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ABSTRACT: This study introduces a novel cross-linking strategy
capable of successfully stabilizing CaP nanoparticles and stimuli-
responsive small interfering RNA (siRNA) release. We synthesized
a polysaccharide derivative thiolated hyaluronic acid (HA-SH),
which was slightly modified but multifunctional and developed a
smart redox-responsive delivery system. siRNA was efficaciously
condensed by calcium phosphate (CaP) via electrostatic
interaction to form a positively charged inner “core”. Disulfide
cross-linked HA (HA-ss-HA) was formed and played a role as an
anionic outer “shell” to stabilize the CaP core. We demonstrated
that the nanoparticles were stable both in the storage milieu and
systemic circulation, thus overcoming the most serious disadvant-
age of CaP nanoparticles for gene delivery. Meanwhile, this smart
system could selectively release siRNA into the cytosol by both a
GSH-triggered disassembly and successful endosomal escape. Therefore, the hybrid delivery system achieved an 80% gene-
silencing efficiency in vitro for both luciferase and Bcl2. Silencing of Bcl2 resulted in dramatic apoptosis of B16F10 cells. Besides,
equipped with the tumor-targeting component HA, the nanoparticles significantly suppressed the growth of B16F10 xenograft
tumor in mice. The anionic HA-ss-HA-equipped nanoparticles showed no apparent toxicity in vitro or in vivo, as well as showed
a high transfection efficiency. Taken together, this redox-responsive, tumor-targeting smart anionic nanoparticle holds great
promise for exploitation in functionalized siRNA delivery and tumor therapy.
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■ INTRODUCTION

Small interfering RNA (siRNA) holds tremendous promise for
tumor therapy.1 Viral and nonviral carriers have been widely
used for siRNA delivery.2 Although the viral carriers show a
high transfection efficiency, serious immunotoxicity and side
effects enormously limit their applications.3 Cationic lipids,
polymers, and inorganic materials, the most popular nonviral
carriers, can condense siRNA efficiently by forming nano-
particles, which significantly improves the cell uptake and gene-
silencing efficiency.4−6

Among all of the nonviral vectors that have been
investigated, calcium phosphate (CaP) shows prominent
advantages of high transfection efficiency and biocompatibil-
ity.7,8 However, its rapid and uncontrollable crystal growth and
lack of tissue specificity greatly limits its clinical application.9,10

Many strategies have been employed to solve these problems,

such as combining CaP with dopa-HA11 or anionic lipid
DOPA.12 Dr. Kataoka’s group13 reported a bioreducible CaP
nanosystem for siRNA delivery. Thiolated poly(ethylene
glycol) (PEG) was conjugated with siRNA-SH by a disulfide
bond, forming PEG-SS-siRNA. An intracellular redox environ-
ment could trigger siRNA release from the nanocomposites. In
our previous study,14 PEG-CMCS was used as an anionic
polymer to stabilize CaP particles and to deliver siRNA
effectively. Nevertheless, most hybrid systems have focused on
improving the stability of CaP particles. Hybrid systems that
incorporate tumor-targeting or stimuli-responsive properties, or
both, have rarely been described in recent research.
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Carriers responding to various stimuli (e.g., light,15 heat,16

redox,17 and pH14) have been widely developed to promote
physiological specificity and on-demand therapeutic efficacy
delivery of anticancer drugs or nucleic acids.18 Among these
stimuli, redox shows great potential owing to the redox
environment in the intracellular space. The concentration of
the reducing agent, glutathione, in cytosol (approximately 2−10
mM) is much higher than that in the mildly oxidizing
extracellular spacer, which is approximately 2−20 μM. In
addition, endosomes and lysosomes are also redox-active and
are modulated by reducing enzyme γ-interferon-inducible
lysosomal thiol reductase in combination with cysteine.19−21

Redox-responsive delivery systems with cross-linked disulfide
bonds can maintain adequate stability in the circulation and
extracellular milieu before undergoing rapid cleavage when
exposed to the reducing conditions within the cell. By taking
advantage of this feature, many redox-responsive nanocarriers
for nucleic acids or chemical drugs have been prepared to
achieve a burst of drug release in tumor cells.22,23

Hyaluronic acid (HA), a natural anionic polysaccharide, has
been commonly applied in plastic surgery and arthritis
treatment in the clinic because of its high biocompatibility
and low immunogenicity.24 Furthermore, as reported, receptors
of HA, such as CD44, are overexpressed in various cancer
cells.25 Recently, because of this CD44 targeting characteristic,
HA and its derivatives have been widely used as target-specific
delivery vehicles for various therapeutic agents.24−26

Herein, a hybrid nanoparticle based on CaP and cross-linked
HA-ss-HA, with dual functions of redox responsiveness and
specific tumor targeting, was explored as an siRNA carrier for
melanoma therapy (Scheme 1A). siRNA was efficaciously
condensed by CaP via electrostatic interactions, forming a
positively charged inner core. HA-ss-HA acted as an anionic
outer shell to stabilize and compress the particles. The hybrid
nanoparticles could selectively release siRNA into the cytosol
due to the intracellular reducible environment, and the siRNA
could successfully escape from the endosomes because of the
membranolytic property of CaP (Scheme 1B). A slight

Scheme 1. (A) Schematic Illustration of a Cross-Linked Anionic Delivery System, Consisting of siRNA-Loaded HA-SH/CaP
Hybrid Nanoparticles (NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA); (B) Schematic Illustration of Tumor-Targeted siRNA Delivery by HA-SH/CaP
Nanoparticlesa

a(A) The HA-SH shell of freshly prepared nanoparticles is loose because it is held together only by the electrostatic interaction between HA-SH and
the CaP core. However, after exposure to air for some time, the structure becomes tight because of cross-linking of the thiol groups and formation of
the disulfide bonds. (B) (a) Accumulation of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA at tumor sites through passive and active targeting, (b) receptor-mediated uptake
of NPs by B16F10 cells, (c) redox-triggered destruction of the HA-ss-HA shell and exposure of the CaP core to the acidic endosome or lysosome,
(d) dissolution of CaP and increase in osmotic pressure, (e) endosomal escape, and (f) target gene silencing.
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modification of thiolated-HA (HA-SH) was carried out to
facilitate the formation of cross-linked HA-ss-HA in the hybrid
CaP nanoparticles by oxidation in air. The gene encoding Bcl2,
an antiapoptosis protein, was utilized as our therapeutic target
gene. B16F10 cells (mouse melanoma tumor cells), which
overexpress the CD44 receptor, and tumor xenograft models
derived from B16F10 were used to evaluate in vitro gene
transfection efficiency and in vivo antitumor efficacy. In
addition, the safety of this system was evaluated both in vitro
and in vivo.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials, Cell Culture, and Animals. Sodium HA (molecular

