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Madeleine J. Bundersa, Sebastian Lunemanna,

Stefan Stevanovicb, Ruhong Zhouc and Marcus Altfelda
er on page 1857
See related pap
aHeinrich Pette In
Immunology, Univ
Center, Yorktown

Correspondence to
Hamburg, Germa

E-mail: marcus.alt
Received: 28 Janu

DOI:10.1097/QAD
ISSN 0269-9370 Cop
terms of the Creative
share the work provi
Objective: Viral infections influence intracellular peptide repertoires available for
presentation by HLA-I. Alterations in HLA-I/peptide complexes can modulate binding
of killer immunoglobuline-like receptors (KIRs) and thereby the function of natural killer
(NK) cells. Although multiple studies have provided evidence that HLA-I/KIR interac-
tions play a role in HIV-1 disease progression, the consequence of HIV-1 infection for
HLA-I/KIR interactions remain largely unknown.

Design: We determined changes in HLA-I presented peptides resulting from HIV-1
infection of primary human CD4þ T cells and assessed the impact of changes in peptide
repertoires on HLA-I/KIR interactions.

Methods: Liquid chromatography-coupled tandem mass spectrometry to identify HLA-
I presented peptides, cell-based in-vitro assays to evaluate functional consequences of
alterations in immunopeptidome and atomistic molecular dynamics simulations to
confirm experimental data.

Results: A total of 583 peptides exclusively presented on HIV-1-infected cells were
identified, of which only 0.2% represented HIV-1 derived peptides. Focusing on HLA-
C�03 : 04/KIR2DL3 interactions, we observed that HLA-C�03 : 04-presented peptides
derived from noninfected CD4þ T cells mediated stronger binding of inhibitory
KIR2DL3 than peptides derived from HIV-1-infected cells. Furthermore, the most
abundant peptide presented by HLA-C�03 : 04 on noninfected CD4þ T cells (VIYPAR-
ISL) mediated the strongest KIR2DL3-binding, while the most abundant peptide pre-
sented on HIV-1-infected cells (YAIQATETL) did not mediate KIR2DL3-binding.
Molecular dynamics simulations of HLA-C�03 : 04/KIR2DL3 interactions in the context
of these two peptides revealed that VIYPARISL significantly enhanced the HLA-
C�03 : 04/peptide contact area to KIR2DL3 compared with YAIQATETL.

Conclusion: These data demonstrate that HIV-1 infection-induced changes in HLA-I-
presented peptides can reduce engagement of inhibitory KIRs, providing a mechanism
for enhanced activation of NK cells by virus-infected cells.
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Introduction
Human leukocyte antigen (HLA) class I (HLA-I)
molecules present endogenously produced peptides that
reflect the functional state of a cell, and can serve as
indicators of cellular stress [1]. Peptide-binding to HLA-I
molecules in the endoplasmic reticulum (ER) is funda-
mental for proper folding and trafficking to the cell surface,
and this process is regulated by protein abundance as well as
ER stress [2,3]. Peptide repertoires presented on HLA-I
molecules are dependent on the respective HLA-I peptide-
binding grooves, with conserved hydrogen-bonding net-
works leading to preferentially binding of peptides with a
length of 8–12 amino acids (aa) [4]. Viral infections, such as
HIV-1 infection, induce significant intracellular stress
responses, including expression of protein chaperones,
inhibition of protein synthesis and activation of the
ubiquitination machinery [5–8], altering the repertoire of
endogenously processed peptides. Resulting changes in
HLA-I-presented peptides, including presentation of
virus-derived peptides, can not only be detected by
adaptive but also by innate immune responses [1].

