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ABSTRACT: Detection of circulating tumor cells (CTCs) could be widely
used for early diagnosis and real-time monitoring of tumor progression in ﬁ
liquid biopsy samples. Compared with normal cells, tumor cells exhibit et ‘g&»
relatively strong negative surface charges due to the high rate of glycolysis. - 1 [oerors ar o
In this study, a cationic fluorescence “turn-on” aggregation-induced o o
emission (AIE) nanoprobe based on gold nanorods (GNRs) was designed : .
and tested to detect tumor cells specifically. In brief, tetraphenylethene 5
(TPE), an AIE dye, was conjugated to the cationic polymer
polyethylenimine (PEI) yielding TPEL. TPEI-PEG-SH was obtained by e TNW”‘ “

further functionalizing TPEI with a thiol group. TPEI-PEG-SH was grafted '

to the surface of GNRs, yielding the cationic AIE nanoprobe, named as — C— .
GNRs-PEG-TPEIL The nanoprobe was characterized to have a uniform Lacer
particle size of 172 nm, a strong positive surface charge (+54.87 mV), and a

surface modification load of ~40%. The in vitro stability of GNRs-PEG-

TPEI was verified. The cellular imaging results demonstrated that the nanoprobe could efliciently recognize several types of tumor
cells including MCF-7, HepG2, and Caco-2 while exhibiting specific fluorescence signals only after interacting with tumor cells and
minimal background interference. In addition, the study investigated the toxicity of the nanoprobe to the captured cells and proved
the safety of the nanoprobe. In conclusion, a specific and efficient nanoprobe was developed for capture and detection of different
types of tumor cells based on their unique metabolic characteristics. It holds great promise for achieving early diagnosis and
monitoring the tumor progression by detecting the CTCs in clinical liquid biopsy samples.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Cancer is one of the leading causes of death worldwide,
affecting millions of people each year." The survival rates of
cancer are closely related to the stage of the diseases being
diagnosed. The lack of early detection strategies is responsible

the heterogeneity of CTCs from the same origins, especially
for early-stage tumor screening, when the types and
immunological characteristics of CTCs are uncertain and
could not be predicted."” It would be beneficial and crucial to
establish a universal CTC detection method for most tumors.

for the high death rates of cancer.” > More than 90% of cancer
deaths are caused by late-stage metastasis.’ At present, most of
the conventional tumor diagnosis methods have poor time-
liness, failing to indicate the early-stage tumors.*”® Circulating
tumor cells (CTCs) are tumor cells being released into the
blood circulation or elsewhere as a result of spontaneous
departure or metastasis from the original tumor sites.”” CTCs
could be early-stage and real-time biomarkers for the analysis
of the biological characteristics of the tumor in liquid biopsy
samples.”®” However, CTCs in peripheral blood, a common
type of liquid biopsy, are too rare to be detected directly by
routine analytical techniques.'’ It is essential to capture the
CTCs from liquid biopsy samples before they are subjected to
detailed detection. CTC capture methods could be divided
into two categories: methods based on cellular immunological
characteristics and methods based on physical characteristics of
tumor cells.'"' Methods based on cellular immunological
characteristics may provide false negative information due to
the various surface characteristics of different types of CTCs or
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The enrichment method based on physical properties is mainly
based on the physical properties of CTCs, such as the volume
size, density, electrophoretic properties, cell rigidity, etc.">"*
For example, the widely used microporous filtration method is
used to capture CTCs based on the characteristics that the
volume of CTCs is larger than blood cells and they do not
easily deform.'* In addition, there are density gradient
centrifugation based on CTC density, dielectric electrophoresis
(DEP) based on the CTC charge, etc.'” These methods are
simple because they generally do not require preprocessing of
the patient’s blood and do not rely on specific antigens. In

Received: March 16, 2022
Accepted: May 6, 2022
Published: May 17, 2022

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494
ACS Omega 2022, 7, 18073—-18084


https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Xiaohan+Kong"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Yangwen+Sun"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Qian+Zhang"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Siju+Li"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Yizhen+Jia"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Rui+Li"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Yang+Liu"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Zhiyong+Xie"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1021/acsomega.2c01494&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?goto=articleMetrics&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?goto=recommendations&?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?goto=supporting-info&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?fig=abs1&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/acsodf/7/21?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/acsodf/7/21?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/acsodf/7/21?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/acsodf/7/21?ref=pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsomega.2c01494?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as
https://http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf?ref=pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://acsopenscience.org/open-access/licensing-options/

ACS Omega

http://pubs.acs.org/journal/acsodf

Scheme 1. Schematic Diagram of a Positively Charged Fluorescence “Turn-On” Nanoprobe with GNRs as the Carrier, TPE as
the Fluorescence Donor, and PEI as the Targeting Moieties for Recognizing Tumor Cells Based on Cellular Metabolic
Properties, Providing Specific Fluorescence Signals after Binding with Tumor Cells
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addition, the isolated cells can maintain integrated cell activity
for downstream analysis. Because the physical properties of
CTCs from different tumor sources and those with an
epithelial—mesenchymal transition (EMT) remain relatively
uniform, a physical property-based strateégy has shown good
performance in capturing these cells.'” It is still worth
mentioning that these methods inevitably have defects with
poor specificity, such as the omission of smaller CTCs when
enriching according to the size of CTCs can lead to deflection
results from partially obtained CTCs.'*"” Given the current
status of CTC analysis in liquid biopsy, improved approaches
for capture and detection of CTCs specifically and efficiently
are still worth exploring.

