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Abstract: The incidence of kidney disease is increasing worldwide. Acute kidney injury (AKI)
can strongly favor cardio-renal syndrome (CRS) type 3 development. However, the mechanism
involved in CRS development is not entirely understood. In this sense, mitochondrial impairment
in both organs has become a central axis in CRS physiopathology. This study aimed to elucidate
the molecular mechanisms associated with cardiac mitochondrial impairment and its role in CRS
development in the folic acid-induced AKI (FA-AKI) model. Our results showed that 48 h after FA-
AKI, the administration of N-acetyl-cysteine (NAC), a mitochondrial glutathione regulator, prevented
the early increase in inflammatory and cell death markers and oxidative stress in the heart. This
was associated with the ability of NAC to protect heart mitochondrial bioenergetics, principally
oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS) and membrane potential, through complex I activity and
the preservation of glutathione balance, thus preventing mitochondrial dynamics shifting to fission
and the decreases in mitochondrial biogenesis and mass. Our data show, for the first time, that
mitochondrial bioenergetics impairment plays a critical role in the mechanism that leads to heart
damage. Furthermore, NAC heart mitochondrial preservation during an AKI event can be a valuable
strategy to prevent CRS type 3 development.

Keywords: cardio-renal syndrome type 3; folic acid-induced cardio-renal damage; NAC and
mitochondria; mitochondrial ROS production; mitochondrial dynamic; biogenesis

1. Introduction

The incidence of acute kidney injury (AKI), a group of pathological syndromes de-
fined by the deterioration of renal functions in a short period, is currently increasing
worldwide, with more than 13 million people affected annually by AKI, far exceeding

Antioxidants 2023, 12, 1592. https://doi.org/10.3390/antiox12081592 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/antioxidants

https://doi.org/10.3390/antiox12081592
https://doi.org/10.3390/antiox12081592
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/antioxidants
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-2260-4313
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8409-7967
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7968-7225
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1292-3833
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6628-4411
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0348-9617
https://doi.org/10.3390/antiox12081592
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/antioxidants
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/antiox12081592?type=check_update&version=2


Antioxidants 2023, 12, 1592 2 of 28

breast cancer and heart failure [1–3]. Between 10 and 15% of intensive care unit patients
present AKI episodes [2], and the global mortality from AKI has remained high for the
past 50 years [3] because AKI is associated with adverse short-term outcomes and adverse
long-term effects on survival [1]. One or several episodes of AKI favors the develop-
ment of chronic kidney disease (CKD) [4,5], with high mortality rates [6]. Furthermore,
renal dysfunction alone is insufficient to explain the high mortality rate in AKI patients
because the damage to remote organs, like the heart, caused by AKI also contributes to
poor recovery [1,7,8]. Current evidence has shown that AKI causes the release into the
bloodstream of soluble mediators, known as cardio-renal connectors, such as inflammatory
molecules and renin-angiotensin system components, together with uremia and electrolyte
and hemodynamic unbalance, resulting in the spread of damage to peripheral tissues, such
as the heart, favoring cardio-renal syndrome (CRS) development [9–11]. Type 3 CRS is
characterized by an acute worsening of renal function that triggers cardiac dysfunction,
a common cause of death in AKI patients [10,12]. Although recently CRS pathology has
been extensively studied, the molecular pathways connecting renal to cardiac damage are
not wholly deciphered [8,12,13].

On the other hand, mitochondrial bioenergetics and redox dysfunction have re-
cently emerged as central axes in developing AKI pathological processes like tubular
damage, hemodynamic alterations, inflammation, cellular death, oxidative stress, and
fibrosis [14–18]. Likewise, growing evidence suggests that renal mitochondrial alterations
participate in the progression of several types of CKD [19–23]. The kidney and heart are
energy-demanding organs that depend highly on mitochondrial bioenergetics [19,24,25].
Additionally, to be involved in crucial metabolic processes, cell death, and inflammation,
mitochondria damage is closely related to the development of cardiovascular diseases
and CRS [13,26,27]. Consequently, it was recently shown that CKD triggers mitochondrial
bioenergetic impairment in organs such as the heart [13,27,28] and skeletal muscle [29], fa-
voring the spread of damage in these tissues. Nevertheless, heart mitochondria impairment
related to the molecular pathways that trigger CRS type 3 is poorly understood [7,12].

The folic acid (FA)-induced AKI (FA-AKI) model has been widely used to study the
pathophysiology of AKI [30,31] because it recreates the pathology reported in patients [32]
and is highly reproducible [30,31]. The FA high concentrations induce cell death (especially
in the proximal tubule), tubular obstruction, hemodynamic alterations, hyperuricemia,
cytokine release, inflammation, fibrosis, oxidative stress, mitochondrial bioenergetics, and
redox alterations in the kidney that lead to CKD development [15,20,30,33]. Furthermore,
previous reports showed that FA-AKI triggers the release into the bloodstream of proinflam-
matory cytokines and uric acid from the kidney [20,34–37], leading to cardiac inflammation
and cardiomyocyte apoptosis, favoring CRS type 3 development [38]. Additionally, we pre-
viously demonstrated that intraperitoneal FA administration (300 mg/kg) triggers in kidney
mitochondria the decrease in glutathione (GSH) levels and the higher S-glutathionylation
removal activity of mitochondrial glutaredoxin (Grx), leading to complex I (CI) activity
reduction [15]. The decrease in renal mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation (OXPHOS)
capacity and coupling induce the loss of mitochondrial membrane potential (∆Ψm) and
increase mitochondrial hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) production in the kidney, favoring AKI
development [15]. However, until now, it is unknown if cardiac mitochondria alterations
in this model exist and their participation in the CRS.

N-acetyl-cysteine (NAC) is a precursor of GSH [39,40] that regulates mitochondrial
function by GSH levels [15,41,42]. NAC has been employed to prevent mitochondrial
bioenergetic alterations in kidney damage models [39,43] as well as renal damage in cardiac
surgery and contrast-induced nephropathy [40]. We previously demonstrated that NAC
pre-administration prevented renal mitochondrial bioenergetics, redox state, and dynamics
alterations in FA-AKI [15]. Furthermore, NAC prevents the long-term deterioration of renal
mitochondrial function, avoiding CKD development [44]. However, NAC effects on the
possible cardiac mitochondrial alterations have not been evaluated in type 3 CRS. Therefore,
our objective was to elucidate and characterize the cardiac mitochondrial impairment
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and its role in CRS type 3 development in rats with the FA-AKI model. Our results
show, for the first time, that the FA-AKI model induces cardiac mitochondrial impairment.
Furthermore, NAC protected the cardiac mitochondrial OXPHOS and ∆Ψm by CI activity
and GSH preservation, avoiding the mitochondrial dynamics shift to fission and the
decreases in mitochondrial biogenesis and mass in the heart induced by FA-AKI. This
cardiac mitochondrial protection was associated with NAC capacity to prevent heart
inflammation and oxidative stress, thus preventing CRS type 3 development.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Reagents

