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Abstract: The chemical synthesis of heterocycles typically requires elevated temperature and acid or
base addition to form the desired product. Moreover, these reactions often involve hazardous reagents,
which is why biocatalytic routes for heterocycle formation have gained increasing attention. In recent
years, several enzymes belonging to the amidohydrolase superfamily have been identified to generate
heterocycles via cyclocondensation reactions. Of particular interest is the amidohydrolase MxcM,
which catalyzes the formation of an imidazoline moiety in the biosynthesis of the anti-inflammatory
natural product pseudochelin A. In this study, we present a concept for the immobilization of
this enzyme using a fused hexahistidine tag for fixation onto a solid, porous carrier. Notably, the
immobilization improves the enzyme’s tolerance to organic solvents. The immobilized MxcM exhibits
a residual activity of 169% in the polar solvent acetonitrile compared to the free enzyme, and the
storage stability in the presence of 20 vol% acetonitrile was ameliorated. In addition, an immobilized
enzyme reactor (IMER) was designed that can be operated under flow conditions. The MxcM-IMER
retains its biocatalytic activity and mechanic stability over the tested operation time. These results
provide important insights for the integration of heterocycle-forming amidohydrolases in chemical
processes.

Keywords: amidohydrolase; flow biocatalysis; heterocycle; imidazoline; immobilization; MxcM;
natural product; solvent tolerance

1. Introduction

Heterocycles are defined as molecules that incorporate at least one ring structure with
one or more heteroatoms, most commonly nitrogen, oxygen or sulfur [1]. Such compounds
are omnipresent in nature, as they can be found in nucleic acids, amino acids, carbohy-
drates, vitamins, pigments, and natural products [2]. Due to their specific biological effects,
heterocycles are important molecular fragments of agrochemicals and active pharmaceu-
tical ingredients [3,4]. Prominent examples include the fungicide cyazofamid [4] or the
-lactam antibiotic penicillin [5]. The heterocyclic core as well as the attached functional
groups influence the physicochemical properties, metabolic stability, and bioavailability of
a drug [6,7]. A vast number of studies focused on the synthesis of heterocyclic compounds
for the discovery of new or optimized pharmaceuticals [8-12]. Over the past decade, the
demand for “green” chemistry has triggered the development of flow processes for the
synthesis of heterocycles [13,14]. Flow chemistry enables the set-up of fully automated and
controlled processes with higher efficiency and safety as well as lower waste generation.
Other advantages of flow processes include better heat and mass transfer or simplified
scalability [13-16]. Another aspect of green chemistry is the use of biocatalysts that operate
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under mild temperatures and in aqueous solutions. In heterocyclic chemistry, biocatalysts
are also of particular interest for the development of stereoselective syntheses [17-19].

Nature uses different enzyme-catalyzed reactions for the biosynthesis of heterocycles,
e.g., alkylation, condensation, decarboxylation, oxidation, or reduction [20-23]. In recent
years, evidence has accumulated that selected enzymes of the amidohydrolase superfamily
perform heterocyclizations. While amidohydrolases are usually known to hydrolyze vari-
ous substrates, the newly identified members catalyze cyclocondensations. In Streptomyces
spp., the biosyntheses of different benzoxazole natural products were shown to involve
amidohydrolases [24-27]. For instance, the amidohydrolase NatAM from the nataxazole
biosynthetic pathway was demonstrated to convert a substituted 2-aminophenyl benzoate
into a benzoxazole via a hemiorthoamide intermediate [27]. A homolog of NatAM was
found in the anaerobic bacterium Clostridium cavendishii DSM 21758, which produces meta-
substituted benzoxazoles [28]. Another heterocycle-forming amidohydrolase was identified
in the myxochelin biosynthesis gene cluster of the marine bacterium Pseudoalteromonas
piscicida S2040 [29]. The corresponding enzyme, MxcM, catalyzes an intramolecular con-
densation of the 3-aminoethyl amide moiety in myxochelin B to form an imidazoline ring
(Figure 1) [29]. The product of this reaction, pseudochelin A, showed an improved activity
against human 5-lipoxygenase compared to other myxochelins, including myxochelin
B [30]. Thus, the integration of an imidazoline heterocycle enhanced the anti-inflammatory
properties. A preceding study focused on the kinetic and biochemical characterization of
the amidohydrolase MxcM [31]. The good stability and the high tolerance towards organic
solvents and concentrated salt solutions as well as its cofactor independency imply that
this enzyme might be a valuable candidate for integration into chemical process synthesis
of heterocyclic compounds. In this study, we further assessed the competence of the amido-
hydrolase MxcM for utilization in heterocyclic chemistry. For this purpose, we developed a
protocol for the immobilization of MxcM on a porous, solid support and characterized the
immobilized enzyme with regard to solvent tolerance and storage stability. Subsequently, a
packed-bed reactor with immobilized MxcM was designed and used for semicontinuous
flow synthesis of imidazoline heterocycles.

MxcM

OH

Figure 1. Reaction catalyzed by the amidohydrolase MxcM. Intramolecular condensation of the
-aminoethyl amide moiety in myxochelin B leads to the formation of the imidazoline moiety in
pseudochelin A [29,31].