Studies have found that cancer cells metabolize energy
differently from normal cells."*™*° By comparing the energy
metabolism patterns, the glucose uptake and lactate secretion
were found to be up to 30 times higher in tumor cells than
those in normal cells, a phenomenon known as the Warburg
effect."®*° Previous studies have shown that when a large
quantity of lactate salts produced through aerobic glycolysis of
tumor cells were transported out of the cells, they would take
away cations such as HY, K, and Na* on the cell surface,
resulting in an imbalance of the cell surface charge and thus
forming a much more negative charge network on the
membrane of tumor cells.”'~>* In comparison, normal cells
only produce a small amount of lactate salts during aerobic
respiration.”> Therefore, the strong surface negative charge
network of tumor cells could serve as a broad spectrum
covering most tumor cell types and eflicient capture features.
As a result, positively charged probes could specifically bind to
tumor cells with relatively stronger electrostatic interactions.
Researchers have studied the cell surface charge by observing
the number of cells combined with different electrical
nanomagnetic beads.”® It was found that 22 different types
of tumor cells, including common cervical cancer cells (HeLa
cells), breast cancer cells (MCF-7 cells), prostate cancer cells
(PC-3 cells), and ovarian adenocarcinoma cells (SKOV3 cells),

had a stronger negative charge on the surface compared with
normal cells.”* Therefore, CTC detection characterized by
metabolic abnormality could be a broad-spectrum target for
most tumor cell types in the application of early-stage tumor
screening. Design and development of metabolically targeted
cationic probes are urgent needs for verifying the above
findings and providing promising tools for CTC detection.
Nanotechnology is an ideal strategy for cell capture and
detection and is widely used in the detection of biological
samples with high sensitivity and specificity.”” "> Nanomateri-
als have a relatively large surface area, enabling efficient
interactions with the target for separation. Among various
nanoplatforms, gold nanoparticles are easy to synthesize with
extraordinary surface reactivity and biocompatibility, especially
their excellent optical properties, which are perfect for the
detection of biological samples.””*" The synthesis technology
of gold nanoparticles is mature, and the size and shape of the
product can be precisely controlled by adjusting the amount of
the reaction reagent, yielding gold nanospheres, gold nanorods
(GNRs),” gold nanoclusters, or gold nanocages.”® Especially
for gold nanorods, the anisotropic gold nanorods possess
stronger local surface plasmon resonance (LSPR) properties.**
The LSPR peak in the near-infrared region of GNRs has a
unique role in background reduction during the detection and
analysis of biological samples due to the optical absorption of
the organism’s spontaneous fluorescence in the range of 650—
900 nm. In addition, the LSPR property can also significantly
enhance the Raman signal of molecules adsorbed on the
surface of GNRs,” known as surface-enhanced Raman
scattering (SERS), providing more options for subsequent
detection after capture. It should be noted that a bilayer of
cationic surfactants would be readily formed on the surface of
GNRs during classic preparation, which is a main source of
cytotoxicity.”* >’ To reduce this cytotoxicity without affecting
stability, GNRs are often modified with modifiers including
polymers, polyelectrolytes, silica shells, and polysaccharides.
Polyethylene glycol (PEG) is a polymer with excellent water
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Figure 1. Synthesis and characterization of TPEI-PEG-SH. (a) Synthetic route for TPEL (b) Synthetic route for TPEI-PEG-SH. (c) 'H NMR
spectra of TPE-CHO, PEI, and TPEIL (d) FT-IR spectra of TPE-CHO, PEI, TPEI, CHO-PEG-SH, TPEI-PEG-SH, and GNRs-PEG-TPEL

solubility and biocompatibility.*”*' As the thiol group (—SH)
can form a stable Au—S bond with gold (Au), PEG can be
effectively grafted to the surface of GNRs by terminal —SH
modification.**

Fluorescence imaging has been widely used in biological
imaging due to its advantages of high spatial resolution, good
biocompatibility, low cost, and easy availability.** However, the
traditional fluorescence molecules tend to aggregate in high
concentrations of aqueous solution, leading to the fluorescence
quenching due to z—n stacking, which is called the
aggregation-induced quenching (ACQ) effect.** Due to the
ACQ phenomenon, traditional fluorescence dyes need to be
applied in the form of low-concentration aqueous solution in
biological detection systems, resulting in a relatively low
fluorescence signal-to-noise ratio, poor photostability, low
detection sensitivity, and poor stability.45 With the discovery of
the aggregation-induced emission (AIE) effect, AIE fluorescent
molecules (named as AlEgens) present a new mode to
complement the deficiency of ACQ.**™** Tetraphenylethene
(TPE) is a classic ATEgen.*” TPE is almost nonfluorescent in a
free molecular state at a low-concentration solution. When it

18075

accumulates at a high-concentration solution or in a poor
solvent, it would exhibit bright fluorescence.

To take advantage of GNRs and AlEgens for CTC
detection, polyethylene imine (PEI), a cationic polymer,
which can achieve specific targeted binding of the negative
charge on the tumor cell surface as well as improve the water
solubility of TPE, has been serving as a bridge for GNRs and
AlEgens. On this basis, we have designed a positively charged,
fluorescence “turn-on” nanoprobe with gold nanorods (GNRs)
as the carrier, polyethylene imine (PEI) as the targeting
moieties for recognizing tumor cells based on cellular
metabolic properties, and the classical aggregation-induced
emission (AIE) molecule tetraphenylethene (TPE) as the
fluorescence “turn-on” indicator providing specific fluorescence
signals after binding with tumor cells (Scheme 1). The
positively charged polymer TPEI with an AIE effect was
prepared by the Schiff base reaction between TPE and PEL
TPEI was further functionalized with a thiol group (—SH)
through a bifunctional linker, yielding TPEI-PEG-SH. GNRs-
PEG-TPEI was finally obtained by grafting TPEI-PEG-SH to
the surface of GNRs via the ligand replacement principle.
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In this study, the chemical characteristics and stability of
GNRs-PEG-TPEI were investigated by multiple measurements
including '"H NMR (nuclear magnetic resonance), Fourier
transform infrared (FT-IR) spectroscopy, and TEM (trans-
mission electron microscopy). By the fluorescence imaging
performance of GNRs-PEG-TPEI, the tumor-cell-targeted
imaging specificity and sensitivity of the nanoprobe were
evaluated. Finally, to investigate the cytotoxicity of GNRs-
PEG-TPEI after tumor cell capture, cell membrane integrity,
cell oxidative stress, and proto-oncogene expression were
measured in this study.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

2.1. Characterization of TPEI-PEG-SH. To verify the
successful synthesis of TPEI (TPE-PEI conjugates) through
the TPE-CHO and PEI reaction (Figure 1a), the reactants and
products were characterized by '"H NMR (400 MHz) (Figure
1c). The H peak of the aldehyde group (—CHO) in the low-
field region of the product disappeared with a new peak
appearing at 6 8.21, which was presumed to be H around the
newly formed imine bond. At the same time, the chemical shift
of H from the TPE-CHO benzene ring in the new product
moved to the high field, located at § 7.47 (d, 2H), 7.11-6.97
(m, 11H), 6.95—6.91 (m, 6H). The above results showed that
TPE-CHO reacted with PEI through the Schiff base reaction.
Small molecular TPE was successfully modified on a
macromolecular PEI chain, obtaining the target product TPEL

Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy (FT-IR) was used
to characterize the reaction product of TPEI and TPEI-PEG-
SH (Figure 1d). The —CHO signal peak of TPE-CHO
(1695.43 cm™') disappeared in the spectrum of TPEI,
indicating that TPE-CHO was successfully conjugated to
PEI, which was consistent with 'H NMR results. The
characteristic peaks from TPEI and CHO-PEG-SH can be
seen in the spectra of TPEI-PEG-SH, which proved the
successful synthesis of TPEI-PEG-SH (Figure 1b).