weight 450 kDa) was purchased from Zhenjiang Dongyuan
Biotechnology Co., Ltd. (Jiangsu, China). 1-Ethyl-3-(3-dimethylami-
nopropyl) carbodiimide hydrochloride (EDC·HCl), hydroxybenzo-
triazole (HOBT), DL-dithiothreitol (DTT), and cystamine dihydro-
chloride (cys) were purchased from Shanghai Dibo Reagent Co. Ltd.
(Shanghai, China). The BCA Kit was purchased from Thermo
(Rockford, IL). Trypsin EDTA solution, penicillin streptomycin
solution, RPMI-1640 medium, the Annexin V-FITC/PI Apoptosis
Detection Kit, and MTT were purchased from KeyGen biotech
(Nanjing, China). Fetal bovine serum (FBS) was purchased from
Gibco (Thermo Fisher Scientific).
siNC (negative control), FAM-siNC, cy3-siNC, siLuc (targeting

luciferase), and siBcl2 (targeting Bcl2) were synthesized by
Genepharma (Shanghai, China). Cy5-siNC was synthesized by
RiboBio (Guangzhou, China). Bcl2-specific antibody (50E3) rabbit
mAb,27 β-tubulin (9F3) rabbit mAb, and HRP-linked antirabbit IgG
were purchased from Cell Signaling Technology. The siRNA
sequences were depicted as below
siNC, sense strand, 5′-UUC UCC GAA CGU GUC ACG UTT-3′
siLuc, sense strand, 5′-GGA CGA GGA CGA GCA CUU CUU-3′
siBcl2, sense strand, 5′-GCA UGC GAC CUC UGU UUG AdTdT-

3′
B16F10 mouse melanoma cells were obtained from American Type

Culture Collection and cultured in RMPI 1640 medium; they were
supplemented with 10% FBS and 1% penicillin/streptomycin at 37 °C
in a humidified 5% CO2 incubator. Cells were cultured in a 25 cm2

tissue culture flask and passaged every other day.
Male C57BL/6 mice (18−22 g) and male BALB/c mice (18−22 g)

were bought from Shanghai Jiesijie Laboratory Animal Limited
Company. All of the animal experiments were performed in
compliance with the Guide for Care and Use of Laboratory Animals,
approved by China Pharmaceutical University.
Synthesis and Characterization of HA-SH. The synthesis of

thiolated-HA was carried out on the basis of a previously reported
procedure.28 Briefly, HA (200 mg, MW 450 kDa, 0.5 mmol) was
dissolved in PBS solution (pH 6.8). Eight molar excess of EDC (766.8
mg, 4 mmol) and N-HOBT (540.6 mg, 4 mmol) were reacted with
HA for 2 h, and then cystamine (617.2 mg, 4 mmol) was added and
stirred for 24 h. Later, a dialysis treatment was done for 48 h.
Subsequently, the pH was adjusted to 8.5 and the solution was treated
with DTT for 2 h. The product was dialyzed against deionized water
(pH was adjusted to 3 with HCl) for 48 h (MW cutoff 8−12 kDa).
The degree of substitution (DS), which is defined as the number of
free thiol groups per 100 monomers, was analyzed by Ellman’s assay,29
1H NMR spectroscopy (using D2O), and Fourier-transform infrared
(FTIR) measurement. The final product was freeze-dried and stored at
−20 °C.
Preparation of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA. CaCl2 solution (30 μL, 2.5 M)

was first added to siRNA (30 μL, 60 μM) solution. Later, 240 μL of
Tris buffer (1 mM Tris·HCl, pH 7.4) was added to the final volume of
300 μL. After incubation for 1 min, 300 μL of this Ca2+/siRNA
solution was quickly added to an equal volume of HEPES/phosphate/
HA-SH solution (140 mM NaCl, 50 mM HEPES, 1.5 mM Na2HPO4,
1 mg/mL HA-SH, pH 7.4) with a vortex. Subsequently, the excess free
calcium ions were removed by ultrafiltration. This prepared solution

(600 μL) was transferred to an ultrafiltration tube (MW cutoff 10
kDa) containing 600 μL of an extracellular buffer (2 mM CaCl2, 1 mM
Na2HPO4, 25 mM Tris, 140 mM NaCl, pH 7.4). The nanoparticle-
containing solution was centrifuged at 4000g for 30 min. After
centrifugation, the solution retained in the inner tube was collected
and used for further experiments.

Degree of Cross-Linking of HA-SS-HA. The degree of cross-
linking of HA-SS-HA was defined by the formula below, and the
concentration of free thiol in the preparation was investigated by
Ellman’s assay.

‐ = −C C Cdegree of cross linking (%) ( )/0 t 0

where C0 is the concentration of free thiol in freshly prepared
formulations and Ct is the concentration of free thiol in the
formulations after incubation for some time (t).

Particle Size, Size Distribution, ζ Potential, and Morpho-
logical Observation. The particle size, polydispersity index, and ζ
potential of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA were determined using Brookhaven
Instruments-Zeta Plus (Brookhaven, NY) at 0 and 12 h after
preparation. An H-600 transmission electron microscope (TEM)
(Hitachi, Japan) was used to visualize the morphology of the
nanoparticles 12 h after preparation.

Encapsulation Efficiency (EE) of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA. Free
siRNA were detected using a Ribogreen assay. To precipitate the
nanoparticles, 200 μL of the nanoparticle solution was centrifuged at
15 000g for 30 min. Later, 100 μL of supernatants were collected and
mixed with 100 μL Ribogreen solution (Molecular Probes, Eugene).
After 5 min, the fluorescence of the mixture was detected by a
GloMax-Multi Jr Single Tube Multimode Reader (Promega). EE is
calculated as below

= − ×C C Cencapsulation efficiency (%) ( )/ 100%total unloaded total

where Ctotal is the concentration of the total siRNA in the mixture and
Cunloaded represents the concentration of free siRNA unloaded by the
nanoparticles.

Colloidal Stability, RNase Stability, and Serum Stability. To
know the colloidal stability, different formulations (CaP/siRNA, HA/
CaP/siRNA, HA-SS-HA/CaP/siRNA) were incubated at 4 °C and the
particle size was monitored at different time intervals by dynamic light
scattering (DLS).