Adenosine 5′-diphosphate sodium salt (ADP), adenosine 5′-triphosphate sodium salt
(ATP), Amplex Red, antimycin A, ammonium chloride (NH4Cl), L-arginine, fat-free bovine
serum albumin (BSA), β-mercaptoethanol, bromophenol blue, 1-Chloro-2,4-dinitrobenzene
(CDNB), carbonyl cyanide m-chlorophenylhydrazone (CCCP), catalase from bovine liver,
cytochrome c from equine heart, coenzyme A (CoA), D-(+)-glucose, D-mannitol, decy-
lubiquinone (DUB), 2,6-dichlorophenolindophenol sodium salt hydrate (DCPIP), 5,5′-
dithio-bis-(2-nitrobenzoic acid) (DTNB), dithiothreitol (DTT), GSH, glutathione disul-
fide (GSSG), GSH peroxidase (GPx) lyophilized powder, 5-thio-2-nitrobenzoic acid (TNB)
ethylene glycol-bis(2-aminoethyl ether)-N,N,N′,N′-tetraacetic acid (EGTA), FA, glucose-
6-phosphate dehydrogenase (G6PDH), glutathione reductase (GR), glutamic acid, glu-
taraldehyde, glycerol, hexokinase, 4-(2-hydroxyethyl)-1-piperazineethanesulfonic acid
(HEPES), horseradish peroxidase (HRP), K-lactobionate, manganese (II) chloride (MgCl2)
tetrahydrate, lead citrate, malic acid, NAC, β-Nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide phos-
phate reduced (NADPH), and oxidized (NADP+), β-Nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide
reduced (NADH), and oxidized (NAD+), nitro blue tetrazolium (NBT), osmium tetrox-
ide, potassium cyanide (KCN), rotenone, safranin O, sodium azide, sodium succinate
dibasic, sodium phosphate dibasic (Na2HPO4), sodium phosphate monobasic (NaH2PO4),
sodium glutamate, sodium L-ascorbate, sodium chloride (NaCl), sodium fluoride (NaF),
sodium orthovanadate (Na3VO4), sodium malate, sodium deoxycholate, sodium dode-
cyl sulfate (SDS), superoxide dismutase (SOD) bovine, phenylmethanesulfonyl fluoride
(PMSF), paraformaldehyde, sucrose, taurine, tetramethyl-p-phenylenediamine (TMPD),
trizma (Tris), trizma-hydrochloride (Tris-HCl), triton X-100, thiamine pyrophosphate, tween,
uranyl acetate, 2-oxoglutarate, 2-vinylpyridine (2-VP), and creatine kinase (CK) activity
assay kit were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA). Commercial kits
from Spinreact (Girona, Spain) were used to measure blood urea nitrogen (BUN), plasma
creatinine, aspartate aminotransferase (AST), and alanine aminotransferase (ALT). The
sedative sodium pentobarbital (SedalphorteMR) was purchased from Salud y Bienestar
Animal S.A. de C.V (Mexico City, Mexico). Sodium bicarbonate (NaHCO3), H2O2, ethyl
alcohol, ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid disodium salt dihydrate (EDTA), and potassium
hydroxide (KOH) were purchased from JT Baker (Xalostoc, Edo. Mexico, Mexico). Non-fat
dry milk and antibodies against β-Actin, brain natriuretic peptide (BNP), interleukin (IL)-6,
troponin C (Trop C), dynamin-related protein 1 (DRP1), mitochondrial fission 1 protein
(FIS1), optic atrophy 1 (OPA1), mitofusin1 (MFN1) and 2 (MFN2), nuclear respiratory factor
1 (NRF1) and 2 (NRF2), sirtuin 1 (SIRT1) and 3 (SIRT3), PTEN-induced putative kinase 1
(PINK1), tubulin and phosphatase and tensin homolog (PTEN)-induced putative kinase
1 (PINK1) were purchased from Santa Cruz Biotechnology (Dallas, TX, USA). Antibody
against BCL2 interacting protein 3 (BNIP3) was purchased from Cell Signaling (Danvers,
MA, USA). Antibodies against voltage dependence anion channel 1 (VDAC1), peroxisome
proliferator-activated receptor gamma coactivator 1-alpha (PGC-1α), mitochondrial ATP-
dependent Lon protease 1 (LONP1), ATP synthase subunit 5A (ATP5A), malondialdehyde
(MDA), carnitine palmitoyltransferase-1 (CPT1), peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor
alpha (PPARα) and gamma (PPARγ), and 4-hydroxynonenal (4HNE), as well as tumor
necrosis factor (TNF)-alpha ELISA kit and cardiolipin assay kit were purchased from
Abcam (Cambridge, MA, USA). Protease inhibitor cocktail phosphoenolpyruvate (PEP),
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pyruvate kinase (PYK)/lactate dehydrogenase (LDH), and glutamate dehydrogenase were
purchased from Roche Applied Science (Mannheim, Germany). Succinyl CoA synthetase
was purchased from Megazyme (Bray, Ireland). Glutaredoxin (Grx) fluorescent activity
assay kit was from Cayman Chemical (Ann Arbor, MI, USA).

2.2. Experimental Design

The experimental protocol was approved by the Institutional Animal Care Committee
(Comité Interno para el Cuidado y de Uso y de Animales de Laboratorio, CICUAL) at
the National Institute of Cardiology Ignacio Chávez (INC/CICUAL/013/2021) and was
conducted according to Mexican Official Norm Guides for the use and care of labora-
tory animals (NOM-062-ZOO-1999) and the disposal of biological residues (NOM-087-
SEMARNAT-SSA1-2002). Male Wistar rats (4 groups) with an initial body weight between
250 and 300 g were employed (n = 5–6 per group). Group 1: Vehicle, animals were injected
with 300 mM NaHCO3. Group 2: FA, animals received an intraperitoneal dose of FA
(300 mg/kg body weight) dissolved in 300 mM NaHCO3 every 48 h on days 1, 3, and 5.
Group 3: NAC + FA animals were pre-treated with NAC (300 mg/kg) 2 h before each FA
administration (3 times: days 1, 3, 5). Group 4: NAC, animals received the NAC doses
(3 times: days 1, 3, 5) before vehicle administration. The analysis was conducted on day
7, 48 h after the last FA administration. The doses used for each compound followed our
previous report [15,22]. The rats were housed in a temperature-controlled environment
with a 12–12 h light-dark cycle and maintained with water and food ad libitum. Animals
were anesthetized with sodium pentobarbital (90 mg/kg). Blood was obtained from the
abdominal aorta, and plasma was separated and stored at 4 ◦C to determine BUN and
creatinine levels as markers of renal function.

2.3. Renal, Liver, and Heart Damage Markers

Renal damage markers creatinine and BUN levels and liver damage markers ALT
and AST were assessed in plasma by commercial kits from Spinreact (Girona, Spain)
following the manufacturer’s instructions [17]. Meanwhile, heart damage was evaluated
by the determination of the CK activity in plasma by commercial kits purchased from
Sigma-Aldrich (St. Louis, MO, USA) as well as the BNP, IL-6, and Trop C levels by
Western blot (WB), and TNF-α by ELISA kit in heart homogenates using the methodology
below described.

2.4. Kidney and Heart Histology and Immunohistochemistry

For hematoxylin/eosin (H&E) stains, both organs, kidneys, and hearts were washed
in PBS, cut in two halves, and fixed in paraformaldehyde-glutaraldehyde solution (4–1.5%,
respectively), pH = 7.2. Then, 3 mm wide sections were dehydrated, embedded in paraffin,
and 5 µm sections were obtained. For H&E staining, the slides were deparaffinized at 50 ◦C,
hydrated with graduated alcohols in descending order, Harris Hematoxylin (Sigma-Aldrich
ID 24895879) was used with lithium carbonate to intensify color, Eosin Y (Sigma-Aldrich
SKU 230251-25G) was used, the slides were dehydrated and mounted in Entellan resin
(Merck 107961, Darmstadt, Germany) for observation. Additionally, 1 mm width slices were
dehydrated, embedded in paraffin, and 5 µm sections were obtained for the corresponding
immunohistochemistry and were mounted on positively charged slides to ensure tissue
adherence. Then, citrate buffer 0.01 M, pH 6.2, and immersion in a 95 ◦C water bath were
used for heat-induced epitope retrieval. Endogenous peroxidase was quenched using
a rabbit polydetector peroxidase blocker (Bio SB). Two hundred microliters of rabbit anti-
mouse polyclonal antibody anti-TNF-alpha and BAX (Santa Cruz, sc-20672 1:250 dilution)
were used for slide incubation, the slides were incubated for 30 min with the biotinylated
mouse/rabbit immunodetection, and HRP Label rabbit poly-detector (Bio SB), and bound
antibodies were detected with the Rabbit Polydetector DAB Kit (Bio SB, Santa Barbara,
CA, USA). Quantification of areas with immunolabeling for TNF- alpha and BAX was
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performed using the open source image processing software Image J (2.0.0-rc-43/1.52n),
deconvolution was performed with the DeconvolutionLab plugins (BIG-EPFL) for Image J.

2.5. Evaluation of Cardiac Function by Echocardiography

Two-dimensional images of the cardiac chamber were obtained from short-axis views
of the left ventricle (LV) at the papillary muscle levels in rats from different groups using
a SONOS 550 echocardiographer (Koninklijke Phillips Electronics, Eindhoven, The Nether-
lands) with a 12 MHz transducer. Briefly, rats were anesthetized with a low dose of sodium
pentobarbital (1.9 mg/100 g body weight, intraperitoneally). LV internal diameter, LV pos-
terior wall thickness, fractional shortening (FS), and ejection fractions (EF) were calculated
from the LV dimensions at the end-systolic (LVDs) and diastolic (LVDd), using the following
formulas: %EF = Y + [(100 − Y) × 0.15], where Y = [(LVDd2 − LVDs2/LVDd2) × 100] and
%FS = [(LVDd − LVDs/LVDd) × 100] according to our previous report [45]. At the end of
the evaluation, the animals were allowed to recover for a few days before being euthanized.

