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Triple-negative breast cancer-derived microvesicles transfer
microRNA221 to the recipient cells and thereby promote
epithelial-to-mesenchymal transition
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The triple-negative phenotype is the most prevalent form of
human breast cancer worldwide and is characterized by poor
survival, high aggressiveness, and recurrence. Microvesicles
(MV) are shredded plasma membrane components and criti-
cally mediate cell- cell communication, but can also induce can-
cer proliferation and metastasis. Previous studies have revealed
that protease-activated receptor 2 (PAR2) contributes signifi-
cantly to human triple-negative breast cancer (TNBC) progres-
sion by releasing nano-size MV and promoting cell proli-
feration, migration, and invasion. MV isolated from highly
aggressive human TNBC cells impart metastatic potential to
nonmetastatic cells. Over-expression of microRNA221 (miR221)
has also been reported to enhance the metastatic potential of
human TNBC, but miR221’s relationship to PAR2-induced MV
is unclear. Here, using isolated MV, immunoblotting, quantita-
tive RT-PCR, FACS analysis, and enzymatic assays, we show that
miR221 is translocated via human TNBC-derived MV, which
upon fusion with recipient cells, enhance their proliferation,
survival, and metastasis both in vitro and in vivo by inducing the
epithelial-to-mesenchymal transition (EMT). Administration
of anti-miR221 significantly impaired MV-induced expression
of the mesenchymal markers Snail, Slug, N-cadherin, and
vimentin in the recipient cells, whereas restoring expression of
the epithelial marker E-cadherin. We also demonstrate that
MV-associated miR221 targets phosphatase and tensin homo-
log (PTEN) in the recipient cells, followed by AKT Ser/Thr
kinase (AKT)/NF-kB activation, which promotes EMT. More-
over, elevated miR221 levels in MV derived from human TNBC
patients’ blood could induce cell proliferation and metastasis in
recipient cells. In summary, miR221 transfer from TNBC cells
via PAR2-derived MV induces EMT and enhances the malig-
nant potential of recipient cells.
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Breast cancer (BC)? is the most common cancer diagnosed
among women in United States and considered to be the sec-
ond leading cause of cancer-related death of women worldwide
(1). Among all, the triple-negative BC (TNBC) phenotype has
the worst prognosis due to its heterogeneity and higher likeli-
hood to spread or recur (2). The absence of estrogen receptor,
progesterone receptor, and human epidermal growth factor
receptor 2 in TNBC cells makes it more aggressive and chal-
lenging to treat with conventional hormonal or drug therapy
(3).

Extracellular vesicles (EVs), secreted by tumor cells contrib-
ute immensely toward the propagation of cancerous properties
by transporting bioactive protein, lipid, and nucleic acid mole-
cules (4). EVs comprise of “microvesicles” (MV; also called
“ectosomes” or “microparticles”), generated by plasma mem-
brane outward budding (5) and exosomes, which are of endo-
cytic origin (6). MV are larger bodies with a diameter of 100 —
1000 nm unlike exosomes, which have a smaller diameter range
(50-80 nm) (7). EVs are transported via body fluids including
urine, blood, synovial fluid, saliva and even are found in inter-
stitial spaces between cells (8, 9). Previous studies have revealed
that MV from human TNBC cells are capable of inducing
migration and invasion to otherwise nonmetastatic BC cells
(10, 11).

Protease-activated receptor 2 (PAR2), a unique class of the
seven transmembrane G-protein—coupled receptor family is
encoded by the F2RLI gene in humans (12). Tissue factor (TF)
in complex with factor VIIa (FVIIa) activates PAR2 via proteo-
lytic cleavage at the N terminus of the receptor thereby induc-
ing various cellular responses (13). Trypsin also activates PAR2
(14). Recent evidences suggest that TF and PAR?2 are over-ex-
pressed in human TNBC (15, 16) and PAR2 activation induces
human TNBC metastasis and proliferation (17). TF-FVIla—
mediated PAR2 cleavage activates AKT/glycogen synthase

3 The abbreviations used are: BC, breast cancer; PAR2, protease-activated
receptor2; TF, tissue factor; AP, activation peptide; MV, microvesicles;
PTEN, phosphatase and tensin homolog; miR221, microRNA 221; Scr,
Scrambled; EMT, epithelial-to-mesenchymal transition; TNBC, triple nega-
tive breast cancer; MMP-2, matrix metalloprotease-2; CV, crystal violet;
BrdU, 5-bromo-2’-deoxyuridine; MTT, 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-di-
phenyltetrazolium bromide; EV, extracellular vesicle; FVlla, factor Vlla; TF,
transcription factor; FBS, fetal bovine serum; HRP, horseradish peroxidase;
GAPDH, glyceraldehyde-3-phosphate dehydrogenase.
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kinase 3 axis followed by B-catenin accumulation to induce
metastasis of human TNBC cells (18). PAR2-driven AKT/
NE-«B activation also promotes human TNBC cell migration
and invasion via matrix metalloprotease-2 (MMP-2) induction
(19). Previously, we have explored that PAR2 induction not
only promotes human TNBC progression but also induces the
release of MV with metastatic potential from human TNBC
cells (10, 11).

MicroRNAs (miRs) are small, noncoding RNA molecules that
function in RNA silencing or post-transcriptional gene regulation
(20). Alterations in various oncogenic miRs (OncomiRs) expres-
sion have been associated with tumor progression including
metastasis, angiogenesis, anti-apoptosis etc. (20). One such
oncomiR, miR221 is over-expressed in human TNBC (21). Pre-
vious studies have demonstrated that miR221 reduces epithe-
lial marker, E-cadherin expression to promote migration and
invasion of nonmetastatic MCF7 cells via the induction of epi-
thelial-to-mesenchymal transition (EMT) (22). miR221 is also
associated with human BC cell proliferation (23) and impedes
the rate of apoptosis (24). miR221 promotes EMT via up-regu-
lating mesenchymal markers N-cadherin, vimentin etc. (25).
PTEN, a well-known target of miR221 in MCF7, which acti-
vates the AKT/NF-«B signaling pathway helps in the propaga-
tion of BC stem cells (26). Here, we demonstrate that PAR2
activation leads to MV generation from human TNBC cells,
MDAMB231. The fusion of miR221-enriched, MDAMB231-
MV with the recipient cells results in the down-regulation of
PTEN followed by AKT/NE-«B activation. This leads to the
up-regulation of EMT-transcription factors (EMT-TFs) Snail,
Slug, and the down-regulation of epithelial marker, E-cadherin
leading to enhanced proliferation, migration, and invasion of
the recipient cells also imparting them resistance against anti-
cancer drug, cisplatin. Targeting miR221 could be a potential
therapeutic approach to prevent TNBC-derived MV-induced
EMT thereby aiding in the disease prognosis.