Poor stability in the serum and enzymatic degradation are the main
factors hindering effective siRNA delivery in vivo. To evaluate the
superior protective effect of NPHA‑SH/CaP on siRNA, naked siRNA and
different formulations of siRNA (CaP/siRNA, HA/CaP/siRNA, HA-
SS-HA/CaP/siRNA) (20 μL, siRNA concentration was 20 μg/mL)
were incubated with RNase I (2 μL, 5 U/μL) or rat serum (v/v = 1:1)
for different times (0, 2, 4, 8, 16, 24, and 48 h). Sodium dodecyl sulfate
(SDS) (2%) was then added to dissociate the nanoparticles and release
the siRNA. Agarose gel electrophoresis was used to detect the siRNA
intensity of each sample.

Disassembly of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA Triggered by GSH and in
Vitro Release of siRNA. Disassembly of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA in
response to 10 mM GSH was monitored by DLS to observe the
change in particle size. The disruption of nanoparticles was further
observed by TEM imaging. For in vitro release studies, siRNA-loaded
nanoparticles were incubated at four different conditions: pH 7.4 with
or without 10 μM GSH and pH 5.0 with or without 10 mM GSH.
Each sample was collected at 0 and 2 h and analyzed by gel
electrophoresis in Tris-borate buffer on a 2% agarose gel.

Cell Uptake and Intracellular Distribution of NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siRNA. Flow Cytometry Analysis. For flow cytometric analyzes,
B16F10 cells (5 × 104) were seeded into 24-well plates. When the cells
reached 80% confluence, the culture medium was replaced with
NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA and free FAM-siRNA containing medium.
The dose of FAM-siRNA was 100 nM. Untreated cells were used as a
negative control. After the cells were cultured in the incubator for
different times (1, 2, and 4 h), cellular uptake was stopped with cold
PBS. The cells were then collected by trypsinization, and the
fluorescence intensity was measured using a flow cytometer.
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To further investigate the cellular uptake mechanism, cells were
preincubated with different inhibitors for 30 min at 37 °C, including
chlorpromazine, amiloride, NaN3, and nystatin (the concentrations
were 10, 1.3, 1, and 20 mg/mL, respectively). After pretreatment, the
cells were incubated with FAM-siRNA-loaded nanoparticles for 2 h.
In addition, to determine the effect of CD44 receptors on cellular

uptake, cells were pretreated with different concentrations of free HA
(2.5, 5, 10 mg/mL) for 30 min to block the CD44 receptors, which
promote the uptake of HA-conjugated nanoparticles via receptor-
mediated endocytosis.30 After pretreatment, the cells were also
incubated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA for 2 h.
Confocal Laser Scanning Microscopy (CLSM) Observation.

B16F10 cells were seeded in 20 mm confocal microscopy dishes at
a concentration of 5 × 104 cells/well. When the cells reached 60%
confluence, they were treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA (siRNA
= 100 nM) for 2 h at 37 °C and then washed twice with PBS and fixed
with 4% paraformaldehyde for 10 min. DAPI was then added to stain
the cell nuclei. The cellular uptake of nanoparticles was visualized
using a Zeiss CLSM. The images were analyzed using Zeiss CLSM
software.
For further observation of endosomal escape, endosomes and

lysosomes of B16F10 cells were stained with LysoTracker Red for 15
min in the dark after different incubation times (1, 3, and 5 h), with
NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA. The cells were then washed with PBS three
times prior to CLSM imaging.
The redox-triggered release of siRNA in the cells was studied via

fluorescence resonance energy transfer (FRET). Cy3 and cy5 were
used as a FRET pair and co-loaded into the nanoparticles.31,32 Cy3-
siRNA and cy5-siRNA were used at a ratio of 1:1 and the total siRNA
dosage was 100 nM. FRET nanoparticles were confirmed by
fluorescence spectra. The FRET nanoparticles were treated with 10
mM GSH for different times (0, 1, 2, and 4 h), and then the
fluorescence spectra were detected with a 512 nm excitation
luminescence. In cell study, N-ethyl maleimide (NEM) was used to
deplete the intracellular GSH. B16F10 cells were incubated with the
FRET-NPs for 2 h. A longer incubation time of 5 h with or without 1
mM NEM pretreatment for 30 min was also studied, and then CLSM
images were captured. The observation parameters of CLSM is Cy3
λexc/em 550/570 nm, Cy5 λexc/em 550/670 nm.
In Vitro Gene Silencing. siRNA Silencing of Luciferase. B16F10-

luciferase cells were seeded in 24-well plates at a density of 5 × 104

cells per well 24 h prior to the experiments. Cells were transfected with
nanoparticles loaded with siLuc at different dosage (25, 50, 100, 200
nM). Cells were also treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC containing 200
nM siNC, 200 nM free siLuc and PBS as negative controls.
Polyethyleneimine (PEI, 25 kDa) loaded with 100 nM siLuc was
used as a positive control. After incubation for 4 h, the transfection
solution was replaced with medium containing 10% FBS and the cells
were incubated for another 24 h. The cells were then washed with cold
PBS twice and lysed with RIPA lysis buffer. The luciferase activity was
measured by a microplate reader (BioTek Synergy2) using a luciferase
assay kit (Beyotime, China). The siRNA-mediated luciferase silencing
efficiencies were normalized to the total cell protein concentration and
expressed as percent luciferase activity of untreated cells.
siRNA Silencing of Bcl2. B16F10 cells were dispensed into 12-well

plates (1 × 105 cells/well) and incubated to reach 70% confluence.
Various formulations, including NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 (50, 100 nM),
PEI/siBcl2 (100 nM), free siBcl2 (100 nM), NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC (100
nM), and PBS, were added to the cells and incubated for 4 h. Cells
were then incubated with fresh 1640 medium for 44 h.
For analysis of Bcl2 protein expression, the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2-

treated cells were washed twice with cold PBS, and then 100 μL per
well of RIPA lysis buffer (Beyotime) supplemented with 1% of
phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride was added. After incubation for 30 min
on ice, the cell lysates were centrifuged at 4 °C at 12 000 rpm for 20
min. The protein concentration was determined using the BCA kit.
Each formulation was separated on a 12% SDS-PAGE gel and then
transferred onto a 0.45 μm poly(vinylidene difluoride) membrane
(Millipore). After blocking in 5% of nonfat milk in PBS-Tween-20
(PBS-T, pH 7.4) at room temperature for 1 h, the membrane was

incubated in 5% of milk in PBS-T with Bcl2-specific rabbit monoclonal
antibody (1:1000) and β-tubulin rabbit monoclonal antibody (1:1000)
overnight at 4 °C. After incubation in 5% of milk with goat antirabbit
IgG/HRP (1:5000) (Abcam) for 1 h, protein bands were visualized
using Tanon High-sig ECL substrate (Tanon, China).