2.2. Characterization of GNRs-PEG-TPEl. The LSPR
peaks of GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and GNRs-PEG-TPEI were
characterized by UV—vis absorption spectra (Figure 2a). The
transverse LSPR peak of GNRs was at 520 nm, while the
longitudinal LSPR peak was at 730 nm. The UV—vis spectra of
the product (GNRs-PEG-TPEI) did not change before and
after CHO-PEG-SH or TPEI-PEG-SH modification. Com-
pared with unmodified GNRs, the longitudinal LSPR peak
positions of modified GNRs-PEG and GNRs-PEG-TPEI
showed redshifts of 14 and 16 nm, respectively. This change
was caused by the coupling groups on the surface of GNRs,
indicating the successful modification of CHO-PEG-SH and
TPEI-PEG-SH on the surface of GNRs.

The DLS particle size of the samples was measured by a
Brookhaven Zetasizer (Figure 2b). The results showed that the
average particle size of GNRs was 54.32 nm with a PDI of
0.188. The average particle size of GNRs-PEG was 126.21 nm
(PDI = 0.140). For GNRs-PEG-TPE], the average particle size
was 171.87 nm (PDI = 0.268). The particle size results of DLS
showed that the particle size increased as the molecular
weights of the modified polymers on the surface of GNRs
increased.

Zeta potential results showed that unmodified GNRs
showed a strong positive charge (+42.42 mV) (Figure 2c).
Unmodified GNRs are not suitable for living biological
samples, such as cell testing, because of the cytotoxicity of
CTAB.*® The thiol group of PEG-SH could bind to GNR
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Figure 2. Characterization of GNRs-PEG-TPEL (a) UV-—vis
absorption spectra of GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and GNRs-PEG-TPEL
(b) Particle sizes of GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and GNRs-PEG-TPEL (c)
Zeta potentials of GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and GNRs-PEG-TPEL (d)
Thermogravimetric curve of GNRs-PEG-TPEL (e) Morphologies of
GNRs-PEG-TPEI via TEM. Scale bar for the left image = 20 nm.
Scale bar for the right image = 50 nm.

surface sites more stably in the form of the Au—S covalent
bond while replacing CTAB. The surface charge of GNRs-PEG
(+6.39 mV) was significantly weakened compared with that of
GNRs due to the addition of PEG. As PEI is a positively
charged polymer, the surface charge of GNRs-PEG-TPEI after
TPEI-PEG-SH modification increased again, reaching +54.87
mV.

TGA analysis was used to test the actual load efficiency and
thermal stability of TPEI-PEG-SH on GNR carriers (Figure
2d). According to the thermogravimetric curve, GNRs-PEG-
TPEI experienced an obvious weight loss process when the
temperature increased to 250 °C as TPEI-PEG-SH is an
organic material and decomposes at high temperatures. By
calculating the amount of weight loss, it could be estimated
that the actual load of TPEI-PEG-SH on the surface of GNRs
was about 40%.

To characterize the morphology of GNRs-PEG-TPEI, TEM
imaging was carried out. As shown in Figure 2e, the nanoprobe
GNRs-PEG-TPEI was in a regular rod shape, uniform, and
well-dispersed with no agglomeration in the solution. The
particle size of GNRs-PEG-TPEI was measured to be 65 nm in
length and 18 nm in width, with an aspect ratio of 3.44:0.14
from TEM images.

2.3. Tumor Cell Targeting of GNRs-PEG-TPEI. The
lactate secretion of tumor cells MCF-7, HepG2, and Caco-2
and normal cells NCM460 under normal culture conditions
was initially investigated. The results showed that the lactate
secretion of the three tumor cells was significantly higher than
that of normal cells over a period of 24 h. Therefore, these four
cells can be used as cell models to explore the targeting ability
of GNRs-PEG-TPEI in subsequent experiments (Figure 3a).
To obtain a tumor cell model with inhibition of lactate
secretion, the effects of 3-bromopyruvic acid (3-BP), a direct
inhibitor of glycolysis, and dichloroacetic acid (DCA), an
indirect inhibitor, were investigated. 3-BP could inhibit the
lactate secretion of tumor cells at a concentration of 50 M.
When the concentration reached 200 uM, the lactate secretion
of tumor cells decreased to 10—40% (Figure 3b), while DCA
showed strong lactate secretion inhibition from 10 to 40 mM
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Figure 3. Mechanism of targeting abilities. (a) LA secretion of cells
under normal culture conditions (***p < 0.001). (b) Effects of
glycolysis inhibitors 3-BP on LA secretion. (c) Effects of glycolysis
inhibitors DCA on LA secretion. (d) Fluorescence images of MCF-7
and GNRs-PEG-TPEI incubated for different times (red: Nuclear Red
LCS1 dyes the nucleus, green: DiO dyes the membrane, and blue:
GNRs-PEG-TPEI dyes the negatively charged cell membrane). (e)
Fluorescence images of GNRs-PEG-TPEI applied to HepG2, Caco-2,
MCEF-7, and NCM460 (red: Nuclear Red LCS1 dyes the nucleus,
green: DiO dyes the membrane, and blue: GNRs-PEG-TPEI dyes the
negatively charged cell membrane). (f) Fluorescence images of
GNRs-PEG-TPEI applied to coculture of Caco-2 and NCM460
(orange-red: Dil dyes the membrane of NCM460, green: DiO dyes
the membrane of Caco-2, and blue: GNRs-PEG-TPEI dyes the
negatively charged cell membrane). (g) Effect of DCA on cell
fluorescence imaging (red: Nuclear Red LCSI dyes the nucleus,
green: DiO dyes the membrane, and blue: GNRs-PEG-TPEI dyes the
negatively charged cell membrane). Images were collected using a
Plan-apochromat 63X/1.4 oil immersion objective by sequential
scanning, with excitation at 405 and 488 nm. Emission was collected
by photomultiplier tubes in the ranges of 423—492 and 590—700 nm,
respectively.