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Immobilization of MxcM
2.1.1. Influence of Divalent Metal Ions

Previous studies demonstrated that the amidohydrolase MxcM is active and stable as
a hexahistidine (6xHis)-tagged fusion protein [31]. Because histidine residues promote the
binding of a protein to metals on a solid support, a His-tag can be used both for purification
and immobilization purposes [32]. Immobilizations based on the metal affinity of His-tags
usually result in good enzymatic activity and stability compared to other immobilization
methods. Furthermore, they enable the recovery of the support material [33,34]. In this
study, recombinantly produced 6xHis-MxcM was immobilized on Chromalite MIDA /M
particles. Chromalite MIDA /M is a hydrophilic, polymethacrylic macroporous iminodi-
acetic acid affinity resin with a mean particle size of 110 pm and a pore diameter of 1000 A.
The resin can be loaded with divalent metal ions that form chelate complexes with the imi-
dazole moieties of the 6xHis-tag. To screen the performance of resins loaded with different
metal ions for the immobilization of MxcM, a commercial Chromalite MIDA /M /Ni?* resin
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was compared to Ni2*, Cu?* and Co?* self-loaded particles. For immobilization, an enzyme-
to-particle ratio of 0.1 mgnixam/mgpdw Was applied corresponding to a maximal achievable
enzyme loading of 10 wt%. The particle mass refers to the particle dry weight (pdw). With
all tested resins, a good immobilization yield of 70-80% and an enzyme loading between
7.2 and 8.2 wt% was achieved (Figure 2A). The most favorable results were obtained with
the preloaded Chromalite MIDA /M/Ni?* particles, which provided an immobilization
yield of 80.7 £ 0.3% and an enzyme loading of 8.2 + 0.2 wt%. For the residual activity
of the immobilized enzyme, we observed significant differences (Figure 2B). The MxcM
on Ni?* preloaded particles showed a residual activity of 30.9 + 8.7% compared to the
free enzyme. While the performance of Ni?* self-loaded particles regarding the enzyme
activity was improved to 48.2 4+ 11.9%, the Cu?* self-loaded resin had a residual activity
of only 10.6 =+ 1.3%. The mean residual activity of MxcM on Co?* self-loaded Chromalite
MIDA /M amounted to 69.2% but exhibited a surprisingly high standard deviation of
34.1%. Generally, many factors can affect the residual activity of an enzyme that is attached
to a solid support, e.g., steric hindrance or hydrophobic and ionic interactions [35]. The
different metal ions exhibit varying binding affinities to the carrier (Cu* > Ni** > Co?*)
and His-tag selectivity (Cu?* < Ni** < Co?*), which might have influenced the performance
of the immobilizate [35,36]. Most amidohydrolases catalyze metal-dependent reactions
and, hence, feature one or more metal-binding sites [27,37]. Although experimental data
indicate that MxcM does not require metal ions for its biocatalytic activity, a sequence
alignment revealed that the crucial metal-coordinating residues are present [31]. For that
reason, the metal content as well as the type of divalent metal ion used for immobilization
might influence the enzyme’s biocatalytic activity if the metal ions are captured by the
putative metal-binding site of MxcM [35,38].
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Figure 2. Influence of the divalent metal ion loaded on Chromalite MIDA /M resin on the immobi-
lization yield, enzyme loading (A) and residual enzymatic activity (B). The Ni%+ -preloaded particles
were compared to resin that was self-loaded with Ni2*, Cu?*, or Co?*. Activity of free MxcM:
13.5 + 0.4 U/mgnixem Npior = 2, Nieey = 3; 0.2 pM MxcM).

2.1.2. Influence of Enzyme Concentration, Immobilization Time, and Enzyme-to-Particle Ratio

To evaluate the effect of the enzyme concentration and the incubation time during
the immobilization process, the Chromalite MIDA /M /Ni?* resin was incubated with
two different concentrations of the enzyme solution for 3 or 20 h at an enzyme-to-particle
ratio of 0.1 mgnxcm/mgpaw- As displayed in Figure 3, the higher enzyme concentration
and a longer immobilization time marginally improved the yield and loading, but the
residual activity was slightly reduced. For this reason, an immobilization time of 3 h and
the lower enzyme concentration were applied in the following experiments.



Catalysts 2023, 13, 229

40f 15

>

immobilization yield [%]

1001
901
801
701
601
501
401
301
207

immobilization yield [%]

enzyme loading

2 MMMIMMIMNINININN-

1007
90
80
70
60
50-
40
30
20

b /7 immobilization yield ‘510 B 100
. I e 801

% 7}/ H7 § & 701

BB RN

' B |

% / 2 20

[

N
[
o
o

c2,3h c1,3h c2,3h c2,20h

Figure 3. Effects of enzyme concentration and immobilization time on the immobilization efficiency.
(A) Immobilization yield and enzyme loading after varying the concentration of the MxcM solution
(c1 = 0.53 mg/mL; c2 = 1.11 mg/mL) and the time used for the immobilization process. Ni?*-
preloaded Chromalite MIDA /M particles were used as the immobilization resin (enzyme-to-particle
ratio: 0.1 mgnxem/Mgpdw)- (B) Residual activity of immobilized MxcM generated in the different
immobilization setups. Activity of the free MxcM: 14.5 £+ 0.4 U/mgymxem (Npior = 2, Npeery = 35
0.2 uM MxcM).