Results

MV, generated from MDAMB231 induce EMT in MCF7
via AKT/NF-kB pathway

Based on both in vitro and in vivo observations, we and sev-
eral other groups have already established that TF and PAR2
are over-expressed in highly aggressive breast cancer cells (10,
16, 27, 28). In our previous investigations (11), we have demon-
strated that PAR2 activation by TF-FVIIa or trypsin leads to
pro-metastatic MV generation from the human TNBC cell,
MDAMB231, which has also been represented here as shown in
Fig. 1A. Our previous results depict that PAR2 activation in
TNBC promotes enhanced cell migration and invasion (18, 19),
which are hallmarks of EMT (29, 30), leading us to investigate
whether incorporation of PAR2-activated MDAMB231-de-
rived MV into MCF7 induces EMT in MCF7. To examine this,
the above mentioned MV were incubated with MCF7 and the
expression of EMT markers was analyzed. Both our real-time
PCR (Fig. S1A) and Western blotting data (Fig. 1, B and C)
showed that these MV significantly up-regulated the expres-
sion of EMT-TFs, Snail, Slug, and mesenchymal markers,
N-cadherin and vimentin, whereas down-regulated the epithe-
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lial marker, E-cadherin in MCF7. In agreement with the EMT
markers we also observed a characteristic altered morphology
of MV-fused MCEF7 cells (Fig. S1B). Next, we investigated the
underlying signaling mechanism in the regulation of EMT by
MV.

As AKT and NF-«B play pivotal roles in promoting EMT (31,
32) and we observed activation of PAR?2 either by FVIIa or tryp-
sin signals through this AKT/NF-«B axis (19) to guide us to
examine whether the same pathway also triggers the induction
of EMT in MCF7 by MV. MCF7 cells were pre-treated with
either AKT siRNAs (Fig. S1C) or NF-«B inhibitors, followed by
the fusion of MDAMB231-MV. The expression of EMT-related
genes was analyzed by Western blotting. The data suggest that
inhibition of both AKT and NF-«B significantly attenuated
MV-induced expression of Snail, Slug, N-cadherin, and vimen-
tin and down-regulation of E-cadherin (Fig. 1, D and E; Fig. S1,
D and F). The fusion of MDAMB231-MV also induced AKT
activation and nuclear phospho-p65 accumulation in MCF7
cells (Fig. 1F). To rule out the possibility that introduction of
AKT siRNA2 or NF-«BI interferes with MV fusion, we chal-
lenged MCEF?7 cells with AKT siRNA2 or NF-«BI followed by
MV incubation and analyzed the MV-mediated transport of TF
in MCF7 (Fig. S1G). The data indicates that inhibition of AKT
or NF-«kB did not interfere with MV fusion. To determine the
chronology, we knocked-down AKT in MCF7 and analyzed the
nuclear phospho-NF-«kB/p65 level upon MV treatment (Fig. 1,
G and H). Phosphorylation of the p65 subunit is essential for
cytoplasmic to nuclear localization of NF-«B/p65 and tran-
scriptional initiation of the downstream target genes (33). The
total p65 level was also monitored in both nucleus as well as
cytosol during AKT knock-down (Fig. 17; Fig. S1E). Again, we
inhibited NF-«B and analyzed AKT activation upon MV fusion.
The data (Fig. 1, J-L; Fig. S1F) suggest that AKT knock-down
significantly reduced MV-mediated nuclear translocation of
phospho-NF-kB/p65, whereas inhibition of NF-«B had no
effect on AKT activation. These results suggest that AKT is the
upstream member in the signaling pathway relating to EMT
gene regulation. Overall, the data suggest that MV from
MDAMB231 cells promote EMT in MCF7 depending on the
AKT/NEF-kB signaling pathway.

MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 induces EMT in
nonaggressive BC cells via the down-regulation of PTEN

Previous studies have revealed that inactivation of PTEN
(phosphatase and tensin homolog) results in PI3K/AKT path-
way activation (34). PTEN insufficiency was also reported to
induce EMT in MCF?7 cells via the up-regulation of Snail, Slug,
etc. (34). Based on these reports, we proposed that inhibition of
PTEN might play a key role in MV-induced EMT in MCF7. We
monitored that the fusion of MDAMB231-MV with MCF7
occurs at ~2 h post-MV incubation with MCF7 (Fig. 2, A and
B). Interestingly, the PTEN level in MCF7 subsided signifi-
cantly at ~5 h post-MV incubation with MCF7 (Fig. 2, C and
D). PTEN down-regulation was also monitored in MCF7
treated with both control as well as PAR2-activated
MDAMB231-derived MV (Fig. 2E).

Earlier, it was reported that PTEN is a target of miR221 in
human BC cells (26). Moreover, MV, isolated from PAR2-acti-
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Figure 1. MDAMB231-derived MV induce EMT in MCF7 cells depending on AKT/NF-«B signaling pathway. A, schematic representation depicting that
TF-FVlla or trypsin-mediated PAR2 cleavage leads to the generation of MV from highly aggressive human TNBC cells, MDAMB231. These MV, upon fusion with
nonmetastatic MCF7 cells augment the metastatic potential by virtue of increasing cell migration and invasion. B, MV, collected from both PAR2-activated as
well as control MDAMB231 cells, were incubated with MCF7 and after ~16 h the expression profiling of various EMT-related genes was performed by Western
blotting. Band intensities were measured by ImageJ, and C, quantified by GraphPad Prism5, which demonstrates that the mesenchymal markers, Snail, Slug,
N-cadherin, and vimentin were significantly up-regulated, whereas the epithelial marker, E-cadherin was remarkably down-regulated in MCF7 after MV fusion.
MCF?7 cells were treated with D, Scrambled or AKT siRNA2 (100 nm) or E, NF-«BI (10 wm) followed by fusion of MDAMB231-derived MV, and the expression of EMT
markers was analyzed by Western blotting, which suggests that perturbing either AKT activation of nuclear translocation of NF-«B significantly attenuates the
MV-induced EMT in MCF7. F, both AKT phosphorylation and nuclear translocation of phospho-p65 (NF-«B subunit) was monitored in MCF7 cells upon
treatment of MDAMB231-MV (control and PAR2-activated cell-derived) by Western blotting. Gand H, MCF7 cells were pre-treated with AKT siRNA2 followed by
the addition of MDAMB231-derived MV (both control and PAR2-activated) and the nuclear phospho-p65 level was analyzed by Western blotting, which
demonstrates that the knock-down of AKT significantly decreases MV-induced nuclear translocation of phospho-p65. /, total p65 level was also monitored in
AKT silenced by both nuclear as well as cytosolic fractions of MV (control and PAR2-activated MDAMB231-derived)-fused MCF7 alongside control, which shows
that MV-induced p65 translocation from the cytosol to nucleus is getting diminished upon the knock-down of AKT. Again, MCF7 were pre-treated with NF-«BI
followed by the fusion of MDAMB231-MV, and J and K, AKT phosphorylation, as well as J and L, nuclear phospho-p65 was monitored by Western blotting. The
introduction of NF-kBI does not alter MDAMB231-MV-induced activation of AKT but rather interferes with nuclear translocation of phospho-p65.