Natural killer (NK) cells are innate effector cells, and their
function is tightly regulated through activating and
inhibitory receptors, including receptors of the killer
immunoglobuline-like receptor (KIR) family. HLA-I
molecules serve as ligands for most KIRs [9], and multiple
studies have revealed associations between specific HLA/
KIR compound genotypes and progression to AIDS [10].
Previous investigations have shown that peptides presented
by HLA-I can modulate interactions with KIRs, with
consequences for KIRþ NK cell function [11–16].
However, these studies have mostly focused on modulation
of KIRþNK cell function by individual viral peptides. The
impact of overall changes in peptide repertoires presented
onvirus-infected cells on KIR-binding remains unknown.
Here, we investigated the effect of HIV-1 infection on
changes in HLA-I presented peptides by mass spectrome-
try, and show that infection-induced changes in HLA-
C�03 : 04-presented peptides reduced binding of the
inhibitory KIR2DL3 receptor. These data suggest that
changes inHLA-I peptide repertoires during infections can
serve as an ‘innate’ mechanism enabling enhanced
recognition of infected cells by NK cells.
Materials and methods

Isolation and infection of primary human CD4R

T cells
Blood was twice drawn from one donor 6 months apart.
The study participant provided written informed consent
for participation under protocols approved by the
Ärztekammer Hamburg (PV4780). CD4þ T cells were
isolated using CD4 Microbeads (Miltenyi Biotech,
Bergisch Gladbach, Germany), and 50� 106 cells were
cryopreserved and stored at �808C. Remaining cells
were stimulated as described with CD3/CD28 dynabeads
(Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, Massachusetts,
USA) [17]. At least 100� 106 stimulated cells were
infected via spinoculation with HIV-1 NL4-3 [18] using a
MOi¼ 0.01, cultured in T75 flasks for 72 h at 39.58C,
which yielded high infection rates, and subsequently
cryopreserved. Infection rates were determined using an
antibody directed against HIV-1 p24 Core Antigen-FITC
(Beckman Coulter GmbH, Brea, California; USA) and
analysed by flow cytometry. Infection rate was 65 and
40% for the two experiments. respectively. An additional
80� 106 stimulated CD4þT cells were treated identically
but not exposed to HIV-1 and cryopreserved.

Isolation of HLA-I molecules from primary CD4R

T cells and analysis of HLA-I presented peptides
using liquid chromatography-coupled tandem
mass spectrometry
HLA-I molecules were isolated using standard immu-
noaffinity purification [19], using the pan-HLA-I-
specific mAb W6/32. HLA-I extracts were analysed in
five technical replicates as described [20,21], and HLA-I
annotation of peptides was performed using NetMHC-
pan 3.0 [21–23].

Assessment of in-vitro binding of peptides to
HLA-CM03 : 04
Selected peptides were loaded on HLA-C�03 : 04-
transfected 721.221 cells containing a CRISPR/Cas9
generated TAP knockout (221-TAPko-HLA-C�03 : 04)
[13]. Fixed cells were stained using anti pan-HLA-ABC-
APC (eBioscience, Frankfurt am Main, Germany) and
analysed by flow cytometry. HLA-I stabilization was
assessed as median MFI of APC and normalized to
background values.

Assessment of KIR2DL3-binding to HLA-
CM03 : 04/peptide complex
KIR-Fc staining was performed as described [12,13,24].
Measurement of KIR-Fc binding was assessed as
percentage of PE-positive cells (SUP1, http://links.lww.-
com/QAD/B768). KIR Jurkat reporter cell assays were
performed as described [16]. Briefly, peptide pulsed 221-
TAPko-HLA-C�03 : 04 cells were coincubated with
Jurkat Reporter cells expressing KIR2DL3, with the
intracellular tail exchanged through CD3j chain resulting
in activation of the cell after ligand binding in a ratio of
1 : 10. After 5 h of incubation at 378C/5%, CO2 cells
were stained with anti-CD69-BV421 (Biolegend, Inc.
San Diego, California, USA), anti-CD3-PerCP-Cy5.5
(Biolegend) and anti-KIR2DL3-APC (Miltenyi Biotec).
Washed and fixed cells were analysed using flow
cytometry (BD LSRFortessa: BD Biosciences Franklin
Lakes, New Jersey, USA). Gates were set to only include
CD3þ/KIR2DL3þ cells. Activation of reporter cells was
quantified as median MFI of CD69 expression normal-
ized to background expression.