We observed that enhancing the enzyme-to-particle ratios during the immobilization
process from 0.1 to 0.2 and 0.4 mgpxem / MGpdw led to an increased loading of MxcM on the
immobilization resin (Figure 4). A ratio of 0.1 mgyxcm/mgpaw effectively resulted in an
enzyme loading of 7.8 &= 0.2 wt% and an immobilization yield of 76.3 &= 1.8%. With enzyme-
to-particle ratios of 0.2 and 0.4 mgnxem / Mgpdw, the enzyme loading increased by a factor of
1.2 or 2, respectively, while the immobilization yield and residual activity were significantly
reduced. The latter can be explained by an increased enzyme concentration on the surface
and in the pores of the resin, which might lead to the effects of steric hindrance or altered
enzyme—enzyme interactions [39,40]. A maximal loading of 15.5 &= 1.5 wt% was reached
with 0.4 mgnxem/ mMgpdw- However, because the yield (27.5 + 3.3%) and residual activity
(24.6 & 5.5%) were notably lowered under these conditions, an enzyme-to-particle ratio of
0.1 mgnxem / Mgpdw was used for the subsequent experiments. Overall, we demonstrate
the technical feasibility for the immobilization of a heterocycle-forming amidohydrolase
for the first time. This way, the enzyme becomes recyclable, offering new opportunities for
process operation.
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Figure 4. Influence of the different enzyme-to-particle ratios on the immobilization efficiency. (A) Im-
mobilization yield and enzyme loading reached after the immobilization with ratios of 0.1, 0.2,
and 0.4 mgpxem/ MZp - (B) Residual activity of immobilized MxcM generated in the three im-
mobilization setups. Activity of the free MxcM: 13.7 £ 0.2 U/mgnixem (Npior = 2, Nieep, = 3; 0.2 pM
MxcM).
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2.1.3. Activity of Immobilized MxcM in Organic Solvents

The use of organic solvents can be beneficial for biocatalytic processes, e.g., due to the
improved solubility of substrates and products or simplified downstream processing [41-44].
Previous studies demonstrated that the amidohydrolase MxcM is active in several organic
solvents. Herein, the enzymatic activity increased with the log p-value of the organic
solvent. High residual activities were observed in hydrophobic solvents. Since MxcM
catalyzes a cyclocondensation reaction with water as a byproduct, a reduction in the water
activity can be expected to shift the reaction equilibrium towards the product side [31]. Be-
cause immobilization is known to ameliorate the solvent tolerance of enzymes [45-47], we
evaluated this effect for the immobilized MxcM in five different solvent systems (Figure 5).
To ensure that the hydration shell of the MxcM was kept intact, 10 vol% water was added
to each setup. In accordance with the reported solvent tolerance of the MxcM, we ob-
served high residual activities of the free MxcM in the hydrophobic solvents n-hexane
and methyl tertiary-butyl ether (MTBE), while the presence of acetonitrile reduced the
enzymatic activity (Figure 5A). Interestingly, the activity of the immobilized MxcM in
n-hexane and MTBE was elevated by a factor of 2.3 or 1.9, respectively, compared to the
aqueous system (Figure 5B). These hydrophobic solvents formed a liquid two-phase system
with water. The immobilized MxcM was found in the aqueous phase. Consequently, the
enzymatic reaction occurred in the aqueous phase, where the local concentration of the
enzyme was higher than in systems with only one liquid phase. Additionally, transport
of the substrate and product between the two liquid phases presumably influenced the
measured specific activity. In contrast, the water-miscible solvent acetonitrile had direct
contact with the enzyme and disrupted its hydration shell [48,49]. Therefore, the activity
in acetonitrile was significantly reduced compared to the aqueous system. Our results
indicate that the immobilization positively affected the tolerance of the MxcM towards
acetonitrile. The residual activity of the immobilized MxcM in acetonitrile was reduced
to 65.4 &+ 7.2% compared to the aqueous system (specific activity: 2.2 £ 0.2 U/mgpixcm)-
Without immobilization, acetonitrile was extremely detrimental for the enzymatic activity
(residual activity: 8.5 &= 3.7%; specific activity: 1.3 & 0.2 U/mgpyxcm). If these values are
brought into relation, it becomes evident that the immobilization ameliorated the enzyme’s
stability in acetonitrile (169.0 &= 18.7% residual activity in acetonitrile after immobilization).
Furthermore, the activities of the immobilized MxcM in 20 vol% acetonitrile and in buffer
were almost identical (92.0 & 12.7% residual activity compared to the aqueous system). The
hydrophilic surface properties of the immobilization support Chromalite MIDA /M might
influence the water distribution in the microenvironment of the enzyme and, thus, protect
the enzyme from the detrimental effects of acetonitrile [50-52].
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Figure 5. Residual activity of free (A) and immobilized MxcM (B) in 50 mM phosphate buffer, n-
hexane, MTBE, acetonitrile, and 50 mM phosphate buffer with 20 vol% acetonitrile. A total of 10 vol%
ddH,;0 was added to the setups with n-hexane, MTBE, and acetonitrile. The activity of free MxcM in
buffer: 15.0 + 0.1 U/mgpyem- The red, dashed line indicates the reference activity in buffer, which
was set to 100%. The activity of the immobilized MxcM in buffer: 3.3 + 0.3 U/mgnyxem (Nieery = 3;
0.2 uM MxcM).
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2.1.4. Storage Stability of the Immobilized MxcM