vated MDAMB231 cells had significantly higher miR221 con-
tent than control (Fig. 2F). This is also observed in another
TNBC cell line, MDAMB468, where MV of PAR2-activated
cells also contained more miR221 (Fig. 2G). Therefore, we
investigated whether MV-induced inactivation of PTEN in
MCEF7 is miR221-dependent. We observed that endogenous
miR221 expression was significantly higher in MDAMB231
cells compared with MCF7 (Fig. 2H). The fusion of
MDAMB231-MV with MCF7 resulted in an increase of the
miR221 level in the recipient cells (Fig. 2/). A similar phenom-
enon was also observed during the fusion of MDAMB231-de-
rived MV with BT474 cells (Fig. S2A). This increase of miR221
reflects the MV-mediated miR221 transfer but not an induction
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of miR221’s endogenous expression in MCF7, as its level in
MV-treated cells was not affected by an RNA polymerase II
inhibitor (Fig. 2/). To determine the role of miR221 in promot-
ing MV-mediated EMT in MCF7, we pre-treated MDAMB231
cells with anti-miR221/Scrambled control followed by PAR2AP
or FVIIa addition. The harvested MV were incubated with
MCE?7 cells and the expression of EMT markers in MCF7 was
analyzed. Again, MCF7 were pre-treated with anti-miR221 fol-
lowed by MV addition and expression of EMT markers was
determined (Fig. 2, K and L). Similarly, MV generated from
MDAMB231 cells after various treatments were also fused with
BT474 cells and the expression of EMT markers was analyzed
(Fig. S2B). The data suggest that modulation of the EMT mark-
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Figure 2. MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 induces EMT in MCF7 via the down-regulation of PTEN and activation of the AKT/NF-«B
signaling pathway. A, MV were collected from PAR2-activated MDAMB231 cells and incubated with MCF7 for various time points. MV fusion was analyzed
upon observing TF band in MV-incorporated MCF cells and B, accordingly a line diagram was plotted that indicates that MV fusion occurs at ~2 h post-MV
incubation with MCF7. C, the level of PTEN was analyzed in MCF7 cells upon fusion of PAR2-activated MDAMB231-derived MV at various time points and D,

accordingly the graph was generated, which suggests that the PTEN level goes down significantly at ~5 h of MV incubation.

E, both control as well as

PAR2-activated MDAMB231-derived MV were fused with MCF7 and the PTEN level was monitored at 5 h of MV treatment. F, MDAMB231 cells were treated with
PAR2AP beside untreated controls and MV were isolated from the cell supernatant after 24 h. miR221 expression in the MV was monitored by the real-time PCR
approach. G, miR221 expression was also analyzed in MDAMB468-derived MV (both control and PAR2-activated). miR221 expression was found to be signif-
icantly higher in MV derived from PAR2-activated cells. H, relative miR221 expression was analyzed in both MCF7 and MDAMB231 cells, which depict that
miR221 expression is significantly higherin MDAMB231 than MCF7./, MCF7 cells were treated with both control as well as PAR2-activated MDAMB231-derived
MV for 3 h followed by the analysis of miR221 level by real-time PCR. The incorporation of MV significantly up-regulated the miR221 level in MCF7 and
maximum effect was monitored in a PAR2-activated MV-treated set. J, MCF7 cells were pre-treated with actinomycin D (5 ng/ml) for 8 h followed by the
addition of MV. The miR221 level was analyzed in those cells by real-time PCR. The treatment of actinomycin D does not interfere with the level of miR221 in
MV-fused MCF7 cells. Kand L, MDAMB231 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 beside Scrambled control miR followed by the addition of PAR2AP or FVlla.
MV were isolated and fused with MCF7. Alternatively, MCF7 cells were pre-treated with anti-miR221 alongside Scrambled miR followed by the addition
MDAMB231-derived MV. The analysis of PTEN, phospho-AKT, nuclear phospho-p65, Snail, Slug, E-cadherin, N-cadherin, and vimentin expression in MV-fused
MCF?7 cells was performed by Western blotting, which indicates that the introduction of anti-miR221 reverses the EMT phenotype induced by MDAMB231-MV.

ers by MV was significantly negated in the presence of anti-

miR221 demonstrating the crucial role of miR221 in the MV-  recipient cells

MDAMB231-MV promote miR221-dependent proliferation of

mediated EMT in MCF7 cells. As a whole, the data indicate that
MDAMB231-MV-mediated delivery of miR221 promote EMT
via the down-regulation of PTEN.
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Previous studies have demonstrated that AKT plays vital
roles in the proliferation of MCF7 cells (35). Again, NF-«B acti-
vation is also associated with MCF7 proliferation (36). Earlier
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reports have revealed that EMT and cell proliferation are inex-
tricably related (37). Hence, we investigated the contribution of
AKT or NF-«B on MV-mediated proliferation of MCF-7 cells
by colony formation assay and BrdU incorporation assay (Fig. 3,
A-C; Fig. S3, A-C). Inhibition of AKT or NF-«B significantly
retarded MV-induced proliferation of MCEF?7 cells. Analysis of
the growth of a single MCEF?7 cell upon fusion with the MV by
microscopic imaging suggest that MCF7 proliferates at a faster
rate after MV incorporation and maximum effect was moni-
tored when PAR2-activated MDAMB231-MV were fused (Fig.
3D). Because miR221 is well-documented to induce cell prolif-
eration (23), we investigated whether the transfer of miR221
via MV is responsible for recipient MCF7 cell proliferation.
MDAMB231 cells were transfected with anti-miR221/Scram-
bled control followed by FVIla treatment. MV were incubated
with MCF7 and cell proliferation was monitored. Alternatively,
MCEF?7 cells, pre-treated with anti-miR221 were incubated with
MDAMB231-MV and the recipient MCF7 proliferation was
analyzed (Fig. 3, E-I). Again, these MDAMB231-derived MV
were fused with BT474 cells and the proliferation was analyzed
by BrdU incorporation assay (Fig. S3D). Results suggest that the
induction of recipient cell proliferation by MDAMB231-MV
was significantly retarded upon administration of anti-miR221.
Overall, the data manifest that MDAMB231-MV induce cell
proliferation via miR221 transfer depending on AKT/NF-«B
pathway.

MDAMB231-MV-mediated delivery of miR221 increases cell
survival against apoptotic stimuli

EMT is accompanied by the acquisition of resistance
against chemotherapeutic drugs (38). We questioned whether
MDAMB231-MV impart an anti-apoptotic effect to recipient
cells against anti-cancer agents. We challenged MCF7 cells
with various concentrations of cisplatin and analyzed cell death
by 3-(4,5-dimethylthiazol-2-yl)-2,5-diphenyltetrazolium bro-
mide (MTT) assay (Fig. 44). The data indicates that IC,, of
cisplatin is 100 um. Unlike other BC cells, caspase 7 mostly
regulates apoptosis in MCF7 (39) as these cells are deficient of
caspase 3 (40). Our data showed that caspase 7 exhibits maxi-
mum activity at 100 um cisplatin (Fig. 4B). Flow cytometry data
also suggest that maximum DNA fragmentation occurred at
30 h of cisplatin (100 um) treatment (Fig. 4C; Fig. S4). Next, to
determine the effect of MV on MCF?7 cellular apoptosis, similar
experiments were performed in MV-treated cells and the
results depict that fusion of MV with MCF?7 cells induces resis-
tance against cisplatin-induced apoptosis (Fig. 4D—F; Fig. S5).
Previous studies have revealed that miR221 impedes caspase 7
activity and associated cellular apoptosis (41). Knock-down of
miR221 was shown to promote cisplatin-induced apoptosis of
human BC cells (24). We tested whether MDAMB231-MV—
mediated transfer of miR221 is responsible for this cisplatin
resistance in MCF7. MV from anti-miR221/Scrambled control
pre-transfected, FVIla-treated MDAMB231 cells were incu-
bated with MCEF7 cells followed by treatment with cisplatin.
Cell death and caspase 7 activity were analyzed thereafter (Fig.
4, G-1; Fig. S6). Similarly, these MV were also fused with BT474
cells followed by cisplatin exposure and cell death was moni-
tored by MTT assay (Fig. S7). The results showed that FVIIar-
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treated MDAMB231-MV impart greater cellular resistance
against cisplatin and that the inhibition of miR221 negates the
effect suggesting that miR221 is crucial for MV-induced resis-
tance of MCF7 against cisplatin. Taken together, the data show
that miR221, transported via MDAMB231-MV, induces recip-
ient cell survival against apoptotic agents.

MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 induces cell
migration and invasion in vitro

Migration and invasion is the trademark of EMT where the
cells lose polarity and cell-cell adhesion to achieve a mesen-
chymal phenotype (42). Earlier, we observed the active partici-
pation of AKT and NF-«B in promoting MV-induced EMT in
MCEF?7. To determine the contribution of AKT/NF-«B in induc-
ing MV-mediated MCF7 migration and invasion, MCEF7 cells
were pre-treated with AKT siRNAs or NF-«B inhibitors fol-
lowed by fusion with MDAMB231-MV (both control and
PAR2-activated MDAMB231-MV). The migratory property of
recipient MCF7 was analyzed by a wound-healing assay (Figs.
S8 and S9). The data suggest that inhibition of the AKT/NF-«B
pathway results in the retardation of MCF7 migration. Next, we
investigated the contribution of miR221 in promoting MV-in-
duced MCF7 cell migration. MDAMB231 cells were trans-
fected with anti-miR221/Scrambled control followed by
PAR2AP or FVIIa treatment and the isolated MV were incu-
bated with MCF7. Again, MCF7 were pre-treated with anti-
miR221 followed by MV addition. MCF7 cell migration was
analyzed thereafter (Fig. 5, A—D). The data showed that MV-
induced migration of MCF7 was retarded significantly upon
introduction of anti-miR221 in either cell lines, suggesting
an important role of miR221 in inducing recipient cell
migration.

In a similar approach as mentioned above, the role of AKT/
NEF-kB signaling and miR221 in the invasiveness of the recip-
ient cells was monitored by a Transwell invasion assay.
Inhibition of AKT/NF-«B pathway (Figs. S10 and S11) or
miR221 (with anti-miR221 introduction) (Fig. 5, E-H)
showed a significant reduction in MV-induced invasion of
MCEF7 cells.

These MDAMB231-derived MV were also incorporated into
BT474 cells and the recipient cellular migration (Fig. S12, A and
B) and invasion (Fig. S12, C and D) were analyzed. This illus-
trates that MV, isolated from MDAMB231 cells, induce migra-
tion and invasion to the recipient cells in a AKT/NF-«B/
miR221-dependent manner.

MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 promote MCF7
proliferation and metastasis in vivo

Next, to investigate the contribution of MV-transported
miR221, in promoting MCF?7 proliferation in vivo, MDAMB231
cells were transfected with anti-miR221/Scrambled control fol-
lowed by FVIIa treatment and MV were fused with MCF?7 cells.
Alternatively, MCF7 cells pre-transfected with anti-miR221
were incubated with MDAMB231-MV. MV-fused MCF7 cells
were implanted into BALB/c nude mice via subcutaneous injec-
tion. After 25 days, mice were euthanized, and tumors were
excised. Tumor volume and weight were measured to deter-
mine the degree of proliferation. Tumor growth was monitored
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Figure 3. MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 induces MCF7 cell proliferation in vitro. MCF7 cells were treated with AKT siRNA2 or NF-«BI
followed by the incorporation of MDAMB231 cell-derived MV. Recipient MCF7 cell proliferation was analyzed by: A and B, colony formation assay; scale bar 10
mm; and C, BrdU incorporation assay with HRP-tagged secondary antibody, which suggests that the inhibition of AKT or NF-«B significantly reduced
MDAMB231-MV-induced proliferation of MCF7. D, imaging of single cell growth of MCF7 upon fusion of MDAMB231-derived MV suggests that the MCF7
growth rate increases remarkably upon fusion with MDAMB231-MV and the maximum effect was observed when PAR2-activated cell-derived MV were
incorporated. MDAMB231 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 beside Scrambled control followed by FVlla treatment. MV were fused with MCF7 cells.
Alternatively, MCF7 cells were transfected with anti-mi221 followed by the fusion of MDAMB231-MV. The recipient MCF7 cell proliferation was analyzed by £
and F, colony formation assay; scale bar 10 mm; and G-/, BrdU incorporation assay; scale bar 25 um. Introduction of anti-miR221 significantly reduced
MDAMB231-MV-induced MCF7 proliferation.
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Figure 4. MDAMB231 cell-derived MV confer resistance against cisplatin-induced apoptosis of MCF7. A, MCF7 cells were exposed to various concen-
trations of cisplatin for 30 h and cell death was monitored by the MTT assay and the IC5,, of cisplatin on MCF7 was shown to be 100 um. B, the degree of apoptosis
induced by various concentrations of cisplatin was also measured by a caspase 7 activity assay, which also indicates that maximum caspase 7 activity was
monitored at 100 uMm cisplatin. C, MCF7 cells were exposed to cisplatin (100 um) for various time points and apoptosis was monitored by a FACS analyzer as
mentioned briefly under “Experimental procedures,” which indicates that maximum cell death was observed at ~30 h of cisplatin exposure. D-F, MDAMB231
cell-derived MV (both control, as well as PAR2AP-treated) were fused with MCF7 cells followed by the addition of cisplatin (100 wm). Cell viability, caspase 7
activity, and the degree of apoptosis by FACS were measured thereafter, which demonstrates that MDAMB231-MV rescued MCF7 cells from cisplatin-induced
apoptosis. G-I, MDAMB231 cells were pre-transfected with anti-miR221 followed by FVlla addition and MV isolated were introduced into MCF7 cells. The
recipient MCF7 cell death was monitored upon challenging the cells with cisplatin and the data indicates that anti-miR221 introduction diminished the

anti-apoptotic effect of MDAMB231-MV on MCF7.

every day from the day of injection through the 25th day
(Fig. 6A). The data indicates that fusion of FVIIa-treated
MDAMB231-MV promotes more pronounced MCF7 prolifer-
ation than control. Administration of anti-miR221 impaired
MV-induced MCF7 proliferation (Fig. 6, B—E). To determine in
vivo metastatic potential of MV, MV-fused MCF7 were admin-
istered into the mice via tail vein injection. Mice were sacrificed
on the 25th day and lungs were harvested and processed to
determine MCF7 lung metastatic burden and colonization
(Fig. 6, F and G). The data indicate that pre-treatment of
MDAMB231 cells with anti-miR221 significantly reduced
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FVIla-induced, MV-mediated metastasis of recipient MCF7.
Similarly, pre-treatment of MCE7 cells with anti-miR221 fol-
lowed by MDAMB231-MV fusion also reduced lung meta-
static burden of MCF7 than control. The expression of EMT
markers was also analyzed in these tumors by Western blot-
ting, which indicates that MDAMB231-MV promotes EMT
in MCEF?7 in vivo, which gets inversed upon administration of
anti-miR221 (Fig. S13). Altogether, the data suggest that
MV-mediated miR221 transfer promotes proliferation and
metastasis of MCF7 in vivo via the induction of EMT
(Fig. 6H).
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Figure 5. MDAMB231-MV-mediated transfer of miR221 promotes AKT/NF-«B-dependent migration and invasion of nonmetastatic MCF7 cells. A-D,
to determine the role of miR221 transported from MDAMB231 to MCF7 cells via MV in inducing MCF7 cell migration, MDAMB231 cells were transfected with
anti-miR221 beside Scrambled control miR followed by the addition of PAR2AP or FVIla. MV were isolated and fused with MCF7. Alternatively, MCF7 cells were
pre-transfected with anti-miR221 alongside Scrambled miR followed by the addition MDAMB231-derived MV. The migratory property of these MV-fused MCF7
cells was analyzed thereafter, which indicates that MDAMB231-MV-mediated induction of MCF7 migration was suppressed upon introduction of anti-miR221;
scale bar 100 um. E-H, to understand the contribution of MDAMB231-MV in promoting MCF7 invasion, the donor MDAMB231 cells were transfected with
anti-miR221 followed by the addition of PAR2AP or FVlla. MV were collected and incorporated into MCF7. Alternatively, MCF7 were pre-transfected with
anti-miR221 followed by the fusion of MDAMB231-derived MV. MV-fused MCF7 cell invasion was measured by Transwell invasion assay; scale bar 100 um, as
mentioned briefly under “Experimental procedures.” The induction of MCF7 invasion by MDAMB231-MV was repressed upon administration of anti-miR221.