http://links.lww.com/QAD/B768
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Molecular dynamics simulations of HLA-
CM03 : 04/peptide/KIR2DL3 complexes
Initial structures were generated via alignment of PDBs
1EFX [25] and 1B6U [26] for HLA-C�03 : 04/peptide/
KIR2DL2 or KIR2DL3. The resulting HLA-C�03 : 04/
peptide/KIR2DL3 ternary complex was solvated in TIP3P
[27] water and 150 mmol/l Naþ and Cl- to mimic the
physiological condition, annealed over three iterations of
10 000 minimization steps and 5 ns equilibration at 310 K at
1 atm, and finally equilibrated for 50 ns. The 1EFX source
peptide was next mutated to either VIYPARISL or
YAIQATETL within an equilibrated snapshot. These
new complex structures were prepared as described above,
equilibrated another 100 ns at 310K/1 atm, and run at
production for 200 ns. Solvent-accessible surface areas
(SASAs) and single point energies were computed for each
production frame. All MD simulationswere conducted with
NAMD2.12 [28] using the CHARMM27 [29,30] force
field (rigidBonds; 2-fs timestep); temperature and pressure
were controlled with a Langevin thermostat (damped at 1/
ps) and Langevin Piston barostat, respectively [31]. Energies
were computed using the NAMD Energy plugin in VMD,
and SASAs via VMD’s measure tool; mutants were created
with the MUTATOR plugin. Molecular images were
generated with VMD-1.9.2 [32].

Data analysis
Data analysis was performed using BD FACS Diva
Software, FlowJo V10, GraphPad Prism 7, MATLAB
2017b, GIMP 2.8.16, NetMHCpan 3.0 and Adobe
Illustrator CS 5.1.

Results

Liquid chromatography-coupled tandem mass
spectrometry reveals changes in HLA-I-presented
peptide repertoires of HIV-1-infected primary
CD4R T cells
To identify HLA-I presented peptides on noninfected and
HIV-1-infected CD4þ T cells, we infected primary human
CD4þT cellswith HIV-1 in vitro. To ensure HIV-1 infection,
CD4þ T cells were prestimulated prior to infection
(stimulated and HIV-1-infected CD4þ T cells, sHIVCD4þ

T cells), as described [33]. HLA-I presented peptides were
analysed using LC-MS/MS. As control populations,
untreated CD4þ T cells (noninfected/nonstimulated,
nCD4þ T cells) and CD3/CD28-bead-stimulated CD4þ

T cells (sCD4þ T cells) were used. Experiments were
performed twice 6 months apart using PBMCs derived
from the same study individual (HLA-A�02 : 01/�02 : 01,
-B�27 : 05/�40 : 01, -C�02 : 02/�03 : 04). In total,more than
12000 HLA-I presented peptides were identified, with 1369
presented on nCD4þ T cells. 4716 on sCD4þ T cells and
3962 on sHIVCD4þ T cells. HIV-1 derived peptides were
only detected on HIV-1-infected cells (Fig. 1a).

To determine whether HIV-1 infection resulted in
changes in peptide length distributions, we compared
peptide length between the different conditions and
HLA-I allotypes (Fig. 1b). 9aa long peptides represented
the most abundant peptides for all HLA-I molecules. For
HLA-A�02 : 01, -B�40 : 01 and -B�27 : 05, peptides
presented on stimulated (sHIVCD4þ and sCD4þ T
cells) showed a shift towards presentation of longer
peptides, ranging from 9 to 11aa length. There was no
difference in peptide lengths between the different
conditions for HLA-C�02 : 02- and -C�03 : 04-presented
peptides (Fig. 1b). The highest proportion of peptides was
assigned to HLA-A�02 : 01 (average of 44%), followed by
HLA-B�40 : 01 (average of 36%) (Fig. 1c). HLA-
B�27 : 05-presented peptides contributed very little
(average of 7%) to the total number of detected peptides,
HLA-C�02 : 02 (average of 6%) and HLA-C�03 : 04
(average of 7%) showed similar proportions. The
contributions of individual HLA-I molecules to the
detected HLA-I presented peptides were consistent
between the two experiments, with a small reduction
of HLA-C-presented and an increase in HLA-B�40 : 01-
presented peptide on stimulated (sCD4þ and sHIV)
CD4þ T cells (Fig. 1c). Specifically, there was an increase
of HLA-B�40 : 01-presented peptides in sHIVCD4þ