(Figure 3c). In conclusion, the inhibitory concentration of the
indirect inhibitor DCA was 200 times larger than that of 3-BP,
indicating that 3-BP had stronger inhibitory activity. However,
the inhibitory performance of DCA among the three tumor
cells was more stable, while the inhibitory effect of 3-BP was
greatly different among different cells. Therefore, in sub-
sequent experiments, DCA with a concentration of 30 mM was
selected to obtain tumor cell models with decreased lactate
secretion.

Figure 3d shows the confocal imaging results of MCF-7 cells
incubated with GNRs-PEG-TPEI, in which the red signal

indicates the cell nucleus, the green signal indicates the cell
membrane, and the blue signal represents GNRs-PEG-TPEL
The blue signal and the green signal were colocalized,
indicating that GNRs-PEG-TPEI was mainly trapped on the
cell membrane after S min of incubation with tumor cells.
When cells were observed after 20 min of incubation, the
nanoprobe signal was still colocalized with cell membrane
staining, indicating that endocytosis of GNRs-PEG-TPEI did
not occur during this period. Based on the above results, it was
clear that (1) the metabolically based negative-charge-targeted
nanoprobe could achieve instant tumor cell imaging. The
specific fluorescence signal appeared in as short as 5 min once
the nanoprobe bonded to the tumor cell membrane through
the electrostatic interaction. Compared with conventional
antigen—antibody recognition, which may take several hours,
the nanoprobe designed in this study could be used for rapid
tumor cell detection; (2) GNRs-PEG-TPEI did not go through
rapid endocytosis within at least 20 min, which was beneficial
to maintaining cell activity and stability of genetic information
while reducing the interference to downstream biological
analysis after tumor cell capture by the nanoprobe; (3) bright
fluorescence was detected after GNRs-PEG-TPEI binding to
the MCF-7 cell membrane. Meanwhile, free GNRs-PEG-TPEI
only exhibited a minimal background signal, indicating that
GNRs-PEG-TPEI was a fluorescence “turn-on” probe by
taking advantage of the AIE effect. It provided a more
convenient detection process omitting the removal of free
probes, thus reducing the positive cell loss during washing and
the risk of false negative results.

Fluorescence imaging results of GNRs-PEG-TPEI incuba-
tion with tumor cells or normal cells showed that the cell
membranes showed a bright fluorescence signal when GNRs-
PEG-TPEI was bound to MCF-7, HepG2, and Caco-2,
indicating the robustness of the nanoprobe to recognize a
variety of tumor cells. However, under the same operation
process and shooting parameters, only a weak fluorescence
signal was detected on the cell membrane of normal cells
NCM460, indicating that the nanoprobe could target tumor
cells exhibiting a strong fluorescence signal and could rarely
bind to normal cells with only minimal background noise
(Figure 3e).

For further evaluating the targeting specificity of GNRs-
PEG-TPEI between tumor cells and normal cells, GNRs-PEG-
TPEI was incubated with cocultured Caco-2 and NCM460.
AIE fluorescence was observed on the cell surface. The cell
membrane of NCM460 was labeled with an orange-red Dil
dye, while the Caco-2 cell membrane was labeled with a green
DiO dye. As shown in Figure 3f, the AIE fluorescence signal of
GNRs-PEG-TPEI was colocalized with green fluorescence
(Caco-2 cell membrane). The AIE fluorescence from the
NCM460 cell membrane was significantly weaker than that
from the Caco-2 cell membrane, indicating that much fewer
GNRs-PEG-TPEI nanoprobes aggregated on the surface of the
normal cell membrane. It was reasonable as normal cells
mainly adopted the respiration mode of the tricarboxylic acid
cycle, which did not produce a large amount of lactic acid with
only a weak negative charge on the cell membrane surface.
This result indicated that the nanoprobe could distinguish
tumor cells from normal cells, showing the feasibility for the
application of CTC detection in liquid biopsy samples in the
future.

To test the targeting intensity of the nanoprobe, tumor cells
with different levels of lactic acid secretion, modeled by the use
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Figure 4. Cytotoxicity test. LDH release of cells treated with GNRs-PEG-TPEI at different concentrations: (a) MCF-7, (b) HepG2 (***p < 0.001
for 0 pg/mL vs 100 ug/mL), and (c) Caco-2. Cell viabilities of GNRs-PEG-TPEI at different concentrations: (d) MCF-7, (e) HepG2 (*p < 0.05
for 0 ug/mL vs 100 ug/mL (3 h) and ***p < 0.001 for 0 pug/mL vs 120 ug/mL (3 h)), (f) Caco-2, and (g) NCM460 (**p < 0.01 for 0 pg/mL vs
120 pug/mL (3 h)). (h) ROS productions of adherent cells captured by GNRs-PEG-TPEI and reculture. (i) ROS productions of suspension cells
captured by GNRs-PEG-TPEI and reculture. (j) Survival conditions of adherent cells captured by GNRs-PEG-TPEI and reculture. (k) Survival
conditions of suspension cells captured by GNRs-PEG-TPEI and reculture (green: LiveDye dyes living cells and red: NucleiDye dyes dead cells).

of the glycolysis inhibitor DCA, were imaged with the
nanoprobe under the same operating process and shooting
parameters. As shown in Figure 3g, the fluorescence intensity
from the tumor cell membrane without DCA treatment was
generally stronger than that of DCA-treated tumor cells,
indicating that the targeting and fluorescence “turn-on”
efficiency of GNRs-PEG-TPEI were positively correlated
with the level of lactate secretion by cells. The nanoprobe
could selectively bind to cells with a higher aerobic glycolysis
level.