MV, from the blood of human TNBC patients bear elevated of such cancer patients (11). It has been reported that miR221 is
levels of oncogenic miR221 capable of inducing EMT in MCF7 over-expressed in human BC and is associated with increased

Recently, we showed that human TNBC tissues express malignancy (43). Here, we have observed that MV, isolated
PAR?2 significantly higher than normal breast tissues (11). from human TNBC patients bear significantly higher miR221
Moreover, the MV count was also relatively higher in the blood  than healthy individuals (Fig. 7A). The fusion of patient-derived
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Figure 6. miR221, transported via MDAMB231-MV, promote proliferation and metastasis of MCF7 in vivo. A, anti-miR221 was transfected into the donor
MDAMB231 cells followed by the addition of FVIla. MV were isolated and fused with MCF7 cells. Alternatively, anti-miR221 was introduced into MCF7 directly
prior to the incorporation of FVlla-treated MDAMB231-MV. Recipient MCF7 cells were introduced into the 6-week-old female BALB/c nude mice via subcuta-
neous injection (n = 7 in each group). Mice were sacrificed and tumor volume was measured in a day-wise manner up to 25 days. Band C, representative images
of tumors at the 25th day, D and E, and after euthanization tumors were excised and tumor volume as well as weight were measured and accordingly
comparative graphical analyses were performed. FVlla-treated, MDAMB231-derived MV promoted MCF7 proliferation in vivo but the introduction of anti-
miR221 reversed the effect suggesting that the process depended on miR221. To determine the metastatic potential of MDAMB231-derived MV, MV-fused
MCF7 cells (1 X 10°) were introduced into 6-week-old female BALB/c nude mice by tail vein injection (n = 7 in each group). After 25 days, mice were euthanized
and lungs were harvested. F, a part of the lung was subjected to hematoxylin and eosin staining; scale bar 50 um, whereas G, from the other part genomic DNA,
was isolated by phenol-chloroform method. The isolated genomic DNA was subjected to PCR amplification with human-specific HK2 primers as well as
18S rRNA primers by real-time PCR. Relative metastatic burden was quantified accordingly. Similar to the proliferation data, FVlla-treated, MDAMB231-
derived MV also induced miR221-dependent metastasis of MCF7. H, schematic diagram showing that MV, isolated from MDAMB231 upon PAR2
activation induces proliferation, migration, invasion, and anti-apoptosis of MCF7 cells via the transfer of miR221. The activation of PAR2 results in the
generation of miR221-laden MV from the human TNBC cell line, MDAMB231. The MV readily fuse with less aggressive MCF7 cells thereby transporting
MDAMB231-derived miR221 into MCF7. This leads to the down-regulation of PTEN followed by the activation of AKT and NF-kB/p65, which results in
Snail and Slug up-regulation whose ultimate effect is the EMT via minimizing E-cadherin expression, whereas up-regulating N-cadherin and vimentin
expression. This ultimately leads to the enhancement of proliferation, migration, and invasion of recipient MCF7 cells while also imparting MCF7 cells

resistance against anti-cancer drug, cisplatin.

MV with MCEF7 cells significantly increased the recipient
MCEF7 miR221 levels (Fig. 7B). To determine the role of these
MV-transported miR221 in inducing EMT in MCF7 cells,
MCEF?7 cells were transfected with anti-miR221/Scrambled con-
trol followed by treatment with healthy or patient-derived MV.
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The expression of EMT markers in the recipient MCF7 was
analyzed by Western blotting (Fig. 7C). The process also
seemed to be dependent on the AKT/NEF-«B signaling pathway.
The data also indicated that unlike normal MV, MV from
TNBC patients promote MCF7 cell EMT, proliferation, migra-
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tion, and invasion in a miR221-dependent manner (Fig. 7, D-F
and [-L). Also, patient-derived MV impart MCF7 resistance
against the anti-cancer agent, cisplatin depending on miR221 (Fig.
7, G and H). Our in vivo data also demonstrate that administration
of anti-miR221 significantly reduced patient MV-induced tumor

growth and metastasis as aresult of EMT (Fig. 7, M—Q; Fig. S14).In
summary, the data show that MV, isolated from the blood of
human TNBC patients, induce EMT in MCF7 cells in a PTEN/
AKT/NF-kB/miR221-dependent manner thereby imparting
enhanced proliferation, metastasis, and chemoresistance.
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Discussion

There is growing evidence for the poor survival of patients
with aggressive TNBC (44). Effective targeted therapy against
TNBC is restricted due to its genomic and molecular heteroge-
neity (45), early recurrence and higher metastatic potential
(46). Earlier studies from others and our group have already
revealed that a unique class of seven-transmembrane G-
protein— coupled receptor family protein PAR2 signaling is
associated with human breast cancer progression and metasta-
sis. FVIIa- and FXa-dependent activation of PAR2 critically
regulates human breast cancer cell migration and invasion via
the activation of ERK1/2 (47). The activation of PAR2 also
induces pro-tumoral cytokine, granulocyte-colony stimulating
factor (G-CSF) expression in human breast cancer cells,
thereby favoring tumor progression (48). Breast tumor growth
is suppressed by the inhibition of TF-induced PAR?2 activation,
and the deficiency in PAR2 delays spontaneous breast cancer
development in mice (29). Also, in the recent past, we have
revealed that TF-FVIIa or trypsin-mediated cleavage of PAR2
contributes to a great extent to the metastasis of human TNBC
cells, MDAMB231 via the induction of MMP-2 (19), or by the
accumulation of B-catenin (18). Apart from this, PAR2 activa-
tion also promotes proliferation of human BC cells (17) and is
associated with tumor survival (49). An increase in cell migra-
tion and invasion are the hallmarks of EMT where the cells lose
their polarity and cell- cell adhesion to achieve a mesenchymal
phenotype (31). EMT is also accompanied by the enhancement
of cell proliferation as well as the acquisition of resistance
against apoptotic stimuli (39, 40). The activation of PAR2 in
hepatocellular carcinoma results in EMT leading to tumor cell
proliferation and metastasis (50). No direct evidence to date
correlates with PAR2 activation and EMT in breast carcinomas.