In order to assess the storage stability of the immobilized and free MxcM, the samples
were stored for 28 days at 4 °C in phosphate buffer and in phosphate buffer with 20 vol%
acetonitrile. At defined time points, the enzyme leaching and residual activity were
measured (Figure 6). Only on day 1, a significant amount of enzyme was detected in the
supernatant (0.03 &= 0.01 mg/mL), which might have been caused by insulfficient washing
of the resin on the previous day. On all remaining days of the sampling, no significant
enzyme leaching was observed, suggesting a stable binding of the enzyme to the solid
support. In buffer, both the immobilized and the free MxcM nearly retained the specific
activity. After 28 days of storage, the residual activity of the free MxcM was 91.3 £ 4.2%,
while the residual activity of the immobilizate amounted to 89.6 & 22.9%. As mentioned
before, the presence of 20 vol% acetonitrile reduced the specific activity of the free enzyme
by approximately 60%, while the activity of the immobilized MxcM was only marginally
affected. On day 28, the measured residual activity in 20 vol% acetonitrile compared to day
0 was 11.6 £ 2.7% for the free MxcM and 22.6 £ 5.9% for the immobilized enzyme. For this
reason, the immobilization increased the stability in 20 vol% acetonitrile. The reusability,
the good storage stability, and the tolerance to organic solvents of the immobilized enzyme
prompted us to evaluate the performance of the immobilizate under flow conditions.

@ free MxcM in buffer free MxcM in buffer + 20 vol% ACN
® immobilized MxcM in buffer immobilized MxcM in buffer + 20 vol% ACN
A
141
% * rS
$ $ +
121 %
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= E
g ¢ $ %
o
21 I 1 :
?
L -
F}

5 5 4 6 & 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 24 26 28

time [days]
Figure 6. Storage stability of the free and immobilized MxcM in 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) and
50 mM phosphate buffer with 20 vol% acetonitrile (ACN) stored at 4 °C. The activity of free MxcM:
13.7 £ 0.2 U/mgnixem (Nbior =2, Nieap = 3; 0.2 M MxcM).

2.2. Design and Characterization of the Immobilized Enzyme Reactor
2.2.1. Reactor Packing

For the preparation of the immobilized enzyme reactor (MxcM-IMER), the immobiliza-
tion procedure was upscaled, and the immobilizate was packed into empty HPLC columns
(50 x 2.1 mm). During the packing process, which was conducted in three iterative runs, the
pump pressure was recorded. The maximal packing density was reached with a volumetric
flow rate of 1.5 mL/min. The physical parameters of the two separately packed reactors
are listed in Table 1. We observed that the immobilization yield after the scale-up was ~10%
higher, which can be attributed to a more intensive mixing in the horizontally fixed 5 mL
tubes. The pressure drop induced by the packed bed increased in a linear correlation with
the volumetric flow rate, indicating that the particles were not deformed (Figure S1). Using
the Carman—Kozeny equation (6), the theoretical porosity of the packed bed was calculated
to ~20%. The cubic closest packing of a packed bed with ideal spherical particles features a
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porosity of 26% [53]. This difference can be explained by the particle size distribution of
the Chromalite MIDA /M particles.

Table 1. Parameters of the MxcM-IMERs. The dimensions of the steal columns: 50 x 2.1 mm, empty
volume: 173.2 uL.

Parameter Reactor 1 Reactor 2

Immobilization yield [%] 874+ 1.1 85.6 + 0.8

Enzyme loading [wt%] 89+0.1 87+0.1
Particle dry weight [mg] 29.9 29.3
Enzyme mass [mg] 29 2.8
Enzyme concentration [mM] 0.29 0.28
Pressure drop at 1.5 mL/min [bar] 4.1 3.8
Theoretical porosity ¢ [%] ! 19.2 19.6

! Calculated with the Carman-Kozeny equation.

2.2.2. Residence Time Behavior

To estimate the theoretical residence time, which would be required to reach the
reaction equilibrium in an ideal plug flow reactor, we made use of the [E]-T-concept [54,55].
For this, the reaction time course of the batch reactions with immobilized MxcM was
recorded (Figure S2). For further calculations, we anticipated that the reaction equilibrium
of 60.5 + 5.4% pseudochelin A is reached after 30 min with an enzyme concentration of
0.2 uM and 0.5 mM myxochelin B. Using the [E]-T approach, a theoretical residence time
of 1.3 s was calculated to be required at an enzyme concentration of 0.28 mM to achieve a
product yield of 60% for a substrate concentration of 0.5 mM. This theoretical residence
time was used to provide a reasonable estimate for the required volumetric flow rate.