2.4. Potential of GNRs-PEG-TPEI Nanoprobes for
Tumor Detection. In addition, a Raman detection system
was tested for exploring the potential of downstream analysis

18078

of tumor cells after GNRs-PEG-TPEI nanoprobe capture.
Basically, GNRs-PEG-TPEI was labeled with the Raman-active
molecule 4-ATP. The SERS signal of single cells was obtained
after nanoprobe incubation. As shown in Figure S1, GNRs-
PEG-TPEI/4-ATP could bind with tumor cells with a stronger
surface negative charge. In addition to AIE-induced “turn-on”
fluorescence, the aggregation of GNRs-PEG-TPEI/4-ATP
resulted in an increase in the concentration of 4-ATP at the
detection sites generating the SERS active sites. The SERS
signal of 4-ATP was significantly enhanced by the electro-
magnetic field enhancement effect. Single tumor cells were
successfully detected by SERS. These results indicated that
GNRs-PEG-TPEI nanoprobe detection was compatible with
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subsequent biological analysis after specific tumor cell capture
such as Raman imaging analysis, which paved the way for
identifying detailed CTC information following nanoprobe
capture for early diagnosis and tumor heterogeneity studies in
the future.

2.5. Cytotoxicity Evaluation of GNRs-PEG-TPEI. Con-
sidering the positive charge on the surface of GNRs-PEG-
TPE], the integrity of the cell membrane may be damaged
when the nanoprobe interacted with cells, leading to cell
apoptosis or necrosis. Once the cell membrane was damaged,
LDH would be released into the medium from cells.”””' LDH
is often used as an indicator to measure the integrity of the cell
membrane. As shown in Figure 4a—c, GNRs-PEG-TPEI rarely
induced cell membrane damage at concentrations of 60—100
pug/mL after 3 h of incubation with cells except that slight
LDH leakage was observed in HepG2 cells with a nanoprobe
concentration of 100 pg/mL, which is 25% higher than the
nanoprobe working concentration. Overall, the results
indicated that the nanoprobe exerted little effect on cell
membrane integrity.

According to the cell viability results shown in Figure 4d—g,
when GNRs-PEG-TPEI was incubated with cells for 3 h within
the range of applied concentrations, the nanoprobe had no
significant cytotoxicity to all four types of cells.

The level of cellular oxidative stress induced by GNRs-PEG-
TPEI could be assessed by measuring intracellular ROS
production.” For the positive control group, the cellular ROS
level would be elevated after the cells were stimulated by the
positive control solution in the ROS fluorescence kit. In Figure
4h,i, the intensity of green fluorescence was positively
correlated with the amount of ROS production. As shown in
Figure 4h, for different tumor cells, the cellular ROS
production of the nanoprobe-captured and recultured cells
showed different trends as the culture time increased. No
significant ROS production was observed in MCF-7 and
HepG2 cells within 6 h after nanoprobe capture and reculture.
Meanwhile, a large amount of ROS production could be seen
in Caco-2 cells at 0 h. In addition, the ROS level continued to
increase from 3 to 6 h after reculture, indicating that Caco-2
cells were more sensitive to GNRs-PEG-TPEI and prone to
cellular oxidative stress during the capture process. As shown
in Figure 4i, the ROS production trends of GNRs-PEG-TPEI-
incubated suspension cells after capture and reculture were
roughly the same as those with adherent cells. ROS production
was not obvious in MCF-7 cells within 6 h. HepG2 cells
produced a small amount of ROS at 3 h, and the ROS level
decreased at 6 h, indicating that HepG2 cells could
spontaneously reduce oxidative stress through a redox balance,
meaning that ROS damage caused to cells by capture might be
recoverable. It should be mentioned that the control group in
which Caco-2 cells were only subjected to repeated
centrifugation without GNRs-PEG-TPEI incubation also
produced a certain amount of ROS, indicating that the cells
were more sensitive to experimental operations and prone to
oxidative stress.

LIVE/DEAD staining results of the cells going through
capture and reculture were observed by fluorescence
microscopy. The green fluorescence signal (Figure 4j) and
the red fluorescence signal (Figure 4k) indicated living cells
and dead cells, respectively. After comparing the ratio of the
green signal to the red signal, it could be concluded that the
number of living cells of both adherent cells and suspended
cells after capture and reculture was significantly more than

that of dead cells. The cell viability was preserved after
nanoprobe capture and reculture processes.

2.6. Genotoxicity Evaluation of GNRs-PEG-TPEI. The
mRNA expression levels of proto-oncogenes in MCEF-7,
HepG2, and Caco-2 after GNRs-PEG-TPEI capture and
reculture were detected by real-time RT-PCR to explore the
genotoxicity of the nanoprobe to cells. The three highly
expressed proto-oncogenes in tumor cells were the ras gene, c-
fos, and c¢-myc among which c¢-myc and N-ras played a
synergistic role in tumor genesis. The mRNA expression of
each cell measured by real-time fluorescence quantitative PCR
is shown in Figure S2. The results showed that compared with
suspension cells, the proto-oncogene mRNA expression levels
of adherent cells were generally significantly changed after
GNRs-PEG-TPEI capture and reculture. Compared with
adherent cells, probes of suspended cells release cells more
completely. The results showed that the probe had little effect
on gene expression as long as the probe was released
completely after capture.

3. CONCLUSIONS

CTC detection holds great promise for early diagnosis of
tumors or monitoring the tumor progression and prognosis
after treatment. It is crucial to capture and detect these cells
precisely since their abundance is pretty low in liquid biopsy
samples. Ideal CTC detection methods should, on the one
hand, recognize tumor cells from other normal cells specifically
and, on the other hand, recognize tumor cells broadly
regardless of their specific types as for early diagnosis since
the types of tumor cells are unknown until they are further
identified. Based on the difference of energy metabolic
pathways, the surface negative charge of tumor cells is much
stronger than that of normal cells because of the excessive
lactic acid production by aerobic glycolysis of tumor cells. As a
result, the cationic polymer PEI was modified to GNRs for
targeting tumor cells in this study. As a detection nanoprobe,
to further improve the sensitivity and reduce the false negative
results, an AIE dye (TPE) was also built into the nanoprobe,
which would start the fluorescence “turn-on” mode when more
nanoprobes aggregated on the surface of tumor cells because of
stronger electrostatic interactions. In this study, we successfully
prepared nanoprobes with a uniform morphology and specific
recognition of tumor cells. The study proved that the
nanoprobe would not produce toxicity to the captured cells,
and more accurate downstream analysis could be carried out,
such as single cell imaging through SERS. Based on the
preliminary results of this study, we will continue to optimize
the probe system in the follow-up to verify the capture ability
of CTCs in liquid samples in clinical practice and explore the
combination of precise downstream analysis methods for
promoting the application to clinical application.

4. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

4.1. Materials and Reagents. Cetyltrimethylammonium
bromide (CTAB, 99%) was purchased from Aladdin
(Shanghai, China). Dichloroacetic acid (DCA, GR, 99%), 4-
aminothiophenol (4-ATP, 97%), 3-bromopyruvic acid (3-BP,
>95%), and doxorubicin (DOX, >98%) were purchased from
Macklin (Shanghai, China). Silver nitrate (AgNO3, >99%) was
purchased from Alfa Aesar (Shanghai, China). Sodium
borohydride (NaBH4, 98%) was purchased from Ino kay
(Beijing, China). 4-(1,2,2-Triphenylvinyl)benzaldehyde (TPE-
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CHO, 97%) was purchased from Alpha (Zhengzhou, China).
Aldehyde—polyethylene glycol—sulthydryl group (CHO-PEG-
SH, My, = 2000 Da, AR) was purchased from Ruixi (Xian,
China). Dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO, AR), isopropanol (AR),
and ethanol (AR) were purchased from Zhiyuan (Tianjin,
China). r-Ascorbic acid (vitamin C, AR), hydrochloric acid
(HCl, GR), and chloroform (AR) were purchased from
Chemical Reagent (Guangzhou, China). Basic DMEM, high-
glucose (4.5 g/L), penicillin—streptomycin (5000 U/mL), fetal
bovine serum (FBS), and trypsin—EDTA (0.25%) were
purchased from Gibco (New York, America). The cell
membrane dye DiO (maximum wavelengths of excitation/
emission of 484/501 nm), Dil (maximum wavelengths of
excitation/emission of 549/565 nm), Nuclear Red LCS1 AAT,
and RNase-free water were purchased from Beyotime
(Shanghai, China). Thiazole bromide blue tetrazolium
(MTT) and lactate dehydrogenase colorimetric assay kits
were purchased from Solarbio (Beijing, China). An v-lactic
acid colorimetric assay kit and a reactive oxygen species
colorimetric assay kit were purchased from Elabscience
(Wuhan, China). A live and dead cell double staining kit
was purchased from Abbkine (America). A TRIzol reagent was
purchased from Life Invitrogen (America). A ReverTra Ace
qPCR RT master mix with a gDNA remover and a SYBRGreen
real-time PCR master mix were purchased from Toyobol
(Shanghai, China). A phosphate buffer system (PBS, pH 7.0—
7.2) was purchased from HyClone (America). All primers
(sequences are shown in Table S1) were synthesized and
purified by Sangon Biotech (Shanghai, China).

4.2. Apparatus. The hydrogen spectrum ('H NMR) was
characterized by a 400 MHz nuclear magnetic resonance
spectrometer (NMR, Avancelll, Bruker, Germany) at room
temperature to confirm the chemical structure. A Fourier
transform infrared spectrometer (FT-IR, IRAffinity-1S, Shi-
madzu, Japan) was used for infrared characterization of the
samples. UV—vis spectra were measured on a UV-—vis
spectrometer (UV-2600, Shimadzu, Japan). The particle size
and the zeta potential were measured at 25 °C on a
Brookhaven Zetasizer NanoZS instrument (90Plus PALS,
America). The morphology of the materials was observed with
a transmission electron microscope (TEM, JEM2100, JEOL,
Japan). Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) results by a
simultaneous thermal analyzer (STA, 409PC, Netzsch,
Germany) were used to analyze the surface modification
load of the nanoprobe. Confocal laser microscopy images were
captured by a confocal laser scanning microscope (CLSM,
LSM880, Zeiss, Germany). A laser confocal Raman spec-
trometer (Renishaw inVia, Renishaw, England) was used to
detect the SERS spectra of samples. An MTT assay was
performed with a multimode reader (Epoch2, BioTek,
America). In order to explore the gene toxicity of GNRs-
PEG-TPEI to cells, the mRNA expression of each cell was
measured in real time by real-time quantitative PCR
(QuantStudio 3, ABI, America).

4.3. Cell Lines and Culture Conditions. Cell lines used
in this study were obtained from the Chinese Academy of
Sciences Cell Bank (Shanghai, China). MCF-7 cells (human
breast cancer cells), HepG2 cells (human hepatocellular cancer
cells), Caco-2 (human colorectal cancer cells), and NCM460
(human colonic epithelial cells) were cultured in complete
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM (4.5 g/L))
supplemented with 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and 1%
penicillin—streptomycin. All the cells were maintained under a

humidified atmosphere containing 5% CO, at 37 °C.
Depending on the purpose of the experiment, the cells were
seeded on 6-well plates, 24-well plates, 96-well plates, confocal
dishes, or 25 cm? flasks. All sterile plastics were sourced from
Corning (New York, America).

4.4. Synthesis of TPEI-PEG-SH. TPEI-PEG-SH was
synthesized through two steps of the Schiff base reaction
between the aldehyde group (—CHO) and the amine grou
(—NH,), according to the method described previously.”
Briefly, TPE-CHO (20 mg) and PEI (240 mg) were mixed in S
mL of DMSO and stirred for 24 h at room temperature to
obtain the conjugates (TPE-PEI) named as TPEL The mixture
was dialyzed (dialysis membrane molecular weight cutoff
(MWCO) of 2 kDa) against deionized water for 24 h to
remove DMSO. Then, the lyophilized TPEI (32 mg) and
CHO-PEG-SH (32 mg) were dissolved in S mL of deionized
water and stirred for 24 h at room temperature. The solution
of TPEI-PEG-SH was finally lyophilized to get dried products.

The chemical structure of TPEI was confirmed with a 400
MHz NMR spectrometer, using tetramethylsilane as an
internal standard. Fourier transform infrared (FT-IR) spec-
troscopy measurements were recorded to confirm the
successful synthesis of TPEI-PEG-SH.