2.6. Protein Extraction and WB

The protein extraction was performed in radioimmunoprecipitation (RIPA) buffer
(2 mM EDTA, 1 mM EGTA, 150 mM NaCl, 5 mM NaF, 40 mM Tris-HCl, 1 mM Na3VO4,
1 mM PMSF, 0.5% sodium deoxycholate, 0.1% SDS, pH 7.6 with protease inhibitor cock-
tail) as previously described [15]. Lowry method was employed to determine protein
concentration. The samples were diluted in 5X Laemmli buffer (60 mM Tris-HC l2% SDS,
10% glycerol, 5% β-mercaptoethanol, 0.01% bromophenol blue, pH = 6.8), denaturalized,
and run in SDS-PAGE electrophoresis polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF) membranes were
used for transference, membrane blocking, primary and secondary antibody incubation
was performed as a previously described [15]. Chemiluminescent protein bands were
using a ChemiDoc XRS+ Imaging Systems (BIO-RAD, Alfred Nobel Drive, Hercules, CA,
USA) and analyzed using the Image Lab 6.1 (BIORAD, Alfred Nobel Drive, Hercules, CA,
USA) software.

2.7. Isolation of Heart Mitochondria

After sacrifice, the heart was cooled by immersion in isolation buffer (225 mM D-
mannitol, 75 mM sucrose, 1 mM EDTA, 5 mM HEPES, 0.1% BSA, pH = 7.4) at 4 ◦C and
then cut into small pieces. Mitochondria were isolated from the whole heart mass, tissues
were homogenized in a glass Potter-Elvehjem with a TeflonVR pestle in the same buffer,
and mitochondria were obtained by differential centrifugation [22,46]. The pellet was
resuspended in 120 µL of BSA-free isolation buffer, and the total mitochondrial protein was
measured by the Lowry method [22,46].

2.8. Mitochondrial Membrane Potential (∆Ψm)

The changes in ∆Ψm at 37 ◦C were measured using 5 µM safranin O as previously
described [15] using a Synergy-Biotek microplate reader (Biotek Instruments, Winooski, VT,
USA). CI-linked substrate respiration was achieved using a mix of pyruvate, malate, and
glutamate (5:2:10 mM), meanwhile complex II (CII)-linked respiration was achieved by the
addition of the mix succinate rotenone (10 mM: 0.5 µM). State 3 (S3) was determined in the
presence of a 2.5 mM ADP, and state 4 was induced by 2.5 µM oligomycin addition (S4o).
Unspecific interactions were determinate by 5 µM CCCP addition and used as a correction
parameter. Results were expressed as the changes in arbitrary units of fluorescence (AUF)
of safranin O and normalized per milligram of protein (AUF/mg of protein).

2.9. The Activity of Mitochondrial Respiratory Complexes

Respiratory complexes activity was measured as previously described [22]. The CI
activity was evaluated (at 600 nm) by the decrease in the DCPIP absorbance (proportional
to the CI activity) using NADH as a substrate and DUb as a mobile element, meanwhile
rotenone was used as a specific inhibitor to determinate unspecific correction. The CII activ-
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ity was also evaluated by the decrease in the DCPIP in a separate assay using succinate as
a substrate and in the presence of rotenone to inhibit CI interference. The complex III (CIII)
activity was evaluated (at 550 nm) by the increase in cytochrome c reduction absorbance
using substrate DUbH2. The complex IV (CIV) activity was evaluated by cytochrome c
oxidation (at 550 nm) absorbance using reduced cytochrome C as a substrate, and 1 mM
sodium azide was used as a specific inhibitor of CIV. The ATP synthase activity was
evaluated as previously described in a hexokinase-G6PDH-NADP+ reduction assay (at
340 nm) [47]. Synergy-Biotek microplate reader (Biotek Instruments, Winooski, VT, USA)
was used for absorbance measurements at 37 ◦C. The activity of ATP synthase and CI
to CIV was corrected by subtracting the activity determined in the presence of the corre-
sponding specific inhibitor and expressed as nano mol per minute per milligram of protein
(nmol/min/mg protein).

2.10. Krebs Cycle Metabolites and Enzyme Activity

Aconitase activity was evaluated in heart isolate mitochondria obtained immediately
after rats were sacrificed. The aconitase activity was evaluated by determining the inter-
mediate product cis-aconitate’s formation rate at 240 nm, as we previously described [15].
Citrate synthase activity was evaluated in freshly isolated mitochondria fraction deter-
mined by recording the increase in the absorbance at 412 nm of TNB [44]. Both activities
were expressed as nmol/min/mg of protein. To determinate succinate and 2-oxoglutarate
content, a portion of 0.03–0.1 g of the frozen tissue was powdered in a mortar under liquid
N2. After, the tissue was mixed with 500 µL 3% perchloric acid/1 mM EDTA solution.
The last suspension was neutralized with 3 M KOH/0.1 mM tris and centrifugated at
1800× g for 5 min at 4 ◦C. The supernatant was stored at −70 ◦C. For determination of
2-oxoglutarate dehydrogenase activity, 0.03–0.05 g of the frozen tissue was powdered and
mixed with 500 µL SHE (220 mM sucrose 10 mM HEPES, 1 mM EGTA, pH 7.3) buffer plus
1 mM phenylmethanesulfonyl fluoride, 1 mM EDTA, 0.1% Triton X-100, and 5 mM DTT.
The suspension was stored at −70 ◦C until use.

The 2-oxoglutarate dehydrogenase activity and succinate and 2-oxoglutarate levels
were determined by spectrofluorometry with an excitation of 340 nm and an emission
wavelength of 460 nm. First, succinate was determined at 25 ◦C in a buffer with 120 KCl,
20 mM M, 1 mM EGTA, and tris 20 mM, pH 8 plus 5 mM MgCl2, 0.15 mM NADH, 1 mM
ATP, 2 mM PEP, 0.1 mM CoA, 2 PYK/2.8 U LDH, and 100 µL of neutralized supernatant
previously stored at −70 ◦C. The reaction was started by adding 1 U succinyl CoA syn-
thetase. Then, 2-oxoglutarate was determined at 30 ◦C in 10 mM HEPES/1 mM EGTA
pH 7.4 plus 0.1 mM ADP, 0.1 mM NH4Cl, 0.15 mM NADH, and 100 µL of neutralized
supernatant previously stored at−70 ◦C. The reaction was started by adding 5 U glutamate
dehydrogenase. Finally, 2-oxoglutarate dehydrogenase activity was determined at 37 ◦C in
10 mM HEPES/1 mM EGTA pH 7.4. The assay contained 1 mM MgCl2, 0.5 mM NAD+,
5 mM 2-oxoglutarate, 0.5 mM thiamine pyrophosphate, 0.5 mM DTT, 0.02% Triton, 5 µM
rotenone, and 30–50 mg of tissue extract. After 4 min of incubation, the reaction was started
with 0.25 mM CoA. Activities were expressed as nmol/min/mg of protein.

2.11. Mitochondrial H2O2 Production and 4HNE Lipoperoxidation Levels

Mitochondrial H2O2 was measured as previously described [15,22] at 37 ◦C in
a Synergy-Biotek microplate reader (Biotek Instruments, Winooski, VT, USA) using
Amplex Red as a probe. Freshly isolated mitochondria were resuspended in MiR05 plus
HRP 0.5 U/mL. Briefly, Amplex Red is oxidized in the presence of H2O2 to produce re-
sorufin, whose fluorescence is detected at 530–590 nm. Complexes I or CII linked substrates
were used to stimulate the respiratory states in each condition. In addition, a standard curve
with different H2O2 concentrations was employed in each condition to ensure the linearity
of the assay, and sequential additions were used to determine the production rate in each
state. To eliminate the possible interference of other substrates with Amplex Red and verify
the specificity concerning H2O2, negative controls were made with the addition of catalase
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(280 U/mL) and Gpx (280 U/mL plus GHS 10 µM) to the reaction medium. The activity
was expressed as nmol/min/mg of protein. The lipoperoxidation marker 4-HNE levels
were determined in heart homogenates by spectrophotometric using a standard curve of
tetramethoxypropane as previously described [48]. Briefly, 1-methyl-2-phenylindole in
acetonitrile: methanol (3:1) was added to homogenates, and the reaction was started with
37% HCl plus FeCl3. Synergy-Biotek microplate reader (Biotek Instruments, Winooski, VT,
USA) was used for absorbance measurements at 586 nm after 1 h of incubation. Data were
expressed as nmol of 4HNE per microgram of protein (nmol/µg protein).

2.12. Activity of Antioxidant Enzymes

As previously described, heart homogenates 100–200 mg were used to measure antiox-
idant enzyme activities [15]. Briefly, superoxide dismutase (SOD) activity was evaluated
by spectrophotometry at 560 nm using NBT as a probe. Glutathione S-transferase (GST)
activity was evaluated by measuring the increase in absorbance at 340 nm generated by
the adduct GSH-CDNB. Glutathione reductase (GR) activity was evaluated by measur-
ing the disappearance of NADPH at 340 nm. Glutathione peroxidase (GPx) activity was
measured by the disappearance of NADPH at 340 nm in a coupled reaction with GR. The
lipoperoxidation markers protein MDA and protein 4HNE adducts were evaluated by
WB [44].