Cell Apoptosis Assay. Apoptosis of B16F10 cells was detected using
the Annexin V-FITC Apoptosis Detection Kit. The cells (1 × 105 cells
per well) were seeded in 12-well plates. After culture for 24 h, the cells
were transfected with the same method, as shown in Bcl2 silencing
experiment. The subsequent procedures were performed in
accordance with the manufacturers protocol. Annexin V-FITC stained
the phosphatidylserine that translocate to the extracellular membrane
upon early apoptosis, whereas PI stained the intracellular DNA in late
apoptotic cells. For Annexin V-FITC apoptosis detection, the cells
were analyzed by flow cytometry (BD FACSCalibur).

In Vivo Luciferase Gene-Silencing Study. For the establishment of
tumor xenograft models, male C57BL/6 mice (18−22 g) were
subcutaneously inoculated with 1 × 105 B16F10-luciferase cells and
the tumors were allowed to grow until they were about 600 mm3.
Randomly, the mice were divided into two groups (n = 3) and injected
with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC and NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc (siRNA 1.2 mg/kg) via
the tail vein on days 0 and 1. The mice were imaged on days 0 and 2
with a Kodak multimodal-imaging system IS2000MM (Kodak). Before
imaging, each mouse was injected with 200 μL of D-luciferin (Dibo,
Shanghai) dissolved in saline at a concentration of 15 mg/mL via
intraperitoneal injection. At day 2, after being photographed, the mice
were then euthanized and the tumor was removed. The tumors were
lysed in RIPA lysis buffer, and the lysates were centrifuged at 12 000g
for 15 min. The supernatant was collected, and the luciferase activity
was measured using the same method as in vitro study.

Tumor Suppression Study. Antitumor Efficacy of NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siRNA in Vivo. To confirm the anticancer effect in vivo, the B16F10
tumor xenograft model was established as described above, and
anticancer treatments were performed when tumors were around 80
mm3. The mice were randomly divided into three groups (n = 5) and
each mouse was injected every other day with PBS, NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC
and NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 at a dose of 1.2 mg/kg on days 0, 2, 4, 6, and
8. The tumor size and body weight of the mice were recorded every
day for 10 days. The tumor volume was calculated according to the
following formula: tumor volume (mm3) = 0.5 × length × width2.
After 10 days of observation, pictures were taken of representative
mice in each of the three groups. Mice were sacrificed on day 10, and
the tumor of each mouse was collected and weighed.

Analysis of Bcl2 Protein Expression. To further evaluate the
expression level of Bcl2 protein in vivo after five injections, tumors
were removed from each mouse and Bcl2 expression was assessed in
tumor sections using the same method as in vitro experiment.

H&E Staining and TUNEL Analysis. Tumors were fixed for 24 h in
4% paraformaldehyde, and then paraffin sections were prepared.
Hematoxylin/eosin (H&E) staining was carried out for histological
analysis, and the TdT-mediated dUTP Nick-End Labeling (TUNEL)
assay was used to assess the levels of cell apoptosis in the tumor.

Safety Studies. Cytotoxicity Evaluation. The cytotoxicity of HA-
SH and NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA was evaluated using the MTT assay.
B16F10 cells were seeded at a density of 5 × 103 cells/well in a 96-well
plate and incubated for 24 h. The cells were then incubated with HA-
SH (at equivalent HA-SH concentrations of 50, 100, 200, 400, 800,
1000 μg/mL) and NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC (siNC concentrations of 10, 25,
50, 100, 200, 400, 600, 800, 1000 nM) for 24 and 48 h, respectively.
After incubation, MTT solution (20 μL, 5 mg/mL in PBS) was added
to each well and the cells were incubated for 4 h at 37 °C. The
medium was then carefully removed, and then 150 μL of DMSO was
added to each well. Absorbance was quantified at 490 nm using a
microplate reader. Cell viability was calculated as percentage of the
control using the formula (OD of the test group/OD of the control
group) × 100 (n = 4).

Whole Blood Analysis, Serum Biochemistry, and Histological
Evaluation. For the safety evaluation, 10 male BALB/c mice were
randomly divided into two groups (n = 5) and PBS or NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siBcl2 (siBcl2 1.2 mg/kg) were injected into mice via intravenous (iv)
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on days 0, 2, and 4. Blood was collected on day 5 to check the liver
toxicity by testing the levels of alanine transaminase (ALT) and
aspartate transaminase (AST) and kidney toxicity by testing the levels
of blood urea nitrogen (BUN). The animals were then sacrificed and
the major organs (heart, liver, spleen, lung, and kidney) were collected
for H&E staining.
Statistical Analysis. All quantitative data are expressed as mean ±

S.D. unless otherwise noted. Single factorial analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was performed to determine the statistical significance of
the data.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Synthesis and Characterization of HA-SH. In this study,
the carboxyl groups in HA were functionalized to thiol groups
by a simple two-step reaction, as shown in Figure S1A. Firstly,
the carboxyl groups of HA were activated by EDC and HOBT.
Cystamine was then connected to HA by amidation reaction.
Secondly, DTT was used to break up the disulfide bonds to
obtain HA-SH.

The chemical structure of HA-SH was confirmed by 1H
NMR. As shown in Figure S1B, the structure of HA-SH was
confirmed by the characteristic peaks at 2.0 ppm (CH3CO
NH2), 2.7 ppm (NHCH2CH2SH). There was a sharp
increase at 3.7 nm among 3.3−4.0 nm peaks group, which was
speculated to be ascribed to NHCH2CH2SH. We then
calculated the DS from the peak areas and found that the DS of
free thiol is 40.1%. This result was consistent with the
quantification of thiol groups by Ellman’s assay. Besides, FTIR
spectra (Figure S1C) showed a weak peak of thiol (ν, 2529
cm−1), which indicated the successful conjugation of thiol to
HA.

Degree of Cross-Linking of HA-SS-HA. The degree of
cross-linking of HA-SS-HA was investigated by Ellman’s assay
and it increased with the longer incubation time (Figure S2).