Since it can be assumed that the properties of the MxcM-IMER differed from an ideal
plug flow reactor, the real residence times were measured for volumetric flow rates of 0.25
to 1.00 mL/min, which corresponded to theoretical residence times between 8 and 2 s for
a theoretical porosity of 20%. For this purpose, we conducted tracer experiments once
with phosphate buffer and once with phosphate buffer including 15 vol% acetonitrile as
mobile phases. The analysis of the recorded UV profiles revealed that an integration of
the flow reactors into the HPLC systems caused a peak broadening of the residence time
distribution (Figure S3). For this reason, the mean residence time was calculated and used
for the assessment of the residence time behavior (Figure 7). For every tested flow rate,
the real residence times were higher than the theoretical ones, which was probably due
to backmixing and interactions of the analytes with the particles in the packed bed via
pore diffusion and adsorption. In addition, the differences between the theoretical and real
porosity would affect the residence times.

w
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Figure 7. Mean residence time of analytes in the MxcM-IMERs at different volumetric flow rates.
(A) Eluent: 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8). (B) Eluent: 50 mM phosphate buffer with 15 vol%
acetonitrile. The theoretical residence time was calculated from the packed bed porosity & of 20%.
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2.2.3. Operation in Semicontinuous Mode

For a semicontinuous mode of operation, the MxcM-IMERs were integrated into
the HPLC system and placed into the column oven to achieve a temperature control
(Scheme 1). The autosampler was used to inject the substrate myxochelin B into the flow
system. Two separate eluent reservoirs, filled with 50 mM phosphate buffer and acetonitrile,
allowed the adjustment of the eluent composition.

substrate
i column oven
v
autosampler ——> MxcM-IMER —— detector

l

fraction collector

Scheme 1. Flow chart of an HPLC system with integrated MxcM-IMER for application in the
semicontinuous mode; 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) and acetonitrile (ACN) were used as eluents.

First, we evaluated the impact of different volumetric flow rates on myxochelin B con-
version (Table 2). The conversion was determined from the mole portion of pseudochelin
A at the reactor outlet. The results indicate that the conversion was nearly independent
from the residence time. With 100 vol% buffer as mobile phase, the conversion ranged
between 25 and 48%. For both reactors, the best conversion was achieved at a flow rate
of 0.75 mL/min, which corresponds to a mean residence time of ~12 s. It can be hypoth-
esized that the elevated convection at higher volumetric flow rates reduces the diffusion
limitations, which might occur in the packed bed at lower flow rates. Interestingly, the
addition of 15 vol% acetonitrile to the mobile phase greatly influenced the performance
of the MxcM-IMERs. Under these conditions, the substrate conversion increased to over
90%. The presence of acetonitrile might improve the solubility of the substrate and product
in the mobile phase and reduce mass transfer limitations between the bulk phase and
the catalytically active particle surface. Acetonitrile might also influence the hydrophobic
interactions between the enzymes [56].

Table 2. Conversion of myxochelin B in a semicontinuous flow system with the MxcM-IMERs
under different volumetric flow rates, calculated from the mole portion of pseudochelin A at the
reactor outlet; 5 uL of 20 mM myxochelin B (0.1 umol) were injected into the HPLC system using
the autosampler. The experiments were conducted with 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) or 50 mM
phosphate buffer with 15 vol% acetonitrile (ACN) (N, = 2).

Volumetric Buffer Buffer + 15 vol% ACN
Flow Rate Reactor 1 Reactor 2 Reactor 1 Reactor 2
0.25 mL/min 25.4 +9.5% 36.4 + 0.4% 96.6 + 1.1% 93.5 + 0.7%
0.50 mL/min 34.4 +4.1% 42.6 +7.2% 95.7 + 0.7% 95.3 =+ 0.03%
0.75 mL/min 41.2 +3.1% 47.8 +5.0% 94.6 + 2.5% 93.3 4+ 0.3%
1.00 mL/min 275+ 1.1% 36.5 + 6.1% 94.6 + 0.5% 90.3 + 0.4%

Subsequently, we analyzed the temperature-dependency at flow rates of 0.5 and
0.75 mL/min (Table 3). For both flow rates, a temperature of 30 °C seemed to be advan-
tageous in the flow system. In contrast, previous experiments revealed a temperature
optimum of 50 °C for the free MxcM [31]. In batch reactions, the immobilized enzyme also
exhibited higher activities at 50 °C (Figure S4). For the MxcM-IMERs, we observed that
the temperature had the greatest influence on the conversion in the presence of 15 vol%
acetonitrile and a flow rate of 0.5 mL/min. Here, a temperature increase from 30 to 50 °C
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led to a ~50% reduction in the conversion. All other conditions were only slightly affected
by the elevated temperature. The temperature and the presence of polar organic solvents
can modify the conformational flexibility and activity of enzymes by influencing hydrogen
bonds or hydrophobic interactions [57,58]. In addition, the temperature influences the
viscosity of the eluents, which can alter the flow conditions and the mass transport in the
flow system.

Table 3. Temperature-dependent conversion of myxochelin B in a semicontinuous flow system with
the MxcM-IMERs at volumetric flow rates of 0.50 and 0.75 mL/min; 5 pL of 20 mM myxochelin
B (0.1 umol) were injected into the HPLC system using the autosampler. The experiments were
conducted with 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) or 50 mM phosphate buffer with 15 vol% acetonitrile
(ACN) (Ntecp, = 3).