2.13. Mitochondrial Glutathione, GRX Activity, Mitochondrial Protein S-Glutathionylation Levels,
and Cardiolipin Levels

Total glutathione (GSH plus GSSG) content was evaluated in fresh heart isolate mi-
tochondria obtained immediately after rats were sacrificed. Total glutathione content
and GSSG levels were measured in renal homogenates using a previously described
method [15,49]. The total glutathione assay is based on the reaction of GSH with DTNB to
produce GSSG-TNB adduct (GS-TNB), which is detectable at 412 nm. The GR added to
the assay reduces the GS-TNB to GSH, which then reacts with DTNB. The rate of change
in absorbance was compared with GSH standards. The measurement of GSSG was made
similarly, but the samples were incubated with 2-VP, which scavenges GSH; this allows for
GSSG to be reduced to GSH by GR. The levels of GSH were determined by subtraction of
GSH content in 2-VP-treated samples to GSH content of samples without 2-VP.

Meanwhile, cardiolipin levels were determined in fresh mitochondria by commercial
kits, including cardiolipin assay kit from Abcam (Cambridge, MA, USA). All measurements
were normalized by protein content. The removal S-glutathionylation activity of the
GRX was evaluated using a commercial kit from Cayman Chemical (Ann Arbor, MI,
USA). In each case, the activities were normalized by protein content. The levels of total
mitochondrial protein S-glutathionylation were evaluated by WB.

2.14. Electron Microscopy

The myocardiums were fixed, post-fixed in osmium tetroxide, dehydrated, and infil-
trated in epoxy resin using the previously reported protocol [15]. The tissues were mounted
on electron microscopy grids, and uranyl acetate and lead citrate salts were used to contrast.
Grids were observed, and electron microscopy micrographs were taken with an electron
microscope (Tecnai Spirit BioTwin, FEI, Hillsboro, OR, USA). The mitochondria with circu-
lar morphology and small ovoids were measured taking into account the diameter of each
mitochondrion in its longest axis using the TEM Imaging & Analysis V 4.7 SP3 software
(FEI Tecnology, Hillsboro, OR, USA) for quantification of the mitochondria smaller than
700 nm since it was the average size that resulted from the mitochondria count in the
control group. All the counts were made in images with an area of 100 um2, and the counts
of structures that indicate autophagy and mitophagy were made in images of the same area.
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2.15. Statistics

Data are presented as mean ± standard error of the mean (SEM). They were
analyzed by data analysis performed with Graph Pad Prism 8 (San Diego, CA, USA).
They were analyzed by one-way analysis of variance with a subsequent Tukey test
using the software Graph-Pad Prism 6 (San Diego, CA, USA). A p-value less than 0.05
was considered significant.

3. Results
3.1. NAC Prevented CRS Type III Triggers by FA-Induced AKI

AKI development in the FA group was confirmed by the increase in serum creatinine
(Figure 1A) and BUN (Figure 1B) compared to the vehicle. Because the liver and kidney are
the principal storage organs of folate metabolites [50,51], we evaluated if FA also increased
liver damage markers. However, as we showed in Figure 1C,D, there was no increase in the
plasma enzyme activity of AST and ALT, suggesting no liver damage at least one week after
the first FA administration. Interestingly, previous studies have shown that folic acid ad-
ministration can decrease ALT and AST plasma levels in patients with liver damage [52,53].
These effects could be associated with the role of 5-methyltetrahydrofolate (folate active
metabolite) in the synthesis of the S-adenosyl-L-methionine (SAM), the principal methyl
donor that also regulates GSH synthesis [53–55], furthermore, low doses of folate have
been also used to reduce hyperhomocysteinemia conditions by an increase in tetrahydrofo-
late [56,57]. Because homocysteine synthesis takes place mainly in the liver [55], reducing
its levels by folic acid supplementation reduces liver injury and oxidative stress by reducing
NOX superoxide production [58]. Therefore, the observed decrease in ALT plasma levels
(Figure 1D) could be attributed to the regulation of SAM and homocysteine liver levels by
the tetrahydrofolate; however, more studies are still necessary. Similarly, our results show
higher levels of proinflammatory cytokines in plasma after FA administration (Figure 1E,F),
which suggests the generation of a systemic proinflammatory environment in this group.

On the other hand, NAC pre-administration is effective in preventing AKI, re-
ducing creatinine and BUN levels (Figure 1A,B), histological damage in the kidney
(Supplementary Figure S1), and the increase in proinflammatory cytokines in plasma
(Figure 1E,F), in agreement with our previous studies [15,22].

It has been well-documented that AKI can induce cardiac injury [10,11]. In this way, FA
doses ≥ 250 mg/kg may induce cardiac inflammation and apoptosis and decrease systolic
and diastolic left ventricular pressure, coronary flow, and heart rate evaluated in isolated
rat hearts according to the Langendorff technique [38]. To confirm the CRS type III devel-
opment in our model we evaluated heart weight, but no change was observed concerning
the control group (Supplementary Table S1). However, the heart weight/body and lung
weight/body weight ratios significantly increased concerning the control (Figure 2A,B).
Additionally, the FA group showed higher levels of CK activity in plasma (Figure 2C),
increased levels of BNP, troponin C, TNF-α, and cell death protein Bcl-2-associated (BAX)
(Figure 2D,E,G,I), with no significant increase in IL-6 and NLR family pyrin domain contain-
ing 3 (NLRP3) heart levels (Figure 2F,H). Likewise, a histological analysis in the FA group
by H&E staining showed focal groups of myocardiocytes with a condensed hyperchromatic
nucleus and cytoplasmic fragmentation with hyalinization indicative of cell death com-
pared to the control (Figure 3A,B). These cells were surrounded by chronic inflammatory
infiltrate; there was also mild fibrosis in the walls of medium size blood vessels in the FA
group (Figure 3B). The histology (Figure 3B) and TNF-alpha and BAX immunostaining
evaluation (Figure 3E,H,J,K) in animals treated with FA verify the CRS type 3 develop-
ment, characterized by heart inflammation and cell death induction. On the other hand,
NAC pre-administration prevented the CK activity increase in plasma (Figure 2C) and
the FA-induced increase in the heart damage markers BNP, TNF-α, and apoptotic protein
BAX levels (Figure 2D,G,I). Furthermore, histological analysis shows occasional death or
damaged cardiomyocytes and scare inflammatory cells (Figure 3C). NAC treatment also
decreased inflammatory markers (Figures 2 and 3). Immunohistochemistry in the FA group
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showed positive TNF-α immunostaining in inflammatory cells and some cardiomyocytes,
and it was particularly intense in endothelial cells from blood vessels related to the in-
flammatory response (Figure 3E,J). There were also injured cardiomyocytes that showed
immunoreactivity to BAX that denote apoptotic cells (Figure 3H,K). Indeed, NAC adminis-
tration induced lesser TNF-α immunoreactivity; only endothelial cells showed positivity
in some venules (Figure 3F,J), and occasional cardiomyocytes showed immunoreactivity
to BAX (Figure 3I,K). Together, these results suggested that NAC partially prevented the
inflammation and cell death triggered by CRS induced by FA.
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Figure 1. Evaluation of renal damage markers: (A) Creatinine and (B) blood urea nitrogen (BUN)
evaluated in plasma; the analysis was conducted on day 7 of evolution (48 h after the last FA ad-
ministration) using commercial kits. The results are expressed in milligrams per deciliter (mg/dL).
Evaluation of liver damage markers: (C) aspartate aminotransferase (AST) and (D) alanine amino-
transferase (ALT) in plasma; the analysis was conducted on day 7 of evolution using commercial
kits, and the results are expressed in units of the corresponding assays per liter (U/L). Evaluation
in plasma of proinflammatory cytokines by Western blot and its densitometry: (E) interleukin one
beta (IL-1β) and (F) interleukin six (IL-6). Ponceau S Staining of the corresponding membranes was
used as a control charger. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 5–6. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. FA = Folic Acid,
NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.
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Structural analysis and cardiac function by echocardiography showed that the lung 
weight (LW) normalized with the tibial length (TL) was lower in the NAC + FA group 
compared to the FA group (Supplementary Table S1) without favoring pulmonary con-
gestion in rats. The structural parameters in the animals treated with NAC did not show 

