3 (0.1 μM) on cell
viability in a time- and concentration-dependent manner (Figure 3A). In addition, Fer-1 (a small-molecule inhibitor of
lipid peroxidation) and deferoxamine (iron chelator) blocked the cell death induced by shikonin (1.2 μM) alone or in
concert with RSL3 (0.1 μM) (Figure 3B). Subsequently, assays were conducted to examine the invasive and
migratory abilities of trophoblasts. The number of invading cells was decreased and wound closure was delayed

Figure 3 Shikonin and RSL3 inhibited the viability, migration and invasion of trophoblasts. (A) Effects of different concentrations and duration of treatment of shikonin on
RSL3-induced cell death. (B) Treatment with Fer-1 or deferoxamine was undertaken for 4 h before treatment with RSL3 (0.1 μM) alone or in combination with shikonin (1.2
μM) for 24 h, and cell viability was analyzed. (C and D) HTR-8/SVneo cells were treated with RSL3 (0.1 μM) alone or in combination with shikonin (0.6 μM) for 24 h. The
migration and invasion of cells were detected by Transwell™ and wound-healing assays, respectively. Corresponding quantitative histograms are shown on the right. *P<0.05,
**P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus control group; #P<0.05, ##P<0.01 versus RSL3+shikonin group.
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after exposure to shikonin alone or in combination with RSL3 compared with that in the negative-control group
(Figure 3C and D). These results indicated that ferroptosis could be a target to cure TP by inhibition of the viability,
migration and invasion of trophoblasts, and that a combination of shikonin and ferroptosis amplified this suppression.

Shikonin Sensitized HTR-8/SVneo Cells to Ferroptosis, Accompanied by ROS
Production and Lipid Peroxidation
Given that inhibition of GPx4 expression facilitated ROS accumulation as well as the relationship between shikonin and
ROS, this research investigated whether cotreatment of shikonin with RSL3 could alter the ROS level. Shikonin used
alone or in combination with RSL3 restrained the GPx activity (Figure 4A), GSH concentration (Figure 4B) and
enhanced MDA activity (Figure 4C) dramatically in HTR-8/SVneo cells. Hence, shikonin used alone or in combination
with RSL3 could drive ROS production in trophoblasts. Then, we measured lipid peroxidation by staining viable cells
with the lipid-ROS probe C11-BODIPY: cotreatment of shikonin with RSL3 promoted lipid peroxidation markedly
compared with that obtained through treatment with either agent alone (Figure 4D).

We evaluated if shikonin influenced protein expression of GSH, SLC7A11, ACSL4 and TfR1. The use of RSL3 alone or
shikonin alone increased protein expression of GPx4 and SLC7A11 and inhibited protein expression of ACSL4 in
trophoblasts, and could be amplified by the cotreatment of RSL3 and shikonin (Figure 4E). However, a change in TfR1
expression was not observed under either RSL3 or shikonin exposure. The IF staining of GPx4 and ACSL4 in HTR-8/SVneo
cells revealed results consistent with data fromWestern blotting, and GPx4 and ACSL4 were expressed in the cytoplasm and
plasma membrane, respectively (Figure 4F). These results suggested that shikonin alone or in the presence of RSL3 inhibited
GSH synthesis and led to excessive production of ROS, which gave rise to failure of antioxidant mechanisms.

Shikonin Sensitized HTR-8/SVneo Cells to Ferroptosis in an Autophagy-Independent
Manner
Previously, we demonstrated that shikonin promotes autophagy in HTR-8/SVneo cells.21 Thus, this study investigated
whether shikonin sensitizes cells to ferroptosis via autophagy. Western blotting showed that the combination of RSL3 and
shikonin did not alter the protein expression of LC3B or P62 (Figure 5A). Labile Fe2+ is vital for ferroptosis because it
contributes greatly to the generation of lipid peroxides. Levels of LIP and ROS in HTR-8/SVneo cells, which were
increased under exposure to RLS3 and shikonin could be restrained by Fer-1, but not by chloroquine (Figure 5B).
Similarly, the downregulation of expression of GPx4 and SLC7A11 and upregulation of ACSL4 expression after
cotreatment with RSL3 and shikonin could be reversed by Fer-1, but a response to chloroquine was not elicited
(Figure 5C). These results demonstrated that the cell death induced by a combination of RSL3 and shikonin was
ferroptosis and was independent of autophagy.