Preparation and Characterization of NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siRNA. Stabilized NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA nanoparticles were
prepared by the nanoprecipitation method as described in
our previous work.14 Calcium and phosphate ionic solutions

Figure 1. (A) Size distribution of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA by DLS and TEM. TEM scale bar: 200 nm. (B) ζ-Potential of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA. (C)
Variation in the size of CaP/siRNA, HA/CaP/siRNA and HA-SS-HA/CaP/siRNA nanoparticles at storage condition (n = 3). (D) RNase stability of
naked siRNA, CaP/siRNA, HA/CaP/siRNA, and HA-SS-HA/CaP/siRNA, determined by agarose gel electrophoresis. (E) Size distribution
histogram of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA after incubation with 10 mM GSH for 2 h by DLS. Inset: Morphological observation of the treated NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siRNA by TEM. Scale bar: 500 nm. (F) Release of siRNA at different conditions: pH 7.4 with or without 10 μM GSH and pH 5.0 with or without 10
mM GSH at 0 and 2 h.
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were mixed with siRNA and HA-SH. Hybrid nanoparticle
solutions were purified by ultrafiltration for removing the free
components.
The diameter of freshly prepared nanoparticles is about 216.3

± 5.9 nm, and the PDI is 0.217. However, 12 h after
preparation, the size decreased to 168.9 ± 1.2 nm and the PDI
to 0.108 (Figure 1A). TEM was used to visualize directly the
size and morphology of the siRNA-loaded nanoparticles. The
spherical morphology of the nanoparticles is confirmed in
Figure 1A. The observed size of the nanoparticles was
approximately 150 nm, which was smaller than the hydro-
dynamic diameter obtained from the DLS. The bigger size of
DLS than that of TEM may ascribe to the hydrated layer of
HA-SS-HA. Particles of this size met the condition of the ERP
effect that would mediate the accumulation of nanoparticles in
tumor,33 and HA can also actively target tumor cells that

overexpress the CD44 receptor. The combination of passive
and active targeting may allow our nanoparticles to accumulate
at the tumor site, enabling selective delivery of drugs to cancer
cells.34 The surface ζ potential was −11.75 ± 0.82 mV (Figure
1B). This indicated the anionic nanoparticles had been
successfully prepared, which is attributed to the excess free
anionic carboxylic groups of thiolated-HA.
Anionic vectors have the same charge as nucleic acids, which

greatly limits their application in gene delivery. CaP can
condense nucleic acids with high efficiency. However, the poor
colloidal stability of CaP nanoparticles limits their application
for in vivo gene delivery. Herein, CaP was used to condense
siRNA into hybrid nanoparticles, and the anionic HA-SH was
used to stabilize the CaP nanoparticles. The EE% of siRNA by
CaP was about 93% when the hybrid nanoparticles were
assembled. The particle size decreased from 216 to 168 nm 12

Figure 2. (A) Cell uptake of FAM-siRNA delivered by HA-SH/CaP nanoparticles with or without pretreatment by free HA. Images show the green
fluorescence of FAM-siRNA and the blue fluorescence of DAPI in cell nuclei. The scale bar is 10 μm. (B) Effects of different concentrations of free
HA on the uptake of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA. Relative fluorescence intensity (%) = MFI (treated)/MFI (control) × 100% (n = 3). *p < 0.05,
***p < 0.005. (C) Cell uptake of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA (siRNA = 100 nM) for different periods of time analyzed by flow cytometry. Data are
shown as mean ± SD (n = 3). ***p < 0.005 vs FAM-siRNA group, ##p < 0.01, ###p < 0.005 vs 1 h incubation group. (D) Analysis of the endocytosis
pathway of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA determined by flow cytometry of cells treated with different endocytosis inhibitors. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.005,
compared with control group. (E) Endosomal escape of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA (siRNA = 100 nM) in B16F10 cells. The late endosomes and
lysosomes were stained with LysoTracker Red. Scale bar: 10 μm. (F) FRET analysis of the redox response of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA. B16F10 cells were
pretreated with or without the GSH inhibitor NEM, then incubated with NPs co-loaded with cy3- and cy5-labeled siRNA for 5 h, and visualized by
CLSM. In the merged image, the yellow signal indicates co-localization of cy3-siRNA (green) and cy5-siRNA (red). Scale bar: 10 μm.
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h after preparation, as shown in Figure 1C. This may be due to
the cross-linking tightening effect caused by the oxidation of
thiols and self-cross-linking of disulfide bonds in the air. The
colloid stability of the nanoparticles was studied by DLS,
following storage at 4 °C. The result indicated that the diameter
of nanoparticles could remain around 200 nm for at least 5
days. However, CaP/siRNA and HA/CaP/siRNA nanoparticles
were not stable at storage environment. Particle sizes of these
groups increased quickly after preparation, which demonstrated
the advantage of the cross-linked nanoparticles.
In addition to the colloidal stability, serum stability of

different formulations was also studied. As shown in Figure S3,
naked siRNA was quickly degraded in the absence of serum.
Besides, the cross-linked nanoparticles HA-SS-HA/CaP/siRNA
exhibited a better stability compared with CaP/siRNA and HA/
CaP/siRNA formulations.
The stability of the siRNA in the nanoparticles after

incubation with RNase for 0−48 h was checked by agarose
gel electrophoresis. As shown in Figure 1D, no bands were
visible on the gel before the nanoparticles were treated with
SDS. The bands of each SDS-treated sample were as bright as
free siRNA at 3 μM, even after 48 h incubation with RNase. We
conclude that the HA-SS-HA/CaP/siRNA nanoparticles can
effectively protect siRNA from serum destruction or RNase
degradation, which is an important prerequisite for in vivo
delivery of siRNA.
As shown in Figure 1E, the size of the cross-linked

nanoparticles detected by DLS increased greatly after treatment
with 10 mM of GSH. TEM revealed that no spherical particles
were visible after GSH treatment. This suggested that the
disulfide bonds of HA-ss-HA were destroyed by GSH and the
structure of the nanoparticles became less compact. To test
whether GSH treatment triggered siRNA release, the nano-
particles were incubated at pHs 5.0 and 7.4 with different GSH
concentrations. As shown in Figure 1F, most of the siRNA
encapsulated in the nanoparticles was released into the medium
after incubation with 10 mM GSH for 2 h at pH 5.0 (the typical
pH in lysosomes or endosomes). However, when NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siRNA was incubated with or without 10 μM GSH at pH 7.4
(the typical pH of physiological environments), no obvious
siRNA bands were observed. A weak siRNA band was found
when the nanoparticles were incubated at pH 5.0 without GSH.
This indicates that a small amount of siRNA was released from
the siRNA/CaP complex, probably because the CaP dissolved
slightly in the acid environment. All of the above suggested that
GSH-triggered disruption of the HA-ss-HA shell and
dissolution of the CaP core in acid environments may lead to
a burst release of siRNA from nanoparticles.
Cellular Uptake, HA Competition, and Uptake