Figure 2. Heart damage markers. (A) HW/BW and (B) LW/BW ratios, (C) creatine kinase (CK)
activity in the heart. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 5–6. Western blot representative images and their
densitometries of proteins: (D) BNP, (E) Trop C, (F) IL-6, (G) TNF-α, (H) NRLP3 and (I) BAX in
heart homogenates. β-Actin was used as loading controls. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 3. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01 and *** p < 0.001. BNP = brain natriuretic peptide, BW = body weight, HW = heart
weight, LW = lung weight, Trop C = troponin C, IL-6 = Interleukin 6, TNF-α = tumor necrosis
factor-alpha, NLRP3 = NLR family pyrin domain containing 3, BAX = Bcl-2-associated X, FA = Folic
acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.
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Figure 3. Representative micrographs of heart histology and TNF-alfa and BAX immunohistochem-
istry. (A) Normal heart histology of a rat from the control vehicle group. (B) FA-treated animal
show groups of death cardiomyocytes with condensed nucleus and fragmented hyaline cytoplasm
(arrows) and some interstitial lymphocytes (white asterisk). (C) NAC + FA treatment reduced tis-
sue damage. (D) The control animal does not show TNF-alpha immunoreactivity. (E) In contrast,
strong TNF-alpha immunoreactivity is seen in the cytoplasm of some myocardial and inflammatory
cells; it is particularly intense in the endothelium of small blood vessels (arrows). (F) Rat treated
with FA + NAC showed decreased TNF-alpha immunoreactivity; only the endothelium showed
immunoreactivity. (G) The control rat does not show BAX immunoreactivity. (H) Numerous car-
diomyocytes show BAX immunoreactivity in animals treated with FA. (I) Occasional myocytes show
scare immunostaining to BAX in a rat from the NAC + FA group. Quantification of TNF-alpha (J) and
BAX (K) immunoreactivity in the heart. The images used for quantification correspond to a size of
area x field of 314,679.481 µm. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 7. ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. BAX = Bcl-2
Associated X-protein, FA = Folic Acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine, TNF-alpha = tumor necrosis factor
alfa (All micrographs 400×magnification).

Structural analysis and cardiac function by echocardiography showed that the lung
weight (LW) normalized with the tibial length (TL) was lower in the NAC + FA group com-
pared to the FA group (Supplementary Table S1) without favoring pulmonary congestion
in rats. The structural parameters in the animals treated with NAC did not show significant
changes. Likewise, the echocardiographic related to the interventricular septum (IVS) and
the LV (LVPW) posterior wall did not present thickening of the ventricular wall or dilation
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of the cavities in any of the treatments (Figure 4 and Table 1). Although the LV dimensions
in systole and diastole are smaller in the NAC + FA group, cardiac function alteration is
not established since all animals’ ejection fraction (EF) was similar (Figure 4 and Table 1).
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Figure 4. Representative images in 2D and echocardiography (Echo). (Top image): Representa-
tive two-dimensional echocardiographic images of the parasternal long-axis view in each group.
(Bottom image): Corresponding M-mode at the mid-ventricular level from two-dimensional im-
ages. It is possible to measure the end-systolic (yellow double-headed arrow) and end-diastolic
(red double-headed arrow) diameters of the left ventricle (LV), the thickness of the interventricular
septum (IVS), and posterior wall (PW), as well as to calculate the heart rate using the distance between
two consecutive systoles (S, white double-headed arrow). FA = folic acid; NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.

Table 1. Heart parameters obtained from echocardiography analysis. IVS = interventricular sep-
tum, LVDd = left ventricle (LV) dimension at end-diastole; LVDs = LV dimension at end-systole;
LVPW = LV dimension posterior wall; EF = ejection fraction; FS = fractional shortening; HR = heart
rate; bpm = beats per minute. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 5–6. * p < 0.05 vs Vehicle. FA = folic acid,
NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.

Parameter Vehicle FA NAC+FA NAC

IVS (mm) 2 ± 0.19 2.02 ± 0.25 2.0 ± 0.15 1.9 ± 0.19

LVDd (mm) 5.3 ± 0.33 5.1 ± 0.38 4.6 ± 0.31 * 5.1 ± 0.45

LVDs (mm) 2.6± 0.23 2.5± 0.5 2.04 ± 0.11 * 2.2± 0.14

LVPW (mm) 1.9 ± 0.14 1.8 ± 0.17 1.8 ± 0.13 1.8 ± 0.08

EF(%) 83.8 ± 6.16 90.4 ± 1.19 83.3 ± 1.5 90.9 ± 1.52

FS (%) 49.7 ± 3.2 51.3 ± 9.2 55.7 ± 1.9 56.7 ± 2.5

HR (bpm) 369.7 ± 67.9 424.3 ± 58.9 351.6 ± 45.8 356.2 ± 22.8

3.2. CRS Triggered by FA-Induced AKI Is Related to Mitochondrial Bioenergetics Alterations in
the Heart

Heart metabolism is highly dependent on mitochondrial homeostasis [59], and alter-
ations in this organelle can lead to cardiac damage [24,59]. Therefore, to elucidate if the
observed structural damage triggered by FA-induced AKI administration was related to
mitochondrial bioenergetics alteration, we evaluated the activity of the electron transport
system (ETS) complexes and ATP synthase in heart-isolated mitochondria as well as the
Krebs cycle enzymes and metabolites in heart homogenates. We did not observe significant
changes in the Krebs cycle metabolites 2-oxoglutarate and succinate in the heart (Figure 5A)
and kidney (Supplementary Figure S2) produced by FA. However, CI and CII activities
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presented a significant reduction in the FA group (Figure 5B), which, together with the ATP
synthase activity reduction using both CI and CII linked substrates (Figure 5C), indicates
a decrease in OXPHOS capacity in heart mitochondria after FA administration. This agrees
with the reduction in ∆Ψm observed in both S3 (a state in which ∆Ψm is mainly used for
ATP production) and S4o (a state in the absence of mitochondrial ATP production) in both
CI and CII linked substrates (Figure 6), implying a permanent mitochondrial depolariza-
tion induced by FA. Together, our results suggest an early mitochondrial bioenergetics
impairment in the heart induced by FA-AKI.
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Figure 5. Heart mitochondrial bioenergetics. (A) Levels of the Krebs cycle intermediates
2-oxoglutarate and succinate and activity of 2-oxoglutarate dehydrogenase (2-OGDH) in heart ho-
mogenates. (B) The activity of respiratory complexes in isolated mitochondria from the heart:
Complex I (CI), Complex II (CII), Complex III (CIII), Complex IV (CIV). (C) ATP synthase activity us-
ing PMG = pyruvate, malate, and glutamate and S + R = succinate plus rotenone as a substrate. Data
are mean± SEM, n = 5–6. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.

On the other hand, NAC pre-administration was able to prevent the reduction in mito-
chondrial CI activity (Figure 5B) and in ATP synthase activity when a CI-linked substrate
(PMG) is used (Figure 5C) and partially prevented the ∆Ψm membrane depolarization on
both S3 and S4o induced by FA administration in the heart (Figure 6). Thus, these results
indicate that the protective NAC effects on CRS would be related to its therapeutic effects
in mitochondrial heart bioenergetics.

3.3. CRS Triggered by FA-AKI Is Related to Mitochondrial Oxidative Stress and GSH Reduction in
the Heart

Mitochondrial bioenergetics alterations may induce the redox to unbalance, induc-
ing higher ROS production by different mitochondrial enzymes [20,60,61]. Therefore, to
elucidate if bioenergetics alteration affects the mitochondrial redox state in the heart, we
evaluated the rate of mitochondrial H2O2 production and oxidative stress markers in the
heart. The specificity of the assay for the determination of the rate of H2O2 production was
verified using scavenger by catalase and GPx (Supplementary Figure S3). The heart mito-
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chondria of the FA group showed an enormously increased rate of H2O2 production for the
vehicle/control group, regardless of the type of respiratory substrate (Figure 7A). Although,
we did not observe changes in the antioxidant enzymes activities in the heart, except a slight
tendency to increase in catalase activity in the FA group (Figure 7B). Lipoperoxidation
markers MDA and 4HNE in hearts evaluated both by Western blot and quantitatively by
spectrophotometry showed higher levels in the FA group (Figure 7C), confirming oxidative
stress in this organ. Furthermore, mitochondrial heart aconitase activity and the aconi-
tase/citrate synthase activities ratio were reduced in the FA group without changes in
mitochondrial citrate synthase activity, confirming heart mitochondrial oxidative stress
(Figure 8A–C). Likewise, mitochondrial cardiolipin levels were reduced in the FA group
(Figure 8D), consistently with the increase in oxidative stress, favoring the reduction in
mitochondrial GSH and GSH + GSSH (Figure 8E–G) without a significant decrease in
GSSG levels and GSH/GSSG (Figure 8F–H). Summarizing, the data indicate that the higher
mitochondrial ROS production induced by FA-AKI triggers oxidative stress. It was recently
proposed that S-glutathionylation, a post-translational and redox-sensitive modification
involving disulfide between GSH and Cys residue, is a mechanism that links mitochondrial
bioenergetics with the redox state and ROS production in this organelle [1–5]. Because the
protein S-glutathionylation highly depends on GSH in the mitochondrial matrix [1], we
speculate that the FA-induced increase induced a decrease in the mitochondrial GSH levels
which would activate the S-glutathionylation removal activity of GRX2. As we showed in
Figure 8I, the removal of the S-glutathionylation activity of the GRX2 was increased in the
FA group. However, no significant changes were observed in the total glutathionylation
levels (Figure 8J).
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Figure 6. Heart mitochondrial membrane potential. Changes in mitochondrial membrane potential
(∆Ψm) evaluated in isolated heart mitochondria using safranine O as a probe, AUF = arbitrary unit
of florescence, PMG = pyruvate, malate, and glutamate, S + R = succinate + rotenone. S3 = state 3,
S4o = state 4 induced by oligomycin. FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine. Data are mean ± SEM,
n = 5–6. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
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Figure 7. Oxidative stress. (A) Rate of mitochondrial hydrogen peroxide (H2O2) production.
S2 = State 2, S3 = State 3, S4 = State 4. (B) Activity of antioxidant enzymes in heart homogenates:
catalase, SOD = superoxide dismutase, GPx = glutathione peroxidase, and GST = glutathione S-
transferase. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 5–6. (C) MDA and 4HNE lipoperoxidation markers evaluated
by Western blot (mean ± SEM, n = 3) and by spectrophotometric technique (mean ± SEM, n = 5–6)
in heart homogenates. MDA = malondialdehyde, 4HNE = 4-hydroxynonenal. β-Actin was used as
a control charger. FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