4.5. Preparation of GNRs-PEG-TPEI. CTAB-coated
GNRs (GNR-CTAB) were synthesized by a seed-mediated
growth method, with minor revisions.***’ Briefly, 0.1 mL of 20
mM HAuCl, was mixed with 8 mL of 0.1 M CTAB solution.
Then, 0.48 mL of fresh ice-cold 0.01 M NaBH, was added
under vigorous oscillation. The oscillation was stopped after 2
min. After 2 h of standing at room temperature, the brown-
yellow solution was further used as the seed solution. The
growth solution was prepared by mixing 1 mL of 20 mM
HAuCl,, 40 mL of 0.1 M CTAB, 400 uL of 10 mM AgNO;,
220 uL of 0.1 MAA, and 160 uL of 1 M HCI solution together.
Then, 48 uL of seed solution was added to the growth
solution. The mixture was homogenized by shaking gently for
30 s and left undisturbed overnight to obtain GNRs.

For further surface modification, the as-prepared solution of
GNRs (40 mL) was centrifuged twice at 12,000 rpm for 15
min to remove excess CTAB. The purified GNRs were
redispersed in 40 mL of deionized water. Then, 5 mL of TPEI-
PEG-SH (12.8 mg/mL) water solution was added slowly into
40 mL of the purified GNRs in deionized water and stirred for
16 h at room temperature. The mixed solution was continued
to be dialyzed with deionized water for 24 h (dialysis
membrane MWCO of 8—14 kDa). CTAB was gradually
separated from the reaction system, which prompted more
TPEI-PEG-SH to bind to the surface of GNRs. Finally, GNRs-
PEG-TPEI was purified by repeated centrifugation and
redispersed in deionized water for further use. GNRs-PEG
was obtained with the same method by using CHO-PEG-SH.
The sizes and zeta potentials of the GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and
GNRs-PEG-TPEI were determined using dynamic light
scattering (DLS). The morphology was studied using trans-
mission electron microscopy (TEM). The UV—vis spectra of
GNRs, GNRs-PEG, and GNRs-PEG-TPEI were measured
from 400 to 900 nm.

4.6. Tumor Cell Targeting Mechanism Based on
Metabolic Abnormality. Since the targeting mechanism of
the positively charged nanoprobe GNRs-PEG-TPEI was based
on the findings that tumor cells actively secreted a large
quantity of lactic acid by aerobic glycolysis, this study first
investigated the lactic acid secretion differences between tumor
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cells and normal cells and the factors that affected lactic acid
secretion. They were crucial to determining the experimental
cell lines and the modeling conditions for inhibiting the
secretion of lactic acid. Second, GNRs-PEG-TPEI was
incubated with normal cultured cell lines and cell lines with
reduced lactate secretion through modeling at room temper-
ature to observe the fluorescence signal of the nanoprobe and
determine whether GNRs-PEG-TPEI exhibited targeting
recognition to tumor cells with high lactate secretion by
measuring the fluorescence intensity.

The lactate secretion ability of the four cell lines mentioned
above was investigated. Since the residual lactic acid in FBS
would affect the results, the complete medium was discarded
when each cell line grew to 80% confluence. Instead, 8 mL of
DMEM high-glucose serum-free culture medium containing
1% penicillin—streptomycin was carefully added. One hundred
microliters of medium was taken at 3, 6, 9, 12, and 24 h, with a
100 uL fresh medium supplement. The cell culture medium
supernatant was collected at 10,000 rpm at 4 °C for 10 min
with a centrifuge and stored at —20 °C for later use. The lactic
acid concentration of the cell supernatant can be measured
with a colorimetric kit of L-lactic acid (LA). To further clarify
the targeting mechanism of the designed gold nanoprobe,
DCA was used to inhibit the secretion of lactic acid. DCA is an
indirect inhibitor of glycolysis, which does not directly inhibit
any enzyme of the glycolysis pathway. Rather, it promotes
oxidation of pyruvate in mitochondria and in turn shunts the
pyruvate away from becoming lactate, thus inhibiting the
conversion of pyruvate to lactate. The cells were grown under
normal culture conditions to 30% confluency. Various
concentrations of DCA were added to cell culture medium
and incubated at 37 °C for 48 h. The binding of GNRs-PEG-
TPEI to cells was observed by laser confocal fluorescence
microscopy.

4.7. Tumor Cell Targeting of GNRs-PEG-TPEIl. To
investigate the ability of targeted binding between nanoprobes
and tumor cells by fluorescence imaging, GNRs-PEG-TPEI in
PBS was applied to the prepared cell samples at working
concentrations making the final concentration of GNRs-PEG-
TPEI 80 ug/mL. Cell nuclei were stained with Nuclear Red
LCS1 (maximum wavelengths of excitation/emission of 622/
645 nm). The cell membrane was stained with either a DiO
dye (maximum wavelengths of excitation/emission of 484/501
nm) or a Dil dye (maximum wavelengths of excitation/
emission of 549/565 nm). Without washing the free
nanoprobes, fluorescence images were directly captured by a
laser confocal microscope to observe the fluorescence signals
of GNRs-PEG-TPEL

4.8. Raman Measurements. As a kind of Raman-active
molecule, 4-aminothiophenol (4-ATP) can label GNRs-PEG-
TPEI and detect SERS signals on the cell surface. First, GNRs-
PEG-TPEI/4-ATP was constructed. One hundred microliters
of 4-ATP solution (10 pmol/L) was added into 10 mL of
GNRs-PEG-TPEI solution (1 mg/mL), mixed evenly, and
stirred for 30 min at room temperature. The products were
processed with double steam water for 24 h (with a molecular
weight of 8000 Da trapped) and continuously stirred. The
water was changed every 6 h until the end of dialysis. The
original solution was centrifuged at 8000 rpm for 5 min. Then,
after the supernatant was discarded, precipitation was
suspended by double distilled water to obtain GNRs-PEG-
TPEI/4-ATP solution. Then, GNRs-PEG-TPEI cell SERS
detection was performed. After digestion with trypsin, the cell

density reached 1 X 10%/mL by resuscitation with PBS. GNRs-
PEG-TPEI/4-ATP solution was added into the cell suspension
to make the concentration of GNRs-PEG-TPEI/4-ATP 80 ug/
mL, and the cells were cultured for S min. The samples to be
tested were dropped on quartz glass slides, and the SERS
spectra of the samples were detected by a confocal micro-
Raman spectrometer. SERS signals of tumor cells MCEF-7,
HepG2, Caco-2 and normal cells NCM460 were collected
under 785 nm excitation light.