(42.5%) compared with sCD4þ (35.5%) and nCD4þ T
cells (30.5%) (Fig. 1c). Taken together, these data show
that HIV-1 infection alone has no significant effect on the
length of peptides presented by HLA-C molecules, but
resulted in an increase in the proportion of peptides
assigned to HLA-B�40 : 01.

HIV-1 infection of CD4R T cells leads to
presentation of distinct peptides by HLA-I
including a small subset of HIV-1-derived
peptides
Recognition of HIV-1-infected cells by CD8þ T cells
relies on the presentation of virus-derived peptides by
HLA-I. In line with previous studies [34–37]; only 0.2%
of all identified peptides on HIV-1-infected cells were of
viral origin (Fig. 1a). Identified HIV-1-derived peptides
were 8–12 aa in length; three were restricted to HLA-
A�02 : 01 and four to HLA-B�40 : 01, two of which
represented overlapping peptides (SESARINTIL and
SESARINTI) (Fig. 2a). Only one identified peptide did
not exhibit any known HLA-I-binding motif
(RSLFGSDPSSQ). The six HIV-1 derived peptides
identified in the first experiment were also present in the
second experiment 6 months later, during which two
additional peptides were identified, indicating a very
consistent pattern of peptide presentation (Fig. 2a).
Relative quantity of HIV-1 derived peptides compared
with host-derived peptides revealed that the HLA-
B�40 : 01-restricted peptide SESARINTIL was presented
at very high quantities in both experiments, while the
other HIV-1 peptides were presented at moderate levels
(Fig. 2b). Overall, these data demonstrate that a small
minority of HLA-I presented peptides on HIV-1-infected
CD4þ T cells are derived from HIV-1, suggesting that
changes in HLA-I presented host-derived peptides
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Fig. 1. Analysis of the immunopeptidome of primary HIV-1-infected CD4R T cells by mass spectrometry. (a) Results of LC MS/MS
experiment. nCD4þ T cells (non-stimulated), sCD4þ T cells (stimulated) and sHIVCD4þ T cells (HIV-1 infected). (b) Proportional
distribution of peptide length for nCD4þ T cells (green), sCD4þ T cells (blue) and sHIVCD4þ T cells (red) for the different HLA-I
alleles. (c) Distribution of HLA-I-restricted peptides according to HLA-I alleles analysing nCD4þ T cells (non inf/non stim 1þ2),
sCD4þ T cells (stim 1þ2) and sHIVCD4þ T cells (HIV-1 inf 1þ2). The proportion of HLA-C�03:04-restricted peptides is highlighted
in purple.
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Fig. 2. HLA-I-presented peptides derived from HIV-1. (a) Sequence, occurrence, source protein and HLA-I-restriction of the
identified peptides. (b) Relative quantity of HIV-1 peptides compared with host-derived peptides.
induced by infection may play a more prominent role in
recognition of infected cells by NK cells.

To further evaluate changes in host-derived peptides that
resulted from HIV-1 infection, we compared overall
peptide repertoires between nCD4þ T cells and
sHIVCD4þ T cells. To control for changes in peptide
repertoires resulting from stimulation of CD4þ T cells
with CD3/CD28 beads, we excluded any peptides also
presented on sCD4þ T cells. Overall, 833 host-derived
peptides were uniquely presented on sHIVCD4þ T cells
and were classified as HIV-1 infection-induced host-
derived stress-peptides, while 282 peptides were unique
to nCD4þT cells and classified as naturally presented self-
peptides (Fig. 3a). As previous studies have shown that
peptides presented by HLA-C molecules can significantly
impact binding of inhibitory KIR2DL receptors
[13,14,24,38], we focused subsequent analyses on the
43 and 30 HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted peptides uniquely
presented by sHIVCD4þ and nCD4þT cells, respectively
(Fig. 3b).