In contrast, the NAC + FA group presented lower rates of mitochondrial H2O2 pro-
duction than the FA group (Figure 7A), preventing an increase in lipoperoxidation in
the heart (Figure 7C), mitochondrial cardiolipin depletion (Figure 8D), and reduction
in aconitase and the rate aconitase/citrate synthase activities (Figure 8C,D) by prevent-
ing alterations of the heart mitochondrial glutathione levels (Figure 8E–G). Interestingly,
NAC administration prevented an increase in the removal of the S-glutathionylation
activity of the GRX2 (Figure 8I), which is congruent with the restoration in GSH and
GSH/GSSG ratio (Figure 8E–H) observed in this group. We speculate that the changes in
the S-glutathionylation of specific proteins, such as mitochondrial CI (the principal target
for protein S-glutathionylation in heart mitochondria [1,8]), would be related to the NAC
protective mechanism; however, deeper proteomics studies would be necessary to elucidate
the molecular mechanism. Summarizing, our results displayed that NAC protection of the
mitochondrial redox state by GSH regulation is also active in cardiac tissue.
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Figure 8. Mitochondrial stress markers. Activity of (A) citrate synthase (Cit Syn), (B) aconitase
(Aco), (C) Aco/Cit Syn ratio, and (D) cardiolipin levels in isolated heart mitochondria. Levels of
(E) GSH = glutathione, (F) glutathione disulfide (GSSG), (G) GSH plus GSSG, (H) GSH/GSSG ratio,
(I) removal S-glutathionylation activity of the glutaredoxin 2 (GRX) and (J) total S-glutathionylation
levels evaluated by Western blot and their densitometry in isolated mitochondria fraction. FA = folic
acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 5–6. * p < 0.05 and ** p < 0.01.

3.4. CRS Triggers by FA-AKI Induce Mitochondrial Fission in the Heart

Mitochondrial bioenergetics impairment and oxidative stress may induce an imbalance
in mitochondrial dynamics, favoring the mitochondrial network fragmentation (fission)
over the joining of two or more mitochondria (fusion) [18,62,63]. Thus, to evaluate the
changes in mitochondrial dynamics, we determined the levels of fission proteins DRP1
and FIS1 and fusion proteins MFN1, MFN2, and OPA1 in the heart mitochondria. The
FA-treated group showed increased levels of the fission protein DRP1 (Figure 9A) without
changes in FIS1 levels (Supplementary Figure S4). We observed a reduction in the MFN2
levels (Figure 9B). However, we did not observe significant changes in the levels of the
other fusion proteins nor the mitochondrial protease LONP1 (Supplementary Figure S4).
Interestingly, the electron microscopy evaluation showed a decrease in the mitochondrial
number per cardiomyocytes in the FA group (Figures 9C and 10B), an increase in the
number of small, circular mitochondria per cardiomyocyte (Figure 9D), and in the ratio of
small/total mitochondria (Figure 9E), thus suggesting a higher degree of mitochondrial
fragmentation. These results were confirmed by immunohistochemistry, where the hearts
from the FA group showed greater DRP1 immunostaining with respect to the vehicle
(Figure 9F,G). The NAC + AF treated group showed a significant reversion of dynamic
protein changes (Figure 9A,B), mitochondrial number (Figure 9C), and fragmentation
percentage (Figure 9E), as well as less DRP1 immunostaining in cardiomyocytes (Figure 9H).
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Figure 9. Mitochondrial dynamics. Western proteins in the heart isolated mitochondrial and their
densitometries of fission protein (A) DRP1 and (B) fusion proteins MFN2. VDAC1 was used as
a loading control. Data are mean± SEM, n = 3. ** p < 0.01. Counting by electron microscopy: (C) total
Mitochondrial number and (D) small mitochondria with ovoid or circular morphology per image in
cardiomyocyte, as well as (E) fragmentation rate (small/total mitochondria). The electron microscopy
images used for counting correspond to a size field of 100 µm. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 7. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. DRP1 immunohistochemistry in heart: (F) Control animal shows scarce DRP1
immunoreactivity. (G) Higher DRP1 immunoreactivity is seen in the cytoplasm of some myocardial
cells of the FA group. (H) Rat treated with FA + NAC showed a decrease in DRP1 immunoreactivity
in cardiac cells. DRP1 = dynamin-related protein 1, VDAC1 = voltage-dependent anion selective
channel 1, MFN2 = mitofusin 2. FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.
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ance in mitochondrial dynamics. It has been reported that an FA overdose causes a de-
crease in renal mitochondrial biogenesis [15,64,65]. Therefore, we evaluated mitochon-
drial biogenesis protein in the heart and mitochondria mass markers. We found that FA 
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Figure 10. Representative electron microscopy micrographs of the different experimental groups.
(A) Normal ultrastructural morphology of myocardial cell from control vehicle rat. (B) Myocardial
cells that show myofilaments disarray and numerous round (fission) mitochondria from FA-treated
animals, the inset show double membrane cytoplasmic vacuoles that correspond to autophagosomes.
(C) Myocardial cell rat from FA plus NAC animal show long (fusion) mitochondria. Counting
of: (D) number of autophagosomes and (E) double membrane vacuoles attached to mitochondria
(mitophagic) bodies per image; the electron microscopy images used for counting correspond to
a size field of 100 µm. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 7. * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001. FA = folic acid,
NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine.

In comparison with the control group that showed cardiomyocytes with normal
distribution and morphology of mitochondria and myofilaments array (Figure 10A), the
cardiomyocytes of the FA group showed a higher number of small mitochondria with ovoid
or circular morphology that corresponded to fission mitochondria (Figures 9D,E and 10).
In this FA group, many cardiomyocytes also showed a disarray of myofilaments and
a higher number of autophagosomes (Figure 10B,D), as well as double membrane vacuoles
attached to the mitochondria that correspond to mitophagy bodies (Figure 10B,E). The
FA plus NAC group showed myocardial cells with long mitochondria characteristic of
fusion mitochondria (Figure 10C), a lower number of small mitochondria (Figure 9D), and
autophagosomes (Figure 10D). Summarizing, our results imply a slight shift of mitochon-
drial dynamics in the fission process in the hearts of FA-treated animals. On the other
hand, NAC pretreatment prevented the FA-induced increase in DRP1 mitochondria levels
(Figure 9A,G), increased MFN2 levels (Figure 9B), and preserved mitochondria structure
(Figures 9C–E and 10C).
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3.5. NAC Prevented Mitochondrial Biogenesis Reduction in the Heart Induced by FA-AKI