Mechanism. CLSM was used to observe the uptake of
siRNA-loaded nanoparticles in B16F10 cells. siRNA was labeled
with FAM (green), and the nuclei were stained with DAPI
(blue). After incubation for 2 h, the green fluorescence of
FAM-siRNA was observed within the cytoplasm. It was
previously reported that HA-associated nanoparticles can be
efficiently taken up by receptor-mediated endocytosis in the
body.35 The cellular uptake of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA was
further investigated by a ligand competition experiment in the
B16F10 cell line, which was reported to overexpress the CD44
receptor.36,37 When the B16F10 cells were pretreated with a
high dose of free HA (10 mg/mL) to block CD44 receptors
prior to treatment with FAM-siRNA-loaded NPs, intracellular
fluorescence was on a dime (Figure 2A), suggesting the

decrease of cellular uptake of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA. This
result agrees well with previous reports on enhanced cancer
cell-specific uptake of nanoparticles that are decorated on the
surface with HA derivatives.35,38,39 Flow cytometry was utilized
to assess the inhibitory effect of pretreatment with different
concentrations of HA upon nanoparticle uptake. As indicated in
Figure 2B, the uptake of siRNA-NP decreased as the
concentration of free HA increased in the range of 0−10
mg/mL. This further validated the role of the CD44 receptor in
internalization of nanoparticles in B16F10 cells. Meanwhile, the
mean fluorescence intensity (MFI) of NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-
siRNA increased with longer incubation times (Figure 2C),
indicating that the uptake of nanoparticles into B16F10 cell
lines is time-dependent.
More importantly, understanding the endocytosis pathways

is necessary to clarify the intracellular trafficking of
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA. As shown in Figure 2D, the internalization
mechanism in B16F10 cells was evaluated using various
inhibitors of specific cellular internalization pathways. After
incubation with cell energy metabolism inhibitor (sodium
azide), the uptake amount decreased sharply to 20% of that of
the control, which indicated the energy-dependent endocytosis.
The cellular uptake of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA decreased to 45% of
that of the control in the presence of nystatin, which is an
inhibitor of caveolin-mediated endocytosis, indicating that the
HA coating prompted the uptake of nanoparticles by the route
of caveolin-mediated endocytosis. This result also demon-
strated that HA was vital in the uptake of the nanoparticles.
Chlorpromazine (clathrin-mediated endocytosis inhibitor) and
amiloride (micropinocytosis inhibitor) also reduced the cellular
uptake of nanoparticles. It can be concluded that NPHA‑SH/CaP
entered the cells through multiple pathways.

Endosomal Escape and Redox-Triggered Release.
CLSM was further performed to determine whether HA-SH/
CaP nanoparticles can effectively escape from endosomes or
lysosomes. We evaluated the co-localization of the nano-
particles (green) in B16F10 cells with endosomes or lysosomes
(red). As shown in Figure 2E, in the cells incubated with
NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA for 3 h, the green fluorescence of
FAM-siRNA encapsulated in HA-SH/CaP nanoparticles was
mainly overlapped with the red signal of endosomes, indicating
that NPHA‑SH/CaP/FAM-siRNA was effectively uptaken by the
B16F10 cells and mainly distributed in endosomes. After
incubation for another 2 h, the green signal (FAM-siRNA) was
enhanced, whereas the yellow co-localization signal declined,
demonstrating that FAM-siRNA had escaped successfully from
the endosomes. The endosomal escape can be ascribed to
disruption of the disulfide bonds in the HA-ss-HA shell and
dissolution of the CaP core. The high concentration of the
reducing agent in the tumor cells would disrupt the disulfide
bonds in the shell so that the nanoparticles would become
unstable. The CaP core would then be exposed to the acidic
lysosomal or endosomal environment, resulting in disassembly
of the nanoparticles. The calcium and phosphate ions would
increase the osmotic pressure in the endosome, leading to its
expansion and lysis so that siRNA is released into the
cytoplasm.14

Inhibition of GSH-Dependent Reduction with NEM.
FRET technology was used to validate the redox sensitivity of
the nanoparticles. The fluorescence spectra (Figure S4)
validated the FRET nanoparticles. In the cell study, siRNAs
labeled with the donor dye cy3 (green) and acceptor dye cy5
(red) were co-encapsulated within the nanoparticles, which
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were incubated for 2 h with B16F10 cells. FRET emission of
the cy5 is observed only when the two dyes are co-encapsulated
in the nanoparticles. As shown in Figure S5, we observed a
relatively high intensity of red fluorescence (cy5-siRNA),
indicating that the NPs were efficiently taken up by cells and
that their integrity was maintained.
NEM, a GSH inhibitor, was used to deplete the GSH in the

cells to establish the role of cytosolic reduction of NPHA‑SH/CaP/
FAM-siRNA in the release of FAM-siRNA. As shown in Figure
2F, cells had a strong green fluorescence and weaker red
fluorescence after 5 h of incubation without NEM pretreat-
ment. This indicated that some of the nanoparticles had been
disassembled so that the energy of cy3-siRNA could not be
transferred to cy5-siRNA, leading to the observed weak
fluorescence of cy5-siRNA (red). However, when the cells
were pretreated with NEM, the red fluorescence of cy5-siRNA
was much stronger, confirming the energy transfer from cy3-
siRNA to cy5-siRNA in intact nanoparticles. This revealed that
the stability of the nanoparticles within cells was maintained
due to protection by the intact HA-ss-HA shell after depletion

of GSH by NEM. The result is consistent with the in vitro
siRNA release study in 3.2 (Figure 1F). Thus, the intracellular
redox environment can effectively trigger the disassembly of
HA-ss-HA nanoparticles and the release of siRNA.

Downregulation of Gene Expression and Induction of
Cell Apoptosis in Vitro. The gene-silencing efficacy of
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siRNA was evaluated using a luciferase kit and
western blot analysis. B16F10-luciferase cells stably express
luciferase. siLuc-loaded nanoparticles were incubated with
B16F10-luciferase cells. As shown in Figure 3A, NPHA‑SH/CaP
carrying 100 nM of siLuc achieved a silencing efficacy of ∼85%,
which is even greater than our positive control, PEI 25 kDa.
PEI 25 kDa carrying 100 nM of siLuc led to only ∼53%
knockdown of luciferase expression. The high silencing
efficiency of NPHA‑SH/CaP might be attributed to the enhanced
uptake of the nanoparticles by CD44 receptors and effective
escape of siRNA from lysosomes due to the redox-responsive
property of HA-ss-HA and pH sensitivity of the CaP core.
Furthermore, the silencing efficiency of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc

Figure 3. (A) Analysis of relative luciferase activity in B16F10-luciferase. siRNA concentrations of free siLuc and NP/siNC were 200 nM. PEI/siLuc
indicates PEI 25 kDa (PEI/siRNA weight ratio = 1) mixed with siLuc (100 nM) as the positive control. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.005 vs NP/siNC
group. (B) Western blot analysis of Bcl2 protein expression and semiquantitative analysis by Image J (n = 3). siRNA concentrations of PEI/siBcl2,
free siBcl2, and NP/siNC were 100 nM. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.005 vs NP/siNC group. (C) Flow cytometry analysis of cell apoptosis after different
treatments using the Annexin V-FITC/PI assay. siRNA concentrations of each group were the same as shown in (B). (D) Statistical analysis of
normal, apoptotic, and necrotic cells. Data are shown as mean ± SD (n = 3).
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increased with increasing siLuc concentration in the range of
25−200 nM.
To further investigate the therapeutic effect of the NPs, we

choose the Bcl2 gene as our therapeutic target. Bcl2 protein has
been widely certified as an antiapoptosis factor in malignant
cells. The successful transfection of siRNA targeting Bcl2 can
downregulate Bcl2 expression and induce cell apoptosis.40

Here, B16F10 cells were incubated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2,
and the level of Bcl2 protein was analyzed by western blot after
48 h. As shown in Figure 3B, NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 significantly
downregulated the expression of Bcl2 protein in B16F10 cells
at both 50 and 100 nM and the effect was concentration-
dependent. At a concentration of 100 nM, NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2
reduced the Bcl2 protein level by ∼83%, whereas PEI 25 kDa
reduced it by only ∼48%. The result of Bcl2 silencing was
similar to that for the reporter gene luciferase.
Bcl2 is widely considered as a key factor in cancer cell

survival; therefore, we measured the cell apoptosis induced by
the downregulation of Bcl2 proteins by NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2.
B16F10 cells were double-stained with FITC-Annexin V and PI
at 48 h after treatment with siBcl2-loaded nanoparticles. Cells
that were positive only for FITC were considered to be in an
early apoptotic phase and those positive only for PI were in
necrosis phase. Consistent with Bcl2 silencing results, cells
treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 showed strong apoptosis and
the level of cell apoptosis was dependent on the concentration
of Bcl2 siRNA (Figure 3C,D). For cells treated with 100 nM of
siBcl2 loaded in NPHA‑SH/CaP, a sum of the early and late
apoptotic ratios was 19.01%. The percentage of apoptotic and
necrotic cells in this group was about 30%, which showed that
100 nM of siBcl2 loaded into NPHA‑SH/CaP can significantly
increase the level of cell death. The effect of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2

(100 nM) was much stronger than that of the other treatments.
These results confirm that NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 could induce cell
apoptosis significantly.

In Vivo Luciferase Gene-Silencing Study. In vivo siRNA
delivery and luciferase downregulation by NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc
was studied in B16F10-luc tumor-bearing mice. As shown in
Figure 4A,B, after two injections of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc (siLuc
1.2 mg/kg), the intensity of bioluminescence decreased
significantly. However, the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC group did not
show decreased bioluminescence. On the contrary, the
bioluminescence in the siNC-NP group became even stronger
because of the growth of tumor. After the final image was taken,
the tumors were extracted and the luciferase activity was
detected with a Firefly Luciferase Assay Kit (Beyotime,
Nanjing) (Figure 4C). The luciferase intensity in the
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc group was only 42% of that in the group
treated with siNC-loaded nanoparticles, which meant that the
level of luciferase enzyme expressed in the mice treated with
siLuc NPs was 58% lower than that in the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC
group. This was in accordance with the imaging result.
Together, the results confirmed that the delivery of
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc to tumors caused the downregulation of
luciferase.

In Vivo Antitumor Efficacy. From the in vivo luciferase
gene-silencing experiment, we know that this delivery system
can effectively carry siRNA to the tumor and achieve a specific
silencing effect. To further investigate whether the system has
potential for use in tumor therapy, we evaluated the antitumor
efficacy of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 in a B16F10 tumor xenograft
model.41,42 As shown in Figure 5A, tumor volumes increased
rapidly in the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC and PBS groups, whereas
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 significantly inhibited tumor growth. More

Figure 4. (A) Analysis of bioluminescence images of B16F10-luciferase xenograft tumors bearing mice. Images were obtained on days 0 and 2
(formulations were injected on days 0 and 1 separately). (B) Semiquantitative analysis of the image A. (C) On day 2 (24 h after the second
injection), the tumors were removed from the mice and the luciferase activity in the tumor tissue was measured. Data are shown as mean ± SD (n =
3). **p < 0.01, compared with NP/siNC on day 2.
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importantly, the photographs taken on day 10 show that the
tumors in mice treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 were noticeably
smaller than those in the mice treated with PBS or
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC (Figure 5B). This indicates that the delivery
of siBcl2 by NPHA‑SH/CaP was responsible for tumor growth
suppression.
In the end, the tumors were separated from the body and

weighed. The mass of tumors treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2
was only 25% of the tumor mass in the PBS or NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siNC group and the tumor inhibition rate was about 80%
(Figure 5C), which was calculated by the following formula:
(the tumor weight of PBS groupthe weight of treated
group)/the weight of PBS group. There was no significant
change in the body weight during treatment with NPHA‑SH/CaP/
siBcl2 (Figure 5D), suggesting the low toxicity of the
nanoparticles in vivo.
To validate that the tumor growth inhibition was owing to

the Bcl2 gene silencing by NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2, we used western
blotting to check the expression of the Bcl2 protein in tumors
treated with the different formulations. As shown in Figure 6A,
there was a clear decrease in the Bcl2 protein level after
treatment with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBc2. The bands were also
analyzed by Image J. The Bcl2 level was calculated as the
intensity of Bcl2/intensity of β-tubulin, and the relative level
was compared to that of the PBS group. The result showed that

the Bcl2 protein was downregulated by about 60% by
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 (Figure 6B). NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC did not
cause any downregulation of Bcl2 protein expression compared
to that caused by PBS.
We next analyzed H&E- and TUNEL-stained tumor sections

(Figure 6C). The histological images indicated that after
applying NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 a massive cancer cell remission
occurred in the tumor tissue. Moreover, the images of TUNEL
staining showed that the mice treated with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2
showed the highest level of cell apoptosis. This indicates that
the superior tumor growth suppression was due to the
significant apoptosis induced by NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2.
Thus, we can conclude that the silencing of the antiapoptosis

Bcl2 gene led to activation of apoptosis, which caused the
noticeable tumor suppression effect.