Activation of Nrf2 Alleviated Sensitization of Shikonin to Ferroptosis
Considering that shikonin had no effect on TfR1 expression and was related mainly to lipid peroxidation, this research
further analyzed the structure of shikonin. The structure of shikonin was mapped by ChemDraw software 20.0
(Supplementary Figure S1A), and we predicted potential targets for shikonin via Bioinformatics Analysis Tool for
Molecular Mechanism of Traditional Chinese Medicine (BATMAN-TCM13; http://bionet.ncpsb.org/batman-tcm/) and
found a key gene: NQO1 (Supplementary Figure S1B). Then, the protein–protein interactions (PPIs) of NQO1 and
ferroptosis were predicted in the Search Tool for the Retrieval of Interacting Genes/Proteins (STRING) database
(https://string-db.org/) (Supplementary Figure S1C). NQO1 expression is regulated by Nrf2 and studies have shown
that shikonin promotes ROS production by inhibiting Nrf2 expression.16,22 Hence, this experiment investigated the role
of Nrf2 during ferroptosis induced by simultaneous exposure to shikonin and RSL3.

Nrf2 is located mainly in the cytoplasm under physiological conditions. However, in response to oxidative stress,
Nrf2 translocates to the nucleus to initiate the transcription of cytoprotective genes.23 The IF experiment was
conducted to observe the effect of RSL3, shikonin and their combination on Nrf2 expression in a hypoxic
environment (Figure 6A). Nrf2 is mostly located in the nuclear of control cells, and less located in the nuclear
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Figure 4 Shikonin sensitized HTR-8/SVneo cells to ferroptosis. HTR-8/SVneo cells were treated with shikonin (0.6 μM) alone or in combination with RSL3 (0.1 μM) for 24 h. (A–C).
GSH content, GPx activity and MDA level were measured using the corresponding detection kits. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus control group; #P<0.05, ##P<0.01, ###P<0.001
versus RSL3+shikonin group. (D) Lipid peroxidation in HTR-8/SVneo cells was visualized through the C11-BODIPY™probe and observed by confocal laser scanningmicroscopy. Scale
bar = 10 μm. (E) Western blotting measured protein expression of GPx4, SLC7A11, ACSL4 and TfR1 in HTR-8/SVneo cells. Corresponding quantitative histograms are shown on the
right. *P<0.05, **P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus control group; #P<0.05, ##P<0.01, ###P<0.001 versus RSL3+shikonin group. (F) Protein expression of GPx4 and ACSL4 according to
immunofluorescence staining.
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under treatment with RSL3 or shikonin alone, and predominantly located in cytoplasm under the combination of use
of RSL3 and shikonin, which suggests that RSL3 or/and shikonin inhibited Nrf2 activation markedly. Next, Nrf2
was activated pharmacologically by t-BHQ pretreatment. Pretreatment with t-BHQ (20 μM or 40 μM) for 6
h rescued cell death dramatically before the co-treatment of RSL3 with shikonin (Figure 6B). Hence, t-BHQ at
20 μM was selected for subsequent experiments.