Mitochondrial bioenergetic impairment and oxidative stress may induce the imbalance
in mitochondrial dynamics. It has been reported that an FA overdose causes a decrease in re-
nal mitochondrial biogenesis [15,64,65]. Therefore, we evaluated mitochondrial biogenesis
protein in the heart and mitochondria mass markers. We found that FA induces a decrease
in the levels of SIRT1 and SIRT3 (Figure 11A,B). Likewise, PGC-1α and NRF-2 biogenesis
protein levels in the heart are reduced in the FA group (Figure 11C–E) and increased PPARγ
levels (Figure 11F). Consistently, the mitochondrial proteins CPT1, ATP5A, and VDAC
(Figure 11H–J) also decreased in the hearts from the FA groups, suggesting a reduction
in mitochondrial mass and number (Figure 9C). On the other hand, the NAC + FA group
preserved the SIRT1 and SIRT3 levels (Figure 11A,B) and increased the NRF1 and NRF-2,
reducing PPARγ protein levels with respect to the FA group (Figure 11D,E,G). NAC also
increases mitochondrial proteins CPT1, ATP5A, and VDAC in the heart (Figure 11H–J),
suggesting both mitochondrial biogenesis and mass preservation.
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Figure 11. Mitochondrial biogenesis and mass markers. Western blot representative images and their
densitometries of mitochondrial biogenesis protein: (A) SIRT1, (B) SIRT3, (C) PGC-1α, (D) NRF1,
(E) NRF2, and (F) PPARγ. As well as mitochondrial proteins: (G) CPT1α, (H) ATP5A1, and (I) VDAC
in heart homogenates. SIRT1 = sirtuin 1, SIRT3 = sirtuin 3, PGC-1α = peroxisome proliferator-activated
receptor-gamma coactivator, NRF1 = nuclear respiratory factor 1, NRF2 = nuclear respiratory factor 2,
PPARγ = peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor gamma, CPT1 = carnitine palmitoyltransferase
1A, ATP5A1 = ATP synthase subunit 5 A. Voltage-dependent anion channel (VDAC) and β-Actin
were used as loading controls. FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 3.
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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3.6. NAC Prevented Mitophagy Induction in Heart Triggers by FA-AKI

Impaired mitophagy flux favors the accumulation of renal-damaged mitochondria in
FA-induced AKI and CKD [15,44]. Therefore, we evaluated mitophagy-related proteins
in the heart to characterize alterations in the mitophagy flux. We observed an increase in
the FA group in the mitochondrial levels of PINK1 and BNIP3 mitophagy protein levels
(Figure 12A,C), without changes in the parkin and p62 levels in the heart (Figure 12B,G).
Likewise, the FA group showed higher BNIP3 immunoreactivity in the heart in compar-
ison to the vehicle (Figure 12D,E), suggesting the mitophagy induction. Interestingly,
NAC pretreatment reduces the increase in both PINK1 and BNIP3 mitophagy levels
(Figure 12A,C) in the heart mitochondria and did not show BNIP3 immunoreactivity in the
heart (Figure 12F), suggesting the prevention of mitophagy induction.
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Figure 12. Mitophagy and autophagy markers. Western blot representative images and their den-
sitometries of mitophagy: (A) PINK1, (B) PARKIN, and (C) BNIP3 in heart-isolated mitochondria.
Counting corresponds to a size field of 100 µm. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 7. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.
BNIP3 immunohistochemistry in heart: (D) Control animal does not show BNIP3 immunoreactivity.
(E) BNIP3 immunoreactivity can be seen in some myocardial cells of the FA group (black arrows).
(F) FA + NAC rats do not show BNIP3 immunoreactivity in cardiac cells. (G) The p62 autophagy
protein in heart homogenates. VDAC1 and β-Actin were used as a loading control. PINK1 = PTEN
induced kinase 1, BNIP3 = BCL2 interacting protein 3, VDAC = voltage-dependent anion channel 1.
FA = folic acid, NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine. Data are mean ± SEM, n = 3. * p < 0.05 and ** p < 0.01.
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4. Discussion

The mitochondrial role in the molecular pathways connecting renal and cardiac dam-
age is not fully understood [12,13]. In this way, the FA-AKI model can be used to study
these molecular mechanisms [22,32,38,65]. After intraperitoneal administration, folate
is transported by the reduced folate carrier exchanger (RFCE) or by the high-affinity
folate receptor (HFR) inside the cells [50,51,66,67] and stored as impermeable polyglu-
tamate derivatives [51,66]. The kidney is susceptible to accumulating FA metabolites
because of its high expression of HFR [50], thus in high doses (≥100 mg/kg), FA satu-
rates the HFR and RFCE, which, together with the low FA solubility, triggers renal FA
precipitation [64,65,68,69]. Moreover, intracellular folate reduction by the dihydrofolate
reductase (DHFR) [67,70] depletes the NADPH equivalents, favoring renal oxidative stress
and inflammation [15,36,69]. This organelle is more vulnerable to damage because 40% of
total folates are stored in mitochondria [50,51]. Indeed, renal mitochondrial dysfunction
is a crucial mechanism in the pathogenesis of FA-AKI [15,22,64,65] and remains even in
CKD [71–74]. We verified the FA-AKI development (Figure 1) in agreement with the cell
death and inflammation in mitochondria-rich nephron segments [15,36,75]. Interestingly,
damage markers were increased in the liver (Figure 1C,D), the second major folate reser-
voir in the body [70,76]. These results imply that the specificity of FA damage cannot be
explained only by high HFR and RFCE levels in the kidney and liver [70,76], suggesting
that high mitochondria abundance would be decisive for tissue damage development.

In AKI, cell death and inflammation favor the release of several cardio-renal connectors,
resulting in cardiac injury [10,11]. In particular, proinflammatory factors trigger cardiac
myocyte apoptosis and oxidative stress in the heart [10,77,78]. This agrees with our results
that showed higher plasma levels of IL-1β and IL-6 in the FA groups (Figure 1D–F),
and previous reports showed an early increase in the plasma levels of proinflammatory
cytokines like IL-1β, IL-5, IL-6, IL-18, interferon-γ, TNF-α, MCP-1, and fibrosis growth
factor 23 (FGF23) [34–37] can act on distal organs like the heart, suggesting that they
could act as cardio-renal connectors that increase cell death markers in the heart, favoring
CRS type 3 development (Figures 2 and 3). Although the echocardiography function
evaluation did not show significant changes at this time (Table 1 and Figure 4), our results
are in agreement with previous reports in which FA (250 mg/kg) induced inflammation
and cardiomyocyte apoptosis, followed by a posterior decrease in functional parameters
like systolic and diastolic left ventricular pressure, coronary flow, and heart rate [38],
suggesting that heart inflammation and apoptosis are early triggers of subsequent cardiac
function loss. This phenomenon was also observed in models like nephrectomy and renal
ischemia/reperfusion-induced CRS [7,12,13,79].

Recent evidence suggests mitochondria damage modulates cell death and inflamma-
tion [24,59]. In AKI, tubular cell death promotes the bloodstream release of the danger-
associated molecular patterns (DAMPs); between them, mitochondrial-derived DAMPs
(mtDAMPs) are potent immunological enhancers by activation of receptor-like stimula-
tors of interferon genes (STING), toll-like receptor 9 (TLR9), and/or NLRP3 inflamma-
some [11,80]. Previous studies showed that FA-AKI increases serum proinflammatory
cytokines IL-1β, IL-5, IL-6, IL-18, interferon-γ, TNF-α, MCP-1, and fibrosis growth factor 23
(FGF23) [34–37] that may trigger inflammation in the heart. Consistently, our results in the
FA-AKI group showed higher levels of IL-6 and TNF-α and a tendency to increase NLRP3
inflammasome in the heart (Figure 2). It was proposed that these cardio-renal connectors
interact with a receptor on the surface of cardiomyocytes inducing mitochondria bioen-
ergetic changes [59]. In CRS type 3 induced by renal ischemia-reperfusion, the increase
in bloodstream IL-6 depletes myocardial ATP levels and ∆Ψm [9,12]. In agreement, our
results showed a reduction in cardiac mitochondrial EST complexes and OXPHOS activity
(Figure 5B,C) and lower ∆Ψm (Figure 6). Interestingly, we previously reported that the
same FA dose causes kidney mitochondrial decoupling and ∆Ψm, OXPHOS capacity, and
CI activity reduction, even in the absence of occlusion phenomena [15], suggesting that in
mitochondria-rich tissue, high doses of FA per se reduces OXPHOS. Since in the heart ATP
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production is mainly maintained by the OXPHOS [24,59,81], the mitochondrial bioenergetic
alterations compromise the cardiomyocyte function [59,82]. Furthermore, in AKI and CRS,
the loss of ∆Ψm triggers cell death induction [7,12,83].

In FA-AKI, CI dysfunction increases renal mitochondrial ROS [15,22]. In the heart, our
results also showed that CI reduction (Figure 5B) is also accompanied by higher cardiac
mitochondrial ROS production (Figure 7A). Although the antioxidant enzyme activities
were unchanged (Figure 7B), in contrast with as reported in the kidney [15,22], FA also
induced oxidative stress in the cardiac mitochondria (Figures 7A and 8A–C), generating
a decrease in mitochondrial cardiolipin levels. We previously showed that FA induces kid-
ney mitochondrial oxidative stress by reducing renal mitochondria GSH equivalents [15,22].
Consistently, our data showed that FA also leads to a cardiac mitochondrial reduction in
GSH and GSH + GSSG (Figure 8E,G), indicating that a GSH unbalance is involved in the
mitochondrial prooxidant state in the heart.