The emergence of extracellular vesicles (both MV and
exosomes) aids in understanding the metastatic spread of
human TNBC extensively. The exposure of human TNBC cells,
MDAMB231 to hypoxia, results in the liberation of MV in a
Rab22A-dependent manner, which is capable of promoting
focal adhesion formation, invasion, and metastasis to the neigh-
boring recipient cells (27). In the recent past, we have shown
that activation of PAR2 by coagulation factors induces pro-
metastatic MV generation from human TNBC cells (10, 11).

The administration of these pro-metastatic MV into a non-
metastatic cell, MCF7, significantly enhances the metastatic
potential of the recipient MCF7 cells. This led us to investi-
gate whether these MV are capable of promoting EMT to the
recipient cells. Interestingly, we have observed that the MV,
generated from PAR2-activated human TNBC cells, pro-
mote EMT to nonaggressive BC cells. Furthermore, we have
also elucidated the mechanistic details underlying MV-in-
duced EMT.

Up-regulation of EMT-TFs, Snail, and Slug in MCF7 during
EMT is mostly dependent on NF-«B (51, 52) and AKT (26). In
the present study, we have also deciphered that MV from
TNBC induce EMT depending on the AKT/NF-«B-signaling
pathway. Knock-down of AKT or arresting nuclear transloca-
tion of phospho-NF-kB/p65 significantly reduced MV-induced
expression of EMT markers and EMT phenotypes in the recip-
ient cells. Several reports, including our previous one (53), sug-
gest that AKT-mediated activation of NF-«B is essential for
various oncogenic transformations. In agreement with this,
here we have also noticed that AKT functions upstream of
NF-«B in MV-induced EMT of recipient cells. The transfer of
oncogenic miRs via tumor cell-secreted MV has been well-es-
tablished (4). miR221 gets over-expressed in human TNBC (21)
and is capable of promoting EMT (22). Again, miR221 targets
PTEN in BC cells (26). Here, for the first time, we reveal that
MYV, generated from human TNBC are laden with miR221,
which induce EMT to the recipient cells depending on the
PTEN/AKT/NEF-«B pathway both in vitro and in vivo. Inconsis-
tent with our in vitro and mice experiments, we have also mon-
itored a similar hostile effect of a human TNBC patient’s blood-
derived MV toward nonmetastatic recipient cells.

Taken together, the results of the present study indicate that
miR221 transfer via coagulation factor-mediated PAR2-de-
rived MV from TNBC produces more adverse effect to the
neighboring recipient cells through the induction of EMT.
Either prohibiting the TNBC MV-mediated miR221 transfer or
restricting the release of MV and their concomitant fusion with
the recipient cells could be a potential therapeutic approach to
mitigate the degree of tumorigenesis and metastatic dissemina-
tion of human TNBC.

Figure 7. MV, isolated from the blood of human TNBC patients bear a significant level of oncogenic miR221 than normal, which is also capable of
inducing EMT in MCF7 thereby promoting proliferation, anti-apoptosis, and metastasis. A, MV were isolated from the blood of both normal healthy
individuals (n = 30) as well as human TNBC patients (n = 30) and the miR221 level inside these blood-derived MV was estimated by real-time PCR, which shows
that the miR221 level inside these patient-derived MV was significantly higher than normal. B, blood-derived MV were fused with MCF7 cells and the miR221
level was analyzed inside these MV-fused MCF7, which indicates that unlike normal, patient-derived MV administration into MCF7 increases the miR221 level
in the recipient cells. C, MCF7 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 beside Scrambled control followed by the addition of blood-borne MV. EMT of these
MV-fused MCF7 cells was analyzed by measuring the EMT markers by Western blotting, which depicts that patient-derived MV induce miR221-dependent EMT
in MCF7 unlike normal MV. MCF7 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 followed by the addition of blood-derived MV (both normal and TNBC patients).
Recipient MCF7 cell proliferation was measured as indicated in D and E, colony formation assay as well, as in F, BrdU incorporation assay. Patient-derived MV
show a more proliferative effect on MCF7 than normal, which was also dependent on miR221. Again, these recipient MCF7 cells were exposed to cisplatin and
the MCF7 cell apoptosis was analyzed by G, MTT assay as well as H, caspase 7 activation assay. Unlike normal MV, patient-derived MV were shown to confer
MCF?7 resistance against cisplatin, which was diminished upon introduction of anti-miR221. MCF7 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 or Scrambled control
followed by the treatment of blood-derived MV (normal and patient). The recipient MCF7, | and J, migration, and K and L, invasion were analyzed by a
wound-healing assay and Transwell invasion assay, respectively. Patient-derived MV induced both cell migration and invasion of MCF7 were significantly
interrupted upon anti-miR221 introduction. MCF7 cells were transfected with anti-miR221 beside Scrambled control followed by the fusion of blood-borne MV
(both normal and TNBC patient). MV-fused MCF7 cells were implanted into mice via subcutaneous injection. After 25 days mice were sacrificed, and M, tumors
were excised. N, tumor volume, as well as O, tumor weight, was measured and accordingly a graph was prepared. In another approach, MV-fused MCF7 cells
were introduced into mice via tail vein injection. After 25 days, mice were euthanized and lungs were isolated. P, a part of the lung was subjected to hematoxylin
and eosin staining; scale bar 100 wm, whereas for Q, the other part of the lung metastatic burden of MCF7 was analyzed, as described briefly under “Experi-
mental procedures.” Unlike normal MV, patient-derived MV produce more a proliferative, as well as metastatic effect on MCF7, which was reduced drastically
while anti-miR221 was administered.
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Experimental procedures
Human subjects and IRB details

Blood samples of human TNBC patients and normal healthy
volunteers (age 40 —45 years; n = 30 each) were collected from
Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose Cancer Research Institute, Kol-
kata, India. The study and the protocol were approved by the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Netaji Subhash Chandra
Bose Cancer Research Institute (registration number ECR/286/
INST/WB/2013) with prior consent of the patients. All studies
on human subjects were performed abiding by the Declaration
of Helsinki principles.

Cell culture

Human TNBC lines, MDAMB231, MDAMBA468, and non-
metastatic MCF7 were obtained from ATCC and cultured in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (Gibco) with 10% FBS
(Gibco) and 1% penicillin-streptomycin solution (Invitrogen).
BT474 cells (ATCC) were cultured in RPMI 1640 with 10% FBS
and insulin (250 pg/ml). Cells were maintained at 37 °C in a
humidified atmosphere with 5% CO, and routinely examined
for mycoplasma contamination.

siRNA and anti-miR treatment

Cells were transfected with 100 nm Scrambled/AKT siRNAs
(Bioserve Biotechnologies) or Scrambled miR/anti-miR221
(Bioserve Biotechnologies) using Lipofectamine™™ 2000 (Invit-
rogen) (Table S1). Following transfection, cells were incubated
at 37 °C for 48 h and AKT1 knock-down was verified by West-
ern blotting. AKT siRNA2 showed a better knock-down effect
and hence was used for the majority of experiments.