Volumetric Buffer Buffer + 15 vol% ACN
Temperature
Flow Rate Reactor 1 Reactor 2 Reactor 1 Reactor 2
0.50 mL/mi 30 °C 587 +£14%  524+49% 9584+ 1.6%  91.8 & 1.0%
=Y mL/min 50 °C 499 +20%  408+1.1%  4414+13% 522 +4.1%
075 mL /mi 30°C 62.7 +0.6%  4414+81%  97.04+05%  91.7 + 0.8%
+/2 mL/mimn 50 °C 503 £2.6% 412 +42%  85143.6%  84.8 +3.5%

To assess the process stability of the MxcM-IMERs, we recorded the residual activity
after 8 days of operation and 38 semicontinuous runs for the characterization of the reactors
(total operation time: ~12 h) at a flow rate of 0.5 mL/min and a temperature of 30 °C. During
the downtime periods, the reactors were stored at 4 °C in phosphate buffer. Especially
in flow systems, the streaming mobile phases can induce a leaching of the Ni**-ions
and the enzymes, which would lead to a reduction in the enzyme concentration in the
reactor [56,59,60]. Compared to day 0, the residual activities were calculated to 102.3 & 7.6%
for reactor 1 and 107.5 £ 5.6% for reactor 2. Consequently, it can be assumed that the
enzymes stayed active under the flow operation and that no significant leaching effects
occurred in the MxcM-IMERs, providing evidence of the high stability of the enzyme-metal
chelate complexes. This result is consistent with several references in the literature, which
describe low metal and enzyme leaching and, thus, good stability of His-tag based affinity
immobilization resins [34,61,62]. Furthermore, visual inspection of the reactors on day 8
did not reveal a compression of the packed bed, indicating a high mechanical stability of the
immobilizate. Since the MxcM-IMERs have not yet reached their maximum performance,
the operation time period should be extended in the future to further assess the long-term
process stability in flow. Based on these properties, it might also be feasible to operate the
MxcM-IMER in the continuous mode.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Production and Purification of Myxochelin B and Pseudochelin A

For the production of myxochelin B, M. xanthus FB was cultured in CYE medium
(casitone 10 g/L, 5 g/L yeast extract, 2.1 g/L MOPS, 1 g/L MgSO4 x 7 HyO, 0.5 mg/L
vitamin B12; pH 7.4) in the presence of 3 wt% of the adsorber resin Amberlite XAD7HP
(Sigma Aldrich, Taufkirchen, Germany) and 100 mg/L of the biosynthetic precursor 2,3-
dihydroxybenzoic acid. After 7 days of incubation at 30 °C and 130 rpm, the adsorber resin
was collected by filtration. Subsequently, the resin was washed with water and adsorbed
compounds were eluted with methanol. The eluate was concentrated in a vacuum evap-
orator (Heidolph Instruments, Schwabach, Germany), and solid particles were removed
by centrifugation and filtration. Myxochelin B was isolated from the bacterial raw extract
using a semipreparative HPLC system (Shimadzu, Duisburg, Germany) and a Nucleodur
100-5 C18 VarioPrep column (Macherey-Nagel, Diiren, Germany) in two consecutive purifi-
cation steps with the following chromatographic conditions: flow rate—4 mL/min; mobile
phases—methanol (MeOH) and water with 0.1 vol% trifluoroacetic acid. Step 1: 0-14 min:
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50% MeOH; 14-20 min: 50-100% MeOH; 20-25 min: 100% MeOH; 25-27 min: 100-50%
MeOH; 27-20 min: 100% MeOH. Step 2: 50% MeOH isocratic. The identity and purity of
the isolated myxochelin B was analyzed via LC-MS and HPLC (Figure S5). Pseudochelin A,
which served as an analytical standard, was produced in the recombinant strain M. xanthus
DSM16526: pJK5 before [29].

3.2. Enzyme Production and Purification

For the production of 6xHis-tagged MxcM, the recombinant expression strain Es-
cherichia coli BL21(DE3): pET28a(+)-mxcM was cultured according to a previously described
protocol [29]. The cells were harvested by centrifugation (4500 rpm, 30 min, 4 °C), the
supernatant was discarded, and the cell pellet was resuspended in lysis buffer (50 mM
NaH,POy4, 10 mM imidazole, 300 mM NaCl, and 10 vol% glycerol). The cell lysis was
conducted via pressure homogenization in a French press at 69 bars. Subsequently, the cell
debris was removed by centrifugation (19,000 rpm, 30 min, and 4 °C). For the isolation of
the 6xHis-tagged MxcM, an FPLC system (AKTA pure, Cytiva Europe, Freiburg, Germany)
was used in combination with HisTrap FF crude 1 mL columns (Cytiva Europe). First, the
columns were washed with 5 column volumes (CV) water and equilibrated with 5 CV
binding buffer (lysis buffer with 40 mM imidazole) at a flow rate of 1 mL/min. Afterwards,
the protein sample was applied and washed with 10 CV binding buffer. For protein elu-
tion, the amount of elution buffer (lysis buffer with 500 mM imidazole) was successively
increased to 100 vol% over 10 CV and kept at 100 vol% for 5 CV. Then, the column was
washed with 10 CV binding buffer. Finally, the isolated enzyme was desalted using the
PD-10 desalting column (Cytiva Europe) according to the manufacturer’s specification.
For the column equilibration and protein elution, 100 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) was
used. The concentration of protein samples was determined by use of the NanoDrop2000
spectrophotometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Dreieich, Germany). The purity of the protein
solution was analyzed via SDS PAGE (Figure S6).