Mitochondrial morphology is an intuitive feature of mitochondrial function. First, the mitochondria was labeled via
MitoTracker Green. An elongated-mitochondrial network appeared in the control group and in the presence of t-BHQ.
Upon exposure to shikonin + RSL3, the mitochondria of HTR-8/SVneo cells became fragmented and accumulated
around nuclei (Figure 6B). This result revealed that shikon + RSL3 induced an imbalance of mitochondrial dynamics that
could be restored by Nrf2. Besides, a high ROS level produced by shikonin + RSL3 treatment was reversed by
supplementation with t-BHQ (Figure 6B). Western blotting (Figure 6C) revealed that shikonin + RSL3 therapy reduced
expression of Nrf2 and NQO1, which could be reversed by use of the Nrf2 inducer t-BHQ. These results suggested that
cotreatment of shikonin with RSL3 repressed Nrf2 activation and expression of its downstream transcription factor

Figure 5 Shikonin sensitized HTR-8/SVneo cells to ferroptosis in an autophagy-independent manner. (A) Western blotting detected protein expression of LC3B and P62 in
HTR-8/SVneo cells after cotreatment of RSL3 (0.1 μM) with shikonin (0.6 μM). (B) Cellular levels of LIP and ROS in HTR-8/SVneo cells after treatment with RSL3+shikonin
in the presence or absence of the indicated inhibitors were determined by the DCFH-DA probe and FeRhoNox-1 probe, respectively. Pretreatment with Fer-1 or
chloroquine was undertaken for 4 h. Corresponding quantitative histograms are shown on the upper right. **P<0.01, ***P<0.001 versus control group; ##P<0.01, ###P<0.001
versus RSL3+shikonin group. LIP: scale bar = 20 μm, ROS: scale bar = 50 μm. (C) Western blotting detected protein expression of GPx4, SLC7A11, ACSL4 in HTR-8/SVneo
cells treated with RSL3+shikonin in the presence or absence of the indicated inhibitors. Pretreatment with Fer-1 or chloroquine was undertaken for 4 h. Corresponding
quantitative histograms are shown on the right. **P<0.01 versus control group; #P<0.05, ##P<0.01, ###P<0.001 versus RSL3+shikonin group.
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Figure 6 Supplementation with Nrf2 alleviated sensitization of shikonin to ferroptosis. Cells were treated with t-BHQ for 6 h before treatment with RSL3 (0.1 μM) +
shikonin (0.6 μM). (A) Representative immunofluorescence images show Nrf2 transferred from the cytoplasm to the nucleus after treatment with RSL3 alone or in
combination with shikonin. (B) Cell viability. (C) Representative images of mitochondrial morphology and cellular ROS level. HTR-8/SVneo cells were treated with RSL3
+shikonin for 24 h after pretreatment with t-BHQ for 6 h. Scale bar = 20 μm. Corresponding quantitative histograms are shown as (D). *P<0.05, versus control group;
#P<0.05 versus RSL3+shikonin group. (E) Western blotting detected Nrf2 expression and downstream protein expression in HTR-8/SVneo cells. *P<0.05, **P<0.01,
***P<0.001 versus RSL3+shikonin group.
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NQO1, whereas the Nrf2 inducer increased expression of NQO1, SLC7A11 and GPx4. These data implied that the
promoting effect of shikonin on lipid peroxidation was caused mainly by inhibition of Nrf2 expression.

We further verified the connection between Nrf2 and TP. Higher expression of Nrf2 protein was observed in the Nor (control
(pregnancy)) group compared with that in the TP group (Supplementary Figure S2A). IHC (Supplementary Figure S2B) and IF
(Supplementary Figure S2C) images demonstrated that the brown granules and mean fluorescence intensity of Nrf2 were
significantly stronger in the Nor group, and were distributed mainly in cytoplasm. Nrf2 plays an important role in the
maintenance of cellular redox by regulating detoxification, antioxidants and NADPH-regeneration enzymes. Low expression
ofNrf2 failed to regulate the imbalance of oxidative stress induced by a pathologic pregnancy, which could be an important factor
in the occurrence and progression of TP.

Discussion
Early embryonic development requires a hypoxic environment. However, the hypoxic environment is more obvious in
TP because the fallopian tubes fail to build a complete decidua. Oxidative stress has been implicated in TP pathogenesis,
and ferroptosis is driven by lipid peroxidation, a consequence of cellular metabolism and imbalanced redox homeostasis.
There is insufficient evidence to suggest that ferroptosis occurs in TP.