The most abundant HLA-CM03 : 04-restricted
peptides presented on noninfected cells
mediated strong binding to inhibitory KIR2DL3
To assess whether changes in host-derived peptides
presented by HLA-C�03 : 04 on HIV-1-infected cells can
modulate KIR2DL3-binding, we first determined the
KIR2DL3-binding capacity of identified peptides when
presented by HLA-C�03 : 04. Of the 73 HLA-C�03 : 04-
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Fig. 3. Overlap analysis illustrating the numbers of HLA-I/HLA-CM03 : 04-restricted peptides identified under the different
conditions. Peptides identified on noninfected/nonstimulated cells in green, peptides identified on stimulated cells in blue and
peptides identified on HIV-1-infected cells in red. (a) All HLA-I-restricted peptides. (b) HLA-C�03 : 04 restricted peptides.
restricted peptides that were unique to either nCD4þ or
sHIVCD4þ T cells, we selected 32 peptides (16 nCD4þ

T cells, n1-n16; 16 sHIVCD4þ T cells, h1-h16) for
functional studies, including peptides consistently
detected in the two independent experiments and
additional peptides that exhibited high binding scores
for HLA-C�03 : 04 using NetMHC rank [39] (SUP2,
http://links.lww.com/QAD/B769). TAP-deficient
721.221 cells transfected with HLA-C�03 : 04 (221-
TAPko-HLA-C�03 : 04) were used to validate that the
selected peptides were indeed binding to HLA-C�03 : 04,
and all 32 peptides stabilized HLA-C�03 : 04-expression
on 221-TAPko-HLA-C�03 : 04 in vitro with an average
increase of 3.3-fold compared with no peptide control
(Fig. 4a). We subsequently assessed whether HLA-
C�03 : 04 presented peptides modulated KIR-binding
by staining peptide-pulsed 221-TAPko-HLA-C�03 : 04
cells with recombinant KIR2DL3 (CD158b2) Fc
Chimera Protein (KIR2DL3-Fc). Despite similar stabili-
zation of HLA-C�03 : 04 expression, the tested peptides
exhibited strong differences in KIR2DL3-Fc binding
(Fig. 4b). One peptide identified exclusively on nCD4þ

T cells (peptide n3, VIYPARISL) showed very high
binding of KIR2DL3 (36.9%), and also a number of
additional peptides from nCD4þ T cells (n4, n8, n9 and
n10) enabled high binding of KIR2DL3-Fc, ranging from
9.3 to 14.6%. In contrast, HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted
peptides identified uniquely on sHIVCD4þ T cells
mediated lower binding of KIR2DL3-Fc (average of
3.5%). Overall, HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted peptides iden-
tified uniquely on sHIVCD4þ T cells resulted in a 50%
decrease in overall KIR2DL3-Fc binding, indicating a
binding loss to the inhibitory KIR2DL3 during HIV-1
infection (Fig. 4b, P¼ 0.042).

Given the differential ability of HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted
peptides to mediate KIR2DL3-binding, we next analysed
KIR2DL3-binding in relation to the relative abundancy
by which these peptides were presented by HLA-I
(Fig. 4c). Remarkably, the strongest KIR2DL3-Fc binder
(peptide n3) also represented the most abundant peptide
detected on nCD4þ T cells, whereas the most abundant
HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted peptides identified on
sHIVCD4þ T cells only mediated no or very minimal
KIR2DL3-Fc-binding (Fig. 4b,c). Finally, we measured
the ability of the HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted peptides to
activate KIR2DL3zþ Jurkat reporter cells. Combining all
16 peptides derived either from nCD4þ or sHIVCD4þ T
cells, or only the three to four most abundant peptides
identified under each condition (n3/n14/n11 for nCD4þ