Mitochondrial GSH links energy metabolism with the redox state by S-glutathionylation,
a critical mechanism that regulates the activity and formation of mitochondrial complexes [42,84].
We previously demonstrated that FA induces the loss of mitochondrial GSH and S-
glutathionylation in the kidney. Meanwhile, NAC’s S-glutathionylation induction pre-
vented renal mitochondrial damage [15]. Remarkably, our results showed similar protection
in mitochondrial glutathione levels by NAC in the heart after CRS type 3 (Figure 8E,G),
avoiding an increase in lipoperoxidation (Figure 7C), mitochondrial cardiolipin deple-
tion (Figure 8D), and a reduction in aconitase/citrate synthase activities (Figure 8C,D).
Furthermore, mitochondrial GSH preservation by NAC protects CI activity (Figure 5B),
avoiding ∆Ψm depolarization (Figure 6) to maintain the ATP synthase activity in the heart
(Figure 5C). Our results, together with those previously described in the kidney [15], sug-
gest that the effect of NAC would be associated with the GSH levels and therefore the
regulation of S-glutathionylation in cardiac mitochondria. However, more is still neces-
sary to confirm this hypothesis. Similarly, NAC administration preserved mitochondrial
oxygen consumption, coupling, ATP synthase activity, and supercomplexes assembly in
post-ischemic hearts, reducing infarct size and cardiac function loss [85]. Consistently, our
results showed that NAC heart mitochondrial bioenergetics preservation (Figures 5 and 6)
is related to lower inflammation, fibrosis, and cell death in the heart (Figures 2 and 3). Thus,
suggesting that cardiac bioenergetic preservation by NAC in the AKI event can prevent
CRS development.

We previously demonstrated FA-induced kidney mitochondrial fragmentation by
∆Ψm loss and oxidative stress [15]. Our result showed similar behavior in cardiac tissue
from the FA group, where DRP1 mitochondrial levels increase (Figure 9), and myocar-
dial cells show numerous fragmented and round mitochondria (Figure 10). This cardiac
tendency to fission has also been reported in CRS-type 3 induced by renal ischemia-
reperfusion, which triggers cardiac apoptosis [7,25]. Additionally, a renal mitochondrial
biogenesis decrease is central in AKI pathology [63,65,86]. Previous reports showed that
FA-AKI decreases the mRNA levels of ETS proteins and the mtDNA number [64,65], asso-
ciated with a PGC-1α and NRF2 protein decrease in the proximal tubule [15,22]. Here we
showed for the first time in the heart that FA decreased PGC-1α and NRF-2 protein levels
(Figure 11C–E) by downregulating SIRT1 and SIRT3 (Figure 11A,B). This mitochondrial
biogenesis reduction favors the downregulating mitochondrial proteins CPT1, ATP5A,
and VDAC (Figure 11G–I), contributing to the heart bioenergetics crisis. Consistently,
previous studies showed that oxidative stress induces PGC-1α reduction in CRS [87,88].
At the same time, in cardiomyocytes, SIRT1 pharmacological inhibition triggers a PGC-1α
decrease and an ROS production increase, favoring fibrosis and inflammation [89], sug-
gesting a pathological loop between heart SIRTs, oxidative stress, and inflammation. In
this way, the administration of TWEAK, a nuclear factor kappa-light-chain-enhancer of
activated B cells (NF-κB) inhibitor, preserved the PGC-1α levels in the renal and improved
renal function in mice administered with FA [65]. This agrees with our results, in which
NAC preserved heart SIRT1 and SIRT3 levels (Figure 11A,B), increasing NRF1 and NRF2
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(Figure 11D,E), and CPT1, ATP5A and VDAC levels (Figure 10G–I). These data suggest
that NAC protects mitochondrial biogenesis and mass, and ultrastructure in the heart
(Figures 9–11) by mitochondrial GSH preservation (Figure 8E,G).

Finally, we previously demonstrated that FA induced an impaired mitophagy flux
in the kidney, favoring the accumulation of damaged mitochondria [15]. Our results
showed an increase in PINK1 and BNIP3 in heart mitochondria (Figure 12A,C), and parkin
and p62 levels in the heart did not substantially change (Figure 12B,G). However, the
autophagosome number increase in myocardial cells observed by the electron microscopy
(Figure 10) suggested an impaired mitophagy flux. Although more studies using autophagy
inhibitors are still necessary to elucidate the state of autophagy flux in this model, the
restoration of levels by NAC (Figures 10 and 12) suggests that oxidative stress and GSH
depletion could be directly involved in these alterations.

Summarizing, as we showed in Figure 13, we proposed that FA-AKI triggers a blood-
stream increase in cardio-renal connectors as a result of renal parenchyma cell death and
inflammation. The cardio-renal connectors interact with cardiac cells, inducing energetic
metabolic reprogramming characterized by mitochondrial ATP production reduction and
∆Ψm loss. The mitochondrial heart alterations result from GSH depletion and CI and
CII activity reduction, which triggers H2O2 production and oxidative stress that induces
mitochondrial fragmentation, biogenesis inhibition, and impairment in mitophagy flux.
Mitochondrial bioenergetic alterations and oxidative stress enhance heart inflammation
and cell death, leading to CRS development. In contrast, NAC prevented CRS type 3 devel-
opment by heart mitochondrial bioenergetics and redox state preservation, preventing an
imbalance in mitochondrial dynamics and decreases in the biogenesis and mitochondrial
mass, as well as heart inflammation. These effects could be associated with CI protection by
glutathione balance preservation in this organelle. Although more studies are still needed
to elucidate the role of S-glutathionylation in CRS, our data clearly show that mitochondrial
bioenergetic alterations play a fundamental role in the mechanism that allows damage
progression from the kidney to the heart.
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to the bloodstream of cardio-renal connectors, which can reach the heart cells. Thus, cardio-renal
connector interaction with cardiac cells induces mitochondrial impairment by GSH and GSH + GSSH
depletion in this organelle and CI and CII activity reduction, triggering a drop in ATP production
and ∆Ψm. Additionally, the complexes alteration in the mitochondrial heart triggers a H2O2 pro-
duction increase, resulting in mitochondrial oxidative stress and a reduction in cardiolipin levels,
which together with ∆Ψm loss induce mitochondrial impairment in mitophagy flux, favoring mi-
tochondrial damage accumulation and cell death induction. Likewise, mitochondrial ROS reduce
SIRT1/3 levels inducing a reduction in mitochondrial biogenesis factors and decreasing mitochon-
drial proteins CPT1, ATP5A, and VDAC. Together, these alterations favor the energetic metabolic
reprogramming in the heart. On the other hand, mitochondrial bioenergetic alterations and oxida-
tive stress enhance the heart’s proinflammatory processes and cell death, ultimately leading to the
CRS type 3 development in this model. In contrast, NAC pre-administration prevents inflamma-
tory and cell death processes in kidney and cardio-renal connectors increase. NAC also prevents
heart mitochondrial bioenergetics alliterations, preserving ATP and ∆Ψm by CI activity and glu-
tathione balance preservation, thus preventing the mitochondrial dynamics shift to fission and
decreasing biogenesis and mitochondrial mass in the heart. By mitochondrial preservation, NAC
administration prevented inflammatory and cell death markers in the heart and cardiac oxidative
stress, thus preventing CRS type 3 development in FA-AKI. Aco = aconitase; AKI = acute kidney
injury; ATP = adenosine triphosphate; ATP5A1 = ATP synthase subunit 5 A; BNP = brain natri-
uretic peptide; BUN = blood urea nitrogen; CI = Complex I; CII = Complex II; Cit Syn = citrate Syn-
thase; CPT1 = carnitine palmitoyltransferase 1A, CK = creatine kinase; CRS = cardio-renal syndrome;
FA = folic acid; GSH = reduced glutathione; GSSG = glutathione disulfide; H2O2 = hydrogen perox-
ide; NAC = N-acetyl-cysteine; NRF1 = nuclear respiratory factor 1; NRF2 = nuclear respiratory factor 2;
OXPHOS = oxidative phosphorylation; PGC-1α = peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor-gamma
coactivator; PPARγ = peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor gamma; ROS = reactive oxygen
species; SIRT1 = sirtuin 1; SIRT3 = sirtuin 3; TNF-α = tumor necrosis factor-alpha; Trop C = troponin
C; VDAC = voltage-dependent anion channel; ∆Ψm = mitochondrial membrane potential.

5. Conclusions

The early induction of the heart mitochondrial OXPHOS reduction, triggered by
oxidative stress, glutathione depletion, mitochondrial biogenesis, and mass reduction by FA-
AKI, plays a crucial role in heart inflammation and CRS type 3 development. Furthermore,
preserving the NAC of heart mitochondrial bioenergetics and biogenesis during an AKI
event can be a valuable strategy to prevent CRS development.
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