The manner in which cystine is introduced into GSH-GPx4 was the first pathway of ferroptosis to be discovered.24

SLC7A11 is a key component of the Xc− system, which mediates uptake of extracellular cystine in exchange for
intracellular glutamate, and then cystine is converted rapidly to cysteine as the raw material for intracellular GSH
synthesis.25 GSH detoxifies lipid hydroperoxides to lipid alcohols through the enzyme activity of GPx to limit the spread
of lipid peroxidation in the membrane. If GPx4 is dysfunctional, then phospholipid hydroperoxides can trigger a catalytic
reaction in the presence of excess iron, resulting in ferroptosis. GSH, GPx and MDA are important indices to evaluate the
degree of lipid peroxidation, so they can help determine if ferroptosis occurs in TP. In the present study, reduced GSH
content and GPx activity and increased MDA level in TP indicated changes in the balance of the oxidant–antioxidant
system, which impaired mitochondrial activity and ciliary motility in the tubal epithelium.3

Iron in the blood circulation is composed mainly of ferric ions (Fe3+). It is transported into cells through TfR1 and
endocytosis to form endosomes.26 Western blotting and IHC revealed that TfR1 (the principal protein responsible for the
cellular uptake of iron) expression was increased significantly in TP. Similarly, staining (Prussian Blue) showed
deposition of iron particles to be more obvious in the TP group. These data implied that the iron element required for
lipid peroxidation was abundant in TP and iron overload might be one of the risk factors of TP Previous study revealed
that excessive iron intake or high iron status might be related to reproductive diseases, such as endometriosis and
preeclampsia.27 Hence, attention should be paid to the fine regulation of iron level during pregnancy.

Screening of human haploid cells has revealed that ACSL4 fuels ferroptosis because it preferentially activates long
PUFAs for phospholipid biosynthesis.28 Subsequently, ACSL4 was considered to be a hallmark of ferroptosis sensitivity
because it “shapes” the lipid composition in cells.28–30 We discovered that ACSL4 expression was increased in TP
patients and promoted PUFA synthesis. This research revealed, for the first time, that a hypoxic microenvironment,
abundant iron element, and PUFA-LA substrates contribute together to aid ferroptosis in TP.

The main pathology of TP lies in the proliferation and invasion of extra-villous trophoblasts, which can lead to local
hemorrhage and rupture.31 Accordingly, inhibition of the invasion and migration of trophoblasts has been explored as
a drug treatment for TP. Studies have shown that erastin exposure attenuates the proliferation and migration abilities of
endothelial cells.32 The migration and invasion ability of clear cell renal cell carcinoma cells can be inhibited by
Kruppel-like factor 2-mediated GPx4 transcription through regulation of ferroptosis.33 Herein, ferroptosis of HTR-8/
SVneo cells could be induced under application of RSL3 or erastin, and they were more sensitive to RSL3 stimulation.
This study discovered that RSL3 inhibited proliferation, invasion and migration of HTR-8/SVneo, which helped to
determine that targeting ferroptosis in trophoblasts could be a promising treatment of TP. Besides, on the one hand,
shikonin could further inhibit cell proliferation induced by RSL3 to help to eliminate the TP tissue; on the other hand,
shikonin could inhibit cell invasion and migration abilities induced by RSL3 to prevent rupture and bleeding in the TP
tissue. These data made us aware of the potential of shikonin as a treatment for TP. At present, methotrexate (MTX) is
a prevalent drug to treat TP via inhibiting DNA synthesis in actively dividing trophoblasts,31 but MTX is also

https://doi.org/10.2147/DDDT.S364441

DovePress

Drug Design, Development and Therapy 2022:162096

Lai et al Dovepress

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com/get_supplementary_file.php?f=364441.docx
https://www.dovepress.com/get_supplementary_file.php?f=364441.docx
https://www.dovepress.com/get_supplementary_file.php?f=364441.docx
https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


a chemotherapeutic agent that can have adverse consequences, including gastrointestinal symptoms, hepatic enzyme
abnormalities and bone marrow suppression.34 Natural products have the characteristics of high chemical diversity and
biochemical specificity. As a natural product, shikonin is an attractive clinical candidate compound in the quest for new
TP treatments. Compared to MTX, shikonin comes from a wider range of sources, and displays favorable absorption,
distribution, metabolism, excretion, and toxicity characteristics.35