3.3. Immobilization

The purified 6xHis-tagged MxcM was immobilized on a porous Chromalite MIDA /M
(Purolite, an Ecolab Company, Ratingen, Germany) support, which was delivered as wet
particles. To determine the actual residual moisture, a defined mass of wet particles
was dried for 2 h at 60 °C in a SpeedVac vacuum concentrator (Eppendorf, Hamburg,
Germany). Afterwards, the particle dry weight was measured, and the residual moisture
was calculated. For the equilibration, 20 pL phosphate buffer (50 mM NaH,PO, x 2 H;0O,
pH 8) were added per mg wet particles. For the loading of the Chromalite MIDA /M
with Ni?*, Cu®*, or Co?*, the wet resin particles were suspended in a 10 mM metal salt
solution (NiSO4 x 6 H,O, CoSO,; x 7 HyO, CuCl, x 2 HyO; 30 uL per mg resin). This
suspension was incubated for 3 h at 21 °C and 200 rpm. Subsequently, the particles were
washed four times with 20 uL phosphate buffer per mg wet particles. A defined amount of
enzyme solution and the immobilization resin were incubated for 3 h (or 20 h) at 21 °C and
200 rpm. The required volume of the enzyme solution was determined from the enzyme-
to-particle ratio and the particle dry weight. After the immobilization, the supernatant
was removed and the immobilizate was washed two times with 30 pL phosphate buffer
per mg wet particles. The amount of remaining free MxcM in the solution was measured
spectrophotometrically. The amount of immobilized enzyme was calculated from a mass
balance. The immobilization yield Yinmo (1) and the enzyme loading Wimmo (2) were
determined as criteria for the evaluation of the immobilization process.

m:
Yinmo [0/0] = Cenz”'q}r;:;z 1)
Wimmo [w’fo/o} = M (2)

MppW +Mimmo
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where mjyme [Mg] = mass of immobilized enzyme; cen, [mg/mL] = concentration of the
enzyme stock solution; Ven, [mL] = volume of enzyme solution; and mppyw [mg] = particle
dry weight.

For the determination of the residual activity of the immobilized enzyme, the specific
activity of the immobilizate and the free enzyme were measured. The reactions with the
free MxcM were performed in 50 mM phosphate buffer (pH 8) with 0.2 uM MxcM and
0.5 mM myxochelin B in a total volume of 250 pL. For the reactions with the immobilized
MxcM, the total volume was adjusted to achieve the same enzyme—substrate ratio. Prior to
the addition of the substrate, all reactions were preheated to 30 °C. Then, myxochelin B
was added and, after 2 min incubation at 30 °C, the reactions were stopped by heat (99 °C,
5 min, 300 rpm). For the removal of the denatured enzyme or the immobilization resin, the
reaction mixtures were centrifuged for 2 min at 13,000 rpm. The supernatant was filtered
and analyzed by reversed phase HPLC using a Nucleodur Sphinx RP column (150 x 2 mm,
3 um, Macherey Nagel). The separation of the substrate and product was achieved with
an isocratic method (13 vol% acetonitrile, 87 vol% water with 0.1 vol% trifluoracetic acid;
flow rate: 0.4 mL/min). The substrate conversion was determined from the peak areas at a
wavelength of 254 nm and used for the calculation of the specific activity. Each experiment
was performed in two biological (Ny;,) and three technical replicates (Ni).

3.4. Activity in Organic Solvents and Storage Stability of Immobilized MxcM

To analyze the performance of the immobilized MxcM in organic solvents, the reactions
with free and immobilized enzyme were conducted in 90 vol% n-hexane, MTBE, and
acetonitrile and 10 vol% ddH,0O. Additionally, a setup of 20 vol% acetonitrile and 80 vol%
phosphate buffer was evaluated. For each setup, the specific enzymatic activity was
determined and used for the calculation of the residual activity regarding immobilization,
which describes the effect of the immobilization on the specific activity in each solvent
system (Nyec, = 3).

The storage stability of the immobilized and free MxcM was evaluated in phosphate
buffer and in phosphate buffer with 20 vol% acetonitrile. In these media, the enzyme was
stored at 4 °C for 28 days. On defined days of sampling, the specific activity was determined
(Nbpio1 =2, Nieepp = 3). For the investigation of the enzyme leaching, the protein concentration
in the supernatant was measured. The supernatant was removed and replaced by fresh
storage medium.