MV isolation

MDAMB231 and MDAMB468 cells, grown in 100-mm
dishes to 80% confluence were serum starved for 2 h followed
by the stimulation with PAR2-activation peptide (PAR2AP;
SLIGKV-NH,; 100 uM; GL Biochem, China) or human recom-
binant FVIIa (100 nM; Novo-Nordisk). After 24 h, MV were
isolated from the culture supernatant by sequential centrifuga-
tion as described previously (10). Briefly, the supernatant was
centrifuged at 800 X g for 10 min (to remove floating cells or
larger debris) followed by 2,500 X g for 15 min (to remove
apoptotic bodies or smaller debris), and 10,000 X g for 30 min
to collect the MV. MV were washed with 1X PBS and pro-
ceeded for further analyses.

MV were isolated from human blood by a centrifugation pro-
cedure as mentioned earlier (10). Briefly, blood samples (10 ml
each) were collected, cells and platelets were separated by cen-
trifugation at 1,000 X g for 15 min following which two separate
plasma pools were prepared (normal and patient). The plasma
pools were centrifuged at 10,000 X g for 30 min (at 4 °C) to
collect the blood-borne MV.

Experimental design

Determining the expression of EM T-related genes in the recip-
ient cells after fusion of MDAMB231-MV—MCEF?7 cells in
35-mm dishes were grown to 80% confluence. MV isolated
from MDAMB231 cells were incubated with MCF7 cells for
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various time points (0, 1, 2, 3,4, 5, or 6 h) and fusion of MV was
verified by analyzing MV markers, TF in MCEF7 (lacks endoge-
nous TF) by Western blotting. The expression of various EMT-
related proteins such as Snail, Slug, E-cadherin, N-cadherin,
and vimentin was analyzed ~16 h post-MV fusion with the
recipient cells by Western blotting.

The role of AKT/NF-kB in MV-induced up-regulation of
EMT was analyzed using AKT siRNAs (AKT siRNA1 and AKT
siRNA2) (Table S1) or NF-«B inhibitors, NF-«BI (10 uM) and
NF-kBI2 (SN50; Calbiochem; 20 um). The expression of PTEN
or phosphorylation of AKT and nuclear phospho-NF-«B/
p65 were verified ~5 h post-MV fusion with MCF7 by West-
ern blotting. Normalization was performed with GAPDH,
tubulin, or histone H3 for total, cytosolic, or nuclear frac-
tions, respectively.

Analyzing the effect of miR-221 in promoting MV-induced EMT
in the recipient cells

Anti-miR221-transfected MDAMB231-MV were fused with
recipient MCF7/BT474 cells, or the recipient cells pre-trans-
fected with anti-miR221 were fused with MDAMB231-MV and
expression of various EMT genes or AKT/NF-«kB phosphoryla-
tion was analyzed by Western blotting. Similarly, MCF7 cells
were transfected with anti-miR221/Scrambled control fol-
lowed by addition of blood-derived MV (normal or patient-
derived MV) and EMT gene expression or AKT/NF-kB/p65
phosphorylation was measured by Western blotting.

Wound-healing assay—To determine the contribution of
MYV in transmitting the migratory property to MCF?7 cells, MV
(control or PAR2AP-activated cell-derived) were incubated
with MCE?7 cells for 3 h and a wound-healing assay was per-
formed. The number of cells migrated to the scratched areain a
24-h time frame was counted and quantification was made.

Alternatively, MCF7 cells were treated with AKT siRNAs (48
h) or NF-«BI (1 h) followed by incubation with MDAMB231-
MV. Wound-healing assay was performed with these cells to
determine the role of AKT/NF-«B in MV-induced MCEF?7 cell
migration.

Again, MDAMB231 cells were treated with Scrambled or
anti-miR221 followed by the treatment with PAR2AP or FVIIa.
MYV were isolated and incubated with MCF7 or BT474 cells and
awound-healing assay was performed to determine the effect of
miR221 in MV-induced cell migration. Alternatively, MCF7
were pre-transfected with Scrambled or anti-miR221 and a
wound-healing assay was performed to monitor the same.
Finally, identical experiments were performed with healthy or
TNBC patient-derived MV to examine the contribution of
miR221 in inducing MCF7 cell migration.

Transwell invasion assay—Invasion assay with Transwell
chambers was performed as mentioned previously (10). To
investigate the role MDAMB231-MV in inducing invasion of
noninvasive MCF7 cells, both MV populations (control and
PAR2AP or FVIIa-treated MDAMB231-MV) were fused with
MCEF7. MV-fused MCEF7 cells in serum-free medium were
placed on top of a Transwell membrane (0.8 wm pore size)
previously coated with Matrigel (Sigma; Matrigel: serum-free
medium = 1:1), whereas the lower compartment was filled with
FBS containing medium. The chamber was kept at 37 °C for
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48 h following which cells on the upper surface of the mem-
brane were removed and the invaded cells through the Matrigel
into the lower surface were stained with crystal violet (CV)
solution (0.1% CV, 0.1 M borate, and 2% ethanol). Images were
taken using a bright-field microscope (Magnus) and six visual
fields were randomly chosen from which the number of
invaded cells were quantified. Next, to determine the role of
AKT/NF-«B and miR221 in promoting MDAMB231 or TNBC
patient-derived MV-mediated MCF7 or BT474 cell invasion, a
similar experimental set up as mentioned under “Wound-heal-
ing assay” was performed.

Western blot analysis—W estern blot analysis was performed
as described earlier (11). Briefly, cells were lysed with 2X Laem-
mli buffer followed by heating at 95 °C for 5 min. Proteins were
separated by SDS-PAGE and transferred onto polyvinylidene
difluoride membrane. The membrane was blocked with 5%
nonfat, dried milk in TBS and probed with primary antibody
(1:1000; Cell Signaling Technology) overnight at 4 °C. The next
day, the membrane was washed with TBST (TBS + 0.1% Tween
20) and incubated with secondary antibody (1:10,000; horse-
radish peroxidase-tagged or alkaline phosphatase-tagged;
Sigma) for 1 h. The membrane was developed using either the
ECL method (Luminol, coumaric acid, and H,O, in 1 m Tris-Cl,
pH 8.8) or the ALP method (5-bromo-4-chloro-3-indolyl
phosphate, nitro blue tetrazolium in ALP buffer, pH 9.5). Band
intensity was measured by Image] and quantified using
GraphPad Prism5. The following antibodies were used: Snail,
Slug, E-cadherin, N-cadherin, vimentin, phospho-AKT1, AKT1,
phospho-p65 Ser-536, p65, PTEN, and tubulin, from Cell Sig-
naling Technology; tissue factor was from Abcam; histone H3
and GAPDH were purchased from Sigma.

Real-time PCR analysis—Following the required treatments,
total RNA was extracted by conventional TRIzol (Invitrogen)
method and cDNA was prepared using oligo(dT) primer (GCC
Biotech). cDNA samples, in triplicate, were subjected to real-
time PCR with EMT-related gene primers (Table S2) using
SYBR Green as per the manufacturer’s instructions and the
AC, values were analyzed. Experiments were repeated at least
three times and graphs were plotted accordingly.

Nucleus isolation—Following all treatments, cells were lysed
with ice-cold lysis buffer and centrifuged at 8000 X g for 15 min
at 4°C to pellet down nuclei. The supernatant was used as
a cytosolic fraction. A nuclear fraction was incubated with
nuclear extraction buffer (20 mm Tris-Cl, pH 7.9, 0.42 m KCl,
0.2 mm EDTA, 10% glycerol, 2 mm DTT, 0.1 mm PMSEF, and
protease inhibitor mixture) for 20 min at 4 °C and centrifuged
at 21,000 X g for 15 min to precipitate nuclear debris. The
lysates were processed for analysis of nuclear phospho-NF-«B/
p65 and total p65 using histone H3 as nuclear control, whereas
the supernatant was used to analyze p65 taking tubulin as the
cytosolic control.