T cells or h9/h1/h4/h3 for sHIVCD4þ T cells), we
observed higher activation of KIR2DL3zþ Jurkat
reporter cells by peptides derived from nCD4þ T cells
(Fig. 4d), in line with the results using KIR2DL3-Fc.

http://links.lww.com/QAD/B769
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Fig. 4. Interaction of peptides, HLA-CM03 : 04 and KIR2DL3 in vitro. Peptides identified on nCD4þ T cells in green, peptides
identified on sHIVCD4þ T cells in red. (a) Stabilization of HLA-C�03:04. (b) Binding of KIR2DL3-Fc to HLA-C�03:04/peptide
complex. Average of KIR2DL3 positive cells of non-infected/non-stimulated peptides and HIV-1-infected peptides in white.
P-value calculated using Mann-Whitney test. (c) KIR2DL3-binding capacity of peptides relative to their relative quantity. (d) CD69
expression of KIR2DL3zþ Jurkat reporter cells. Red bar demonstrates median of each group. P-values were calculated using
unpaired, two-tailed t-test.
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Fig. 5. Molecular dynamics simulations of HLA-I/peptide-KIR complexes. (a) Illustration of canonical HLA-C�03:04-n3-KIR2DL3
arrangement. (b) Equilibrated peptide-KIR2DL3 for peptides n3 (green) and h9 (purple). (c) KIR-peptide contact area, as a function
of time and peptide residue position. (d) Total peptide-KIR contact area, peptide-KIR vdW interaction energy, and peptide-KIR
electrostatic energy. Mean values are indicated by vertical lines that are colour-coded according to the convention established
in (b).
Taken together, these data demonstrate that the most
abundant peptides presented by HLA-C�03 : 04 on
nonactivated CD4þ T cells more strongly engaged the
inhibitory KIR2DL3 receptor than the most abundantly
presented peptides on HIV-1-infected CD4þ T cells.

Molecular dynamics simulations of HLA-
CM03 : 04/n3/KIR2DL3 and HLA-C:03 : 04/h9/
KIR2DL3 show structural evidence for peptide-
mediated functional differences
To establish a structural basis for the observed differences
between HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted peptides derived
from nCD4þ T cells and sHIVCD4þ T cells in mediating
KIR2DL3-binding, we carried out atomistic molecular
dynamics simulations of the HLA-C�03 : 04/peptide/
KIR2DL3 binding complexes associated with either the
n3 (VIYPARISL) or the h9 (YAIQATETL) peptide.
Initial complex structures were generated in the canonical
HLA-I-peptide-KIR configuration (Fig. 5a), with each
peptide anchored in the HLA-C�03 : 04 peptide-binding
groove and presented to the KIR interface. Simulation
trajectories revealed clear differences between the
structural epitopes of the n3 and h9 peptides (Fig. 5b–
d). Most significantly, binding between the HLA-
C�03 : 04/n3 complex and KIR2DL3 was dominated
by both electrostatic and van der Waals (vdW) interactions
involving the arginine in position 6 of the n3 peptide
(VIYPARISL), which facilitated additional interactions at
positions 7, 8 and 9. By contrast, the HLA-presented h9
peptide was defined by vdW interactions most prominent
at the threonine in position 8 (YAIQATETL) (Fig. 5c). In
the case of peptide n3, the side chain of the arginine in
position 6 (R6) formed a persistent salt bridge with E21
of KIR2DL3, a glutamate near the KIR-peptide
interaction interface. The R6 side chain extension
induced by this salt bridge had the effect of ‘flattening’
the peptide-KIR interface, facilitating a multitude of
peptide backbone and side chain interactions between
peptide positions 6–9 and KIR2DL3 (Fig. 5b). The
resulting HLA-C�03 : 04/peptide complex contained a
number of hydrophobic/vdW interactions, as well as an
additional salt bridge between the peptide’s C-terminal
carboxylate and K44 of KIR2DL3, which competes with
preexisting salt bridges between K44 and D183/E187 of
KIR2DL3. The two salt bridges at P6 and P9 served to
staple the n3 C-terminus in place, and, despite some
degree of solvent exposure, likely accounted for a
considerable amount of favourable binding free energy.
On the contrary, no net stabilizing electrostatic interac-
tions with KIR2DL3 were observed for peptide h9,
despite the presence of polar/charged groups at positions
6–8 (Fig. 5d). Rather, the h9 peptide predominantly
involved the burial of the T8 side chain methyl group in a
generic hydrophobic pocket in KIR2DL3 with some
additional contacts between T6/KIR2DL3-M70 and
E7/KIR2DL3-Q71. This combination of interactions
places the h9 C-terminal carboxylate in close proximity
to KIR2DL3-D183, partially accounting for the lack of
favorable electrostatics interactions (Fig. 5b). Although
peptide n3 only exhibited a small surplus of vdW
interaction energy over peptide h9, on average, peptide
n3 did engage the KIR2DL3 with nearly 60% more
contact area and with a large stabilizing contribution from
net electrostatic interactions (Fig. 5d). These observations
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derived from atomistic molecular dynamics simulations
provide a structural correlate for the observed stronger
binding of KIR2DL3 to the HLA-C�03 : 04/n3 complex
as compared to the HLA-C�03 : 04/h9 complex.
Discussion