3.5. Reactor Packing

First, an empty stainless-steel HPLC column (50 x 2.1 mm, SCP Seitz Chromatographie
Produkte, Weiterstadt, Germany) was integrated into the HPLC system (Shimadzu) to
record the pressure drop induced by the system at volumetric flow rates of 0.50, 0.75,
1.00, 1.25, and 1.50 mL/min. The immobilization process described in Section 3.3 was
upscaled to obtain a sufficient amount of immobilizate. Afterwards, the immobilizate was
packed into the empty column. To achieve a homogenous packed bed, the MxcM-IMER
was installed into the HPLC system, and the immobilizate was compressed by successively
increasing the flow rate from 0.50 to 1.50 mL/min. Each flow rate was maintained for
5 min. Because the height of the packed bed was significantly reduced after the first
and second packing iterations, the empty volume was refilled with immobilizate. After
the third packing iteration, the height of the packed bed remained constant. The system
pressure with integrated MxcM-IMER was measured at different flow rates and used for
the calculation of the pressure drop induced by the packed bed (Apparticles)- Assuming that
the pressure drop induced by the fittings and the fluid are negligibly small compared to
APpparticles, the equation (3) can be used to describe the correlation between Apparticles and
the friction coefficient (A), the column length (Ls), the mean particle diameter (dp), the fluid
density (pp), and the empty tube velocity () [63,64].
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For a laminar flow (Rep, < 20), the friction coefficient depends on the porosity of the
packed bed (¢) and the Reynolds number (Rep) (4). The Reynolds number depends on 7,
dp, pr and on the dynamic viscosity (ng) (5). From Equations (3)~(5), the Carman-Kozeny
equation can be deduced (6). The theoretical porosity of the packed bed (¢) is calculated
from (6) by the iterative target value search.

(1—¢)?300
AT Rey @)
P
ud
Re, = 2 PF . Pr 5)
(1—¢) L
Ap = 150°— 7 ©6)

3.6. Characterization of the Residence Time Behavior

By use of the integrated UV detector, the residence time distribution of the analytes
in the reactor was recorded. The integration of the MxcM-IMER led to a significant peak
broadening of the residence time distribution compared to the empty system. For that
reason, the mean residence time was calculated from the residence time distribution and
used for the evaluation of the residence time behavior (Figure S7).

3.7. Characterization of the Reactor Performance in Semicontinuous Mode

The influence of the different reaction parameters (flow rate, temperature, and mobile
phase composition) was tested in a semicontinuous mode of operation. For this, the MxcM-
IMER was installed into the column oven of the HPLC system. Prior to the biocatalytic
reaction, the reactor was preheated and equilibrated with the required mobile phase for
30 min. The substrate myxochelin B (0.1 umol) was injected using the autosampler. The
reaction mixture from the reactor output was collected and separately analyzed via HPLC-
MS (Nyee, = 2-3 per reactor).

4. Conclusions

The impressive developments in the fields of molecular biology, bioinformatics, and
process engineering have spurred the discovery and engineering of new biocatalysts as
well as biocatalytic processes [65-68]. For this reason, biocatalysis has become a powerful
tool for the synthesis of heterocyclic compounds, which are of particular interest for the
pharmaceutical industry. Some years ago, genome mining revealed a new enzyme be-
longing to the superfamily of amidohydrolases that catalyzes the synthesis of imidazoline
heterocycles [29]. This enzyme, MxcM, was recently shown to exhibit promising activity
and stability properties [31]. In this study, we successfully established an immobilization
process for the amidohydrolase MxcM based on immobilized metal affinity chromatog-
raphy. Our immobilization protocol leads to immobilization yields of ~75% and enzyme
loadings between 7 and 8 wt% for an enzyme-to-particle ratio of 0.1 mgnxem/MGpdw- In
buffer, the remaining activity of the immobilized MxcM amounted to 30-40% compared to
the free enzyme. We observed that higher enzyme loadings negatively affected the residual
activity, probably caused by steric hindrance and modified enzyme—enzyme interactions on
the particle surface. The immobilization of MxcM improved the enzyme’s solvent stability.
The specific activity of the immobilized enzyme in n-hexane and MTBE was doubled com-
pared to the aqueous system. In the polar solvent acetonitrile, the immobilized enzyme was
even more active than the free enzyme (residual activity: 169%). Additionally, the storage
stability in the presence of 20 vol% acetonitrile was increased through immobilization.
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Due to the good solvent and storage stability and the fact that no cofactors are required,
we further evaluated the performance of the immobilized MxcM for biocatalysis in flow.
For this purpose, packed bed-reactors were designed and installed into an HPLC sys-
tem. Interestingly, the composition of the mobile phase greatly influenced the conversion,
while the residence time and the temperature had only minor impact under the tested
conditions. The MxcM-IMERs featured a good operational stability, indicating that no
significant leaching events occurred and that the enzyme remained stable under operation
in flow. In the future, the presented HPLC-coupled flow system can be used to screen the
substrate scope of the amidohydrolase MxcM for the synthesis of imidazoline-containing,
heterocyclic compounds.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://
www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/ catal13020229/s1, Figure S1: Pressure stability of the MxcM-IMERs;
Figure S2: Reaction time course of a batch reaction; Figure S3: UV profile at 254 nm after injection
of 0.1 pmol myxochelin B into the HPLC system with and without integration of the MxcM-IMERs;
Figure S4: Influence of the reaction temperature on the specific activity of the immobilized MxcM
in the batch reactions; Figure S5: Quality control of myxochelin B after semi-preparative HPLC
purification. Figure S6: SDS PAGE of the purified 6xHis-MxcM; Figure S7: Determination of the mean
residence time (Tmean) from the residence time distribution.
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