Animal study—Indian Association for the Cultivation of Sci-
ence (IACS) Institutional Animal Ethics Committee approved
all the mice-related studies. MDAMB231 cells were transfected
with Scrambled or anti-miR221 followed by treatment with
FVIIa. MV were isolated and incorporated into MCF7. Alter-
natively, MCF7 cells were pre-transfected with anti-miR221
followed by fusion of MDAMB231-MV. MV-fused MCF7 cells
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(1 X 10° were introduced into 6-week-old female BALB/c
nude mice (NIN; Hyderabad, India) via tail vein injection (7
mice were taken in each group). The mice were implanted 24 h
post-injection, with 173-estradiol, 0.36 mg/pellet, for 60 days.
Lungs were harvested after euthanizing the mice after 25 days
of injection. Lung tissues were subjected to H&E staining or
genomic DNA isolation and quantitative PCR analysis as men-
tioned earlier (54). Briefly, lungs were digested with proteinase
Kat 55 °C followed by extraction of genomic DNA with phenol-
chloroform, precipitation with isopropyl alcohol, and washing
with ethanol. A 200-ng aliquot of genomic DNA was subjected
to quantitative PCR amplification with human-specific HK2
gene primers and 18S rRNA primers (Table S2). Metastatic
burden was quantified accordingly. Similarly, MCF?7 cells were
transfected with Scrambled or anti-miR221 followed by fusion
with blood-derived MV (normal or patient) and iz vivo metas-
tasis assays were performed.

In another approach, to determine the proliferative effect of
MV, MDAMB231-MV—fused MCF7 cells (after various treat-
ments as mentioned earlier) were administered to the mice via
subcutaneous injection (7 mice were taken in each group). After
25 days, mice were euthanized, tumors excised, and tumor vol-
ume (after measuring primary tumor in three dimensions, a, b,
and c and volume was calculated using the formula: abc X 0.52)
and weight were measured. Similarly, the proliferative effect of
blood-derived MV was also analyzed.

Isolation of miR—MicroRNAs were extracted from cells and
MYV as mentioned previously (55). Briefly, total RNA (including
miRs) was extracted by TRIzol followed by enrichment of miRs
using 10% polyethylene glycol (4000 and 6000). The mixture
was centrifuged at 12,000 X g for 12 min and the supernatant
was collected in a fresh tube followed by the addition of equal
volume of LiCl (2.5 m) and 2X volume of pre-cooled absolute
ethanol and incubation for 2 h at —80 °C. The supernatant was
then centrifuged at 16,000 X g for 20 min at 4 °C to obtain the
miRs.

Quantification of miR221 by real-time PCR—cDNA of
miR221 and human U6 small nuclear RNA were prepared from
the pool of total isolated miRs using specific stem-loop RT
primers (Table S3). The PCR conditions were 16 °C for 30 min,
42 °C for 30 min, and 85 °C for 5 min. PCR amplification of the
target miR221 and control U6 small nuclear RNA was per-
formed on a real-time machine (Applied Biosystems) using
SYBR Green. MCF?7 cells were also pre-treated with actinomy-
cin D (5 mg/ml; Sigma) for 8 h followed by MV fusion. Relative
miR221 expression was quantified from the AC, values follow-
ing the 27227 method and graphs were prepared accordingly.

Colony-formation assay—MDAMB231-derived MV (follow-
ing required treatments) were fused with MCF7 and the recip-
ient MCEF?7 cells (~500 cells/well) in a single-cell form were
seeded in 6-well-plates. Cells were incubated for 14 days at
37 °Cand a 5% CO, level in a humid atmosphere. Medium was
aspired off, plates were washed 1X PBS, and cells were fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde. The colonies were stained with CV
solution for 1 h and after washing, images were taken from
which the number of colonies were counted using Image].

BrdU incorporation assay—MDAMB231-derived MV were
fused with both MCF7 or BT474 cells and the recipient cells
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were cultured in a medium containing 5-bromo-2’-deoxyuridine
(BrdU; 10 um) for 8 h. Cells were fixed, washed with 1X PBS, and
after blocking with 5% BSA incubated with anti-BrdU antibody
(CST; 1:1000) overnight (after permeabilization with 0.01% Triton
X-100). After washing, the cells were probed with secondary anti-
body (HRP- or fluorescent-tagged) for 1 h. Cells were washed fol-
lowed by the addition of tetramethylbenzidine substrate with
H,O, (for HRP-tagged secondary antibody). OD was measured at
450 nm to assess the degree of cell proliferation. Alternatively, cells
were stained with 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (for fluorescent-
tagged secondary antibody) followed by imaging with a fluores-
cence microscope. The number of BrdU-positive cells were quan-
tified and graphical representation was made.

Caspase 7 activity assay—Caspase 7 activity was measured in
MDAMB231-MV-fused MCF?7 cells after challenging with cis-
platin (100 um) for 18 h in a fluorometric approach using
caspase 7 assay kit (Abcam; ab39401). Briefly, 1-5 X 10° cells
were suspended in 50 ul of chilled cell lysis buffer (Abcam) for
30 min and centrifuged at 10,000 X g for 5 min. The superna-
tant was taken in a 96-well-plate and incubated with 50 ul of 2X
reaction buffer (containing 10 mm DTT, Abcam). Ac-DEVD-p-
nitroanilide substrate was added to the wells (200 uM; Abcam)
and incubated at 37 °C for 90 min after which the OD was mea-
sured at 405 nm on a fluorescent microplate reader.

MTT cell viability assay—Both MCF7 and BT474 cells were
fused with MV isolated from MDAMB231 cells. MV-fused
MCEF7 were exposed to cisplatin for 30 h. MTT (1 mg/ml; SRL)
was added to the wells (96-well-plate) followed by an additional
3 h of incubation. Medium was replaced with DMSO followed
by measurement of OD at 570 nm from which cell viability
percentage was calculated.

FACS analysis—Cellular apoptosis was determined by a
FACS analyzer. MCEF7 cells were seeded onto 35-mm dishes at
80% confluence, cisplatin (100 wm) treatment was done for various
time points (0—48 h). Cells were harvested with EDTA and fixed
with 70% ethanol for 30 min at 4 °C followed by washing with 1X
PBS containing 2% FBS. Cells were then treated with RNase A (100
pg/ml; HIMEDIA) for 40 min followed by propidium iodide (5
pg/ml; SRL) addition for 15 min and subjected to FACS analysis
(BD FACSAria). Cell death percentage was quantified from the
G,/G, population and accordingly graphs were prepared.

Statistical analysis—Images of Western blots and other tech-
niques are representative of at least three independent experi-
ments. For single comparison, data presented here are mean =
S.E. Differences are considered to be statistically significant at
p < 0.05 using Student’s ¢ test. For multiple comparisons
between the control and other groups, one-way analysis of vari-
ance followed by Dunnett’s test was applied at p < 0.05. For
multiple comparisons among all groups of data, one-way anal-
ysis of variance followed by Tukey-Kramer test was performed
at p < 0.05. ns indicates nonsignificant differences.
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