4.9. Cytotoxicity of GNRs-PEG-TPEI. For the cytotoxicity
evaluation of the nanoprobes, cells were cultured in a 96-well
plate and incubated with GNRs-PEG-TPEI with different
concentrations at 37 °C for 3, 6, and 12 h. The MTT assay was
utilized to evaluate the cytotoxicity of these materials. In brief,
cells were incubated with culture medium containing 20 uL of
MTT (S mg/mL). After treatment for 4 h, the supernatant was
discarded. Then, 100 uL of DMSO was added to dissolve the
precipitates. The absorbance assay was measured at a
wavelength of 490 nm in a microplate reader. The cell viability
of treated groups was presented as the percentage of the
adjusted absorbance with the untreated control groups.

Lactate dehydrogenase (LDH) release was also used to
evaluate the cytotoxicity of the materials by an LDH release
assay kit. When adherent cells grew to a confluence degree of
80%, GNRs-PEG-TPEI was added into DMEM high-glucose
serum-free medium, and the final concentrations of GNRs-
PEG-TPEI were 60, 80, and 100 p1g/mL. After incubation for 3
h, the cell culture medium supernatant was collected at 10,000
rpm at 4 °C for 10 min with a centrifuge. Ten microliters of
the sample was taken and placed in a 96-well plate. The lactate
dehydrogenase concentration of the cell supernatant can be
measured with a colorimetric kit of LDH.

AAqo (drug)

———— X 100%
AA,, (control)

relative LDH release =

where

AA,q, (drug) = A,q (drug) — A, (blank)

AA,q, (control) = Ay, (control) — A, (blank)

4.10. Cell Viability after Nanoprobe Capture. Cell
capture and reculture were simulated by both adherent cells
and suspension cells. When adherent cells grew to a confluence
degree of 80%, the supernatant was removed. DMEM medium
containing 80 yg/mL GNRs-PEG-TPEI was added followed
by incubation at room temperature for 20 min and solution
removal. The cell surface was carefully washed with PBS three
times. Complete medium was added and incubated at 37 °C
for further culture. For suspension cells, DMEM medium
containing 80 ug/mL GNRs-PEG-TPEI was added in an
appropriate volume to make the cell density 1 X 105/mL. The
cells were incubated at room temperature for 20 min and
shaken every S min. After being centrifuged at 1000 rpm for 3
min, the supernatant was removed, and the cells were
resuspended by adding the complete medium preheated at
37 °C. This was repeated twice. Finally, the cells were seeded
in 12-well plates and incubated at 37 °C for further culture.

To verify the cytotoxicity of GNRs-PEG-TPEI during
capture, cell membrane integrity and cell oxidative stress
were further investigated.

4.11. Cellular Oxidative Stress Level Measurement. In
the process of binding with cells, nanoprobes may disrupt the
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oxidative balance of the cells, leading to an abnormal increase
in intracellular ROS concentration and resulting in oxidative
damage to targeted cells. The cell samples were added into an
appropriate volume of DCFH-DA working solution (10 yM)
and incubated at 37 °C for 1 h in the dark. DCFH-DA is a
fluorescent probe that can pass through the cell membrane
freely without fluorescence. After entering the cell, it can be
hydrolyzed by intracellular esterase to form DCFH, which
continues to be oxidized by ROS to a strong green
fluorescence dye (DCF, maximum wavelengths of excitation/
emission of 470/51S nm) that cannot penetrate the cell
membrane. After incubation, DCFH-DA was removed. The
cells were rinsed three times with PBS to fully remove the free
DCFH-DA. The fluorescence images of the samples were
captured with a fluorescence microscope (Eclipse Ts2 FL,
Nikon, Japan). The fluorescence intensity of DCF and the
intracellular ROS level were in a positive correlation manner.

4.12. Cell Viability Evaluation by LIVE/DEAD Staining.
The cell viability of nanoprobe-captured and recultured cells
was also assessed by double staining of living and dead cells. In
this experiment, the LiveDye (maximum wavelengths of
excitation/emission of 488/530 nm), a fluorescence dye for
permeable cells, was used to stain the living cells. Meanwhile,
the NucleiDye (maximum wavelengths of excitation/emission
of $35/617 nm), a fluorescence dye for impermeable cells, was
used to stain the dead cells.

The detection procedures were as follows: cell samples were
added with an appropriate volume of LIVE/DEAD-dye
working solution and incubated at 37 °C for 30 min in the
dark. The LIVE/DEAD-dye working solution was removed.
The cell surface was washed twice with PBS. The fluorescence
image of the sample was captured with a fluorescence
microscope (Eclipse Ts2 FL, Nikon, Japan).

4.13. Exploring the Genotoxicity of GNRs-PEG-TPEI.
In order to explore the genotoxicity of GNRs-PEG-TPEI to
cells, the mRNA expressions of some proto-oncogenes of
MCF-7, HepG2, and Caco-2 after GNRs-PEG-TPEI capture
and reculture were detected by real-time fluorescence
quantitative PCR. At the same time, doxorubicin (DOX) was
used as a model drug to investigate whether the gene
regulation of cells was changed under the action of antitumor
drugs. The adherent cells and suspension cells were captured
and recultured, respectively. The cells were inoculated in a 6-
well plate and placed in a 37 °C cell culture incubator for 24 h;
then, the cell complete medium containing 1 uM DOX was
added for further culture for 24 h. RNA was extracted and
cDNA solution was obtained by a reverse transcription
reaction. Three representative proto-oncogenes in MCEF-7,
HepG2, and Caco-2 cells were selected as the target genes,
primers were designed, and GAPDH was selected as the
reference gene. Finally, the relative expression levels of target
genes were obtained by real-time fluorescence quantification.

4.14. Statistical Analysis. All data were processed using
GraphPad Prism software. The error bars in each figure are
indicated properly, which are presented as the standard
deviation or the standard error of the mean (SEM). Statistical
analysis was conducted using a paired or unpaired Student’s t-
test with GraphPad Prism software. Significance is represented
on plots as ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, and ns for p >
0.0S.
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