NK cells have been suggested to be involved in the
control of HIV-1 infection [40], but the precise
mechanisms that lead to NK cell mediated activation
by infected cells are not fully understood. Increasing data
indicate that not only reduction of HLA-I expression on
infected cells triggers NK cell activation, but also that
presentation of peptides by HLA-I can abrogate binding
of inhibitory KIRs such as KIR2DL3 [11–13,15]. We
investigated changes in HLA-I presented peptide
repertoires caused by HIV-1 by mass spectrometry and
their impact on binding to the inhibitory receptor
KIR2DL3, and observed reduced KIR2DL3-binding to
HLA-C�03 : 04 molecules presenting peptides derived
from infected versus uninfected cells.

Intracellular infections lead to massive changes of cell
metabolism, resulting in differences of endogenously
produced peptides presented by HLA-I molecules on
infected cells. Comparing naturally HLA-I presented
peptides from HIV-1-infected, activated but noninfected
and resting CD4þ T cells using mass spectrometry
confirmed HIV-1 induced changes in HLA-I-presented
peptides, in line with previous studies [35,37]. CD4þ T
cells activated using anti-CD3/CD28 produce IFN-g
[41], which facilitates the presentation of longer peptides
by HLA-I molecules [42,43]. In our experimental setup,
sCD4þT cells indeed presented longer peptides by HLA-
A and -HLA-B molecules. In contrast, activation did not
affect the length of peptides presented by HLA-C, in line
with previous studies reporting that HLA-C molecules
preferentially sample 9meres [44]. Apart from changes in
peptide length, activation with and without HIV-1
infection also resulted in moderate shifts in the allocation
of peptides presented by respective HLA-I molecules.
Remarkably, HLA-B�27 : 05-restricted peptides only
represented 5–10% of the identified peptides. As the
proportion of HLA-B�27 : 05-restricted peptides did not
change after infection, this phenomenon appears to be
independent of HIV-1 infection. Although the factors
responsible for this limited contribution of identified
HLA-B�27 : 05-restricted peptides to the overall number
of identified peptides are not understood, one potential
explanation is that HLA-B�27 : 05 has been described to
form homodimers presenting peptides in the absence of
b2m [45], which might lead to a decreased number of
presented peptides resulting from two free HLA-
B�27 : 05 heavy chains forming one homodimer pre-
senting one peptide. One consistent observation emerg-
ing from studies of HLA-I presented peptides on virus-
infected cells is that only a very small fraction of peptides
are actually derived from virus proteins [34–37]. In the
current study, indeed only 0.2% of the peptides presented
on HIV-1-infected cells were derived from HIV-1. The
in-depth analysis of HLA-I-presented peptides is cell and
work-intensive, and our analysis was limited to two time
points in a single individual with suitable HLA-I type.
However, despite this limitation, six out of the eight
identified HIV-1-derived peptides were consistently
detected in the two independent experiments within
the over 5600 peptides identified, suggesting a high level
of reproducibility.