In view of the ROS-promoting properties of shikonin and its ability to inhibit invasion and migration, it was necessary
to further explore whether shikonin enhanced ferroptosis in HTR-8/SVneo cells. First, this research demonstrated that
shikonin reduced GPx activity and GSH content, increased the MDA level and promoted production of ROS. These data
are consistent with studies showing that shikonin triggers GSH depletion and further induces accumulation of ROS.36,37

Besides, shikonin inhibited the expression of GPx4 and SLC7A11 and increased the expression of ACSL4, but had no
effect on TfR1 expression. Hence, we believe that shikonin mainly affects GSH synthesis and enhances intracellular ROS
accumulation, thereby amplifying lipid peroxidation and promoting the sensitivity to iron-based death, rather than
affecting iron intake. Furthermore, we previously demonstrated that shikonin stimulated autophagy.21 Autophagy has
been reported to promote ferroptosis by degrading ferritin, thereby increasing cellular labile-iron content.38 However,
these results indicated that shikonin sensitized ferroptosis in an autophagy-independent manner.

Considering that shikonin had no effect on iron transporters and was not dependent upon autophagy, this study explored the
mechanism by which shikonin promotes sensitivity to iron-based death from the perspective of lipid ROS. As a quinone-
containing natural product, shikonin has been reported to increase ROS generation and inhibit nuclear Nrf2 expression in
glioma cells.16 As a stress-inducible transcription factor, Nrf2 is a “master regulator” of the antioxidant response, and has been
reported to regulate the activity of several ferroptosis-related proteins: SLC7A11, GPx4 and FTH1.15 Furthermore, Nrf2
expression has been correlated directly with ferroptosis sensitivity. Increased expression of Nrf2 prevents ferroptosis,39

whereas inhibition of the Nrf2-ARE pathway increases the sensitivity of cancer cells to pro-ferroptotic agents.40 Herein,
RSL3, shikonin and their combination inhibited nuclear accumulation of Nrf2, and reduced protein expression of the Nrf2-
cascade genes NQO1, SLC7A11 and GPx4, which suggested that RSL3 alone or in combination with shikonin inhibited Nrf2
signaling to accelerate oxidative stress. Hence, the ROS generated by shikonin inhibited nuclear translocation of Nrf2, which
further inhibited the antioxidant ability of Nrf2 and, finally, magnified ferroptosis.

The greater staining intensity of MitoTracker Green in the shikonin + RSL3 group suggested that mitochondrial
dysfunction could lead to oxidative phosphorylation in mitochondria. Therefore, the results suggest that the excessive
production of ROS caused by cotreatment of shikonin with RSL3 may be due (at least in part) to the destruction of
mitochondrial structure, except for lipid oxidation by Fe2+. Furthermore, the activation of Nrf2 rescued cellular ROS and
ROS produced by mitochondrial damage under shikonin + RSL3 exposure. Subsequent verification of significant
expression of Nrf2 protein in the VT of TP patients also implied the clinical potential of shikonin through regulation
of Nrf2 expression to promote ferroptosis in TP treatment.

The availability of fallopian tubes from healthy pregnant women and women suffering from TP for comparison is
limited due to ethical reasons. Also, an animal model of TP is lacking. Hence, these investigations were performed on VT
and HTR-8/SVneo cells.

Conclusion
This research firstly revealed that (i) ferroptosis may be an underlying mechanism affecting the occurrence and
development of TP; (ii) shikonin sensitized cells to ferroptosis through a Nrf2 signaling cascade. This study could
provide a new perspective for the clinical drug development of TP.
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