Safety Evaluation. The NPHA‑SH/CaP delivery system
contains two components: (1) cationic Ca2+, which autoasso-
ciates with siRNA to form the CaP core and (2) anionic HA-
SH, which enhances the efficiency and stability of the CaP
nanoparticles. Herein, the MTT assay was performed to assess
the cytotoxicity of HA-SH and NPHA‑SH/CaP to B16F10 cells.
B16F10 cells were treated with different concentrations of HA-
SH and no cytotoxicity was found even at the highest
concentration, which was attributed to the good biocompati-
bility of HA-SH (Figure S6). In addition, after treatment of

Figure 5. (A) B16F10 tumor growth curves of different groups after treatment on the indicated days (shown by arrows). siNC and siBcl2 were
administered at a dose of 1.2 mg/kg. (B) Representative images taken on day 10 of the B16F10 xenograft tumors in mice treated with the different
formulations. Arrows indicate the sites of tumors. (C) Tumor weight and the tumor inhibition rate analysis. (D) Graph showing the change in the
body weights of B16F10 tumor-bearing mice over the treatment period. Data are shown as mean ± SD (n = 5). **p < 0.01.
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siNC nanoparticles, the viability of all of the groups was nearly
100%, which indicated the low cytotoxicity of NPHA‑SH/CaP
(Figure 7A). Although the disassembly of CaP nanoparticles in
the tumor cells elevate the cytosolic Ca2+ concentration,
researchers recently found that the calcium transporters
pumped out the increased intracellular calcium, which
prevented the toxicity.43 In our previous work, we also proved
that CaP/siNC nanoparticles stabilized by PEG-CMCS had no
obvious toxicity to HepG2 cells.14

To test the in vivo applicability of our gene delivery system,
we evaluated the toxicity of the HA-SH/CaP nanoparticles in
healthy mice. Plasma levels of ALT, AST, and BUN were
determined 24 h after three treatments with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2
via iv injection and compared with that of mice treated with
PBS. As shown in Figure 7B, anionic nanoparticles produced
results comparable to that of the PBS group, indicating that
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 did not have any obvious toxic effects on
the liver or kidney at a therapeutic dosage. Furthermore, whole
blood was collected from each mouse and routine blood tests
were performed. As shown in Table 1, white blood cells
(WBC), red blood cells (RBC), hemoglobin, platelets,
neutrophils, and lymphocytes were analyzed. All of these
blood indices in the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 group were in the
normal physiological range and were not significantly different
from the values in the PBS group. We also harvested the main

organs from the mice and examined the H&E-stained sections.
Figure 7C shows that no significant difference was observed
between these two groups. These results indicated that our
nanoparticles did not cause organ toxicity. To sum up, our
prepared cross-linked hybrid nanoparticles are safe for
application both in vitro and in vivo.

■ CONCLUSIONS

In summary, we developed bioreducible cross-linked HA/CaP
hybrid nanoparticles for active targeting delivery of siRNA in
melanoma tumor therapy. The siRNA was efficaciously
condensed by CaP, and the siRNA/CaP core was stabilized
by the disulfide cross-linked HA-ss-HA shell. The nanoparticles
were effectively delivered to cancer cells, and a burst of siRNA
was released into the cytosol when breakage of the disulfide
bonds was triggered by the high intracellular GSH concen-
tration, followed by successful endosomal escape. We verified
the hypothesis above by evaluating the combined effect of
CD44-mediated cellular uptake and GSH-triggered controlled
release in vitro and in vivo.
Anionic HA-ss-HA cross-linked nanoparticles were prepared

by using CaP as a bridge to package siRNA into a positively
charged core. The cross-linked hybrid nanoparticles could keep
around 200 nm of volume for at least 5 days and showed
superior protection effect on siRNA from RNase degradation.

Figure 6. (A) Expression of Bcl2 protein in tumors after treatment with different formulations. (B) Semiquantitative analysis by Image J of (A). (C)
Histological study of tumors after different treatment by the TUNEL assay and H&E staining. Data are shown as mean ± SD (n = 5). **p < 0.01.
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The particle-size variation, nanoparticle disassembly, and the
burst of siRNA release in a GSH-rich environment confirmed
the bioreducible property of the HA-ss-HA shell by using TEM,
CLSM cell imaging, and agarose gel electrophoresis.
Furthermore, NPHA‑SH/CaP achieved a high siLuc silencing
efficacy of ∼85% and Bcl2 expression inhibition of ∼83% at the
protein level. In a xenograft tumor model, the in vivo intensity
of bioluminescence in NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc-treated mice de-
creased significantly, whereas bioluminescence in mice treated
with siNC nanoparticles became even more stronger as the
tumor grew. The level of luciferase intensity in the
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siLuc group was 58% lower than that in the
NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC group. Tumor growth was significantly
inhibited by treatment with NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2. Compared to
that in the PBS or NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC group, the tumor mass in
the NPHA‑SH/CaP/siBcl2 group was just 25% and the Bcl2
protein expression level was 40%. More importantly, the
prepared cross-linked hybrid nanoparticles are safe for
application both in vitro and in vivo.
Overall, we have shown that the cross-linked HA-ss-HA-

equipped CaP hybrid nanoparticles are simple and compact
hybrid nanocarriers that possess multiple functions, such as
redox responsiveness, endosomal escape, and tumor targeting,
for gene delivery in antitumor therapy. This system has

promising potential as a platform for gene delivery in targeted
tumor therapy.
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Figure 7. Safety evaluation. (A) In vitro cytotoxicity of NPHA‑SH/CaP/siNC to B16F10 cells. Data are shown as mean ± SD (n = 4). (B) Evaluation of
liver functions (AST, ALT) and renal functions (BUN) in healthy mice after treatment with PBS or siBcl2-loaded nanoparticle. Data are shown as
mean ± SD (n = 5). (C) Histological images of the HE-stained heart, liver, spleen, lung, and kidney harvested from the mice after treatment.

Table 1. Routine Blood Test Results of Mice after Treatmenta

sample WBC (109/L) RBC (1012/L) hemoglobin (g/L) platelet (109/L) neutrophil (109/L) lymphocyte (109/L) monocyte (109/L)

PBS 5.18 ± 0.47 6.97 ± 0.35 112 ± 3.78 746 ± 79.68 0.56 ± 0.02 3.25 ± 0.48 0.07 ± 0.03
NP/siBcl2 5.24 ± 0.58 7.32 ± 0.19 115 ± 2.94 758 ± 68.42 0.53 ± 0.04 3.81 ± 0.39 0.08 ± 0.02

aData are shown as mean ± SD, n = 5.
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