Although virus-derived peptides constituted only a small
minority of infection-induced alterations of the immu-
nopeptidome of HIV-1-infected CD4þ T cells, we
observed very clear differences in host-derived peptides
between infected and uninfected cells, including over 800
peptides uniquely detected on HIV-1-infected CD4þ T
cells. Furthermore, over 2000 peptides were detected on
activated (sHIV and sCD4þ T cells) but not on resting
CD4þ T cells (nCD4þ T cells). To determine whether
the presentation of these host-derived stress peptides can
impact sensing of infected cells by KIRþ NK cells, we
focused the analysis on HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted pep-
tides, as changes in HLA-C�03 : 04/KIR2DL interac-
tions have been associated with differential NK cell
mediated control of HIV-1 replication [12,13,24]. Using
a subset of 32 peptides selected from infected and
uninfected cells based on consistent detection and high
in-silico binding scores to HLA-C�03 : 04, we demon-
strated that while all peptides similarly stabilized HLA-
C�03 : 04 expression, peptides uniquely presented on
nCD4þ T cells led to significantly stronger binding of
KIR2DL3. In particular, the most abundant peptide,
VIYPARISL (n3), induced the highest binding of
KIR2DL3 and activation of KIR2DL3þ reporter cells,
while the most abundant peptide presented on
sHIVCD4þ T cells, YAIQATETL (h9) did not. These
results support a model in which HLA-I-presented host-
peptides on nonstressed cells provide a strong inhibitory
signal to NK cells expressing inhibitory KIRs, while
changes in these peptide repertoires during infection-
induced stress result in reduced engagement of inhibitory
KIRs, facilitating NK cell activation. This activation can
lead to killing of infected cells by the release of cytolytic
granules or, as NK cells are also endowed with
immunomodulatory function, also result in enhanced
immune activation through the release of cytokines.

The current study was limited by a small sample size, the
necessity of stimulating CD4þ T cells prior to infection
with HIV-1, and by the use of in-vitro systems limiting
the investigated interactions to one inhibitory NK cell
receptor and its HLA-C ligand. We therefore used
molecular dynamics simulations of the HLA-C�03 : 04/
KIR2DL3 complexes with the dominant peptide
presented on nCD4þ T cells (VIYPARISL, n3) and
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sHIVCD4þ T cells (YAIQATETL, h9) to further
characterize the structural components that resulted in
reduced KIR2DL3-binding to HLA-C�03 : 04-restricted
peptide presented on HIV-1-infected cells. This model-
ling demonstrates that VIYPARISL binds with almost
twice the equilibrated contact area with KIR2DL3 as
compared to YAIQATETL. This increased contact area
was particularly due to interactions at P6 and P9 of the
9mer peptide that yielded more favourable single point
vdW and electrostatic energies at the peptide n3-KIR
interface. The critical relevance of residues P6 and P9 was
not expected, given previous studies based on crystal
structures of KIR2DL1 [46], KIR2DL2 [25], KIR2DL3
[26] and KIR2DS2 [47], where the peptide residues at
P7-P8 were shown to have the most significant impact on
KIR/HLA-I interactions [48]. However, we previously
showed an impact of peptide residue P9 on KIR/HLA-I
interactions, as changes in P9 influenced binding of HLA-
C�06 : 02 to KIR2DL1 and KIR2DS1 without impact-
ing presentation by HLA-C�06 : 02 [16]. These results
suggest that changes in additional residues of HLA-I
presented peptides can have an important impact on
KIR-binding due to consequences for tertiary peptide
structures, which has already been described for TCR
engagement [49]. Taken together, the results of this study
demonstrate that changes in HLA-I presented peptide
repertoires resulting from infection and cellular stress can
result in reduced engagement of inhibitory KIRs,
facilitating NK cell activation and offering a potential
mechanism of innate immune-surveillance of virus-
infected cells.
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