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ABSTRACT: Aptamers are short single-stranded DNA or RNA oligonucleo-
tides and can be selected from synthetic combinatorial libraries in vitro. They
have a high binding affinity and specificity for their targets. Agarose gels,
nitrocellulose membranes, and adsorptive microplates are often used as
carriers to immobilize targets in the SELEX (systematic evolution of ligands
by exponential enrichment) process, but the subsequent separation step is
tedious and time-consuming. Therefore, we used magnetic nanoparticles
(MNPs) as carriers to immobilize the target, hepatitis B surface antigen
(HBsAg), which is convenient for fast magnetic separation. In this study, we
first selected DNA aptamers against HBsAg by immobilizing HBsAg on the
surface of carboxylated MNPs. The ssDNA library of each selection round
was prepared by asymmetric PCR amplification for the next selection round.
To obtain aptamer sequences, the final selected products were purified by gel
electrophoresis, then cloned, and sequenced. DNA aptamers that specifically
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bind to HBsAg were successfully obtained after 13 selection rounds. The selected aptamers were used to construct a
chemiluminescence aptasensor based on magnetic separation and immunoassay to detect HBsAg from pure protein or actual
serum samples. There was a linear relationship between HBsAg concentration and chemiluminescent intensity in the range of 1—
200 ng/mL. The aptasensor worked well even in the presence of interfering substances and was highly specific in the detection of
HBsAg in serum samples, with a detection limit 0.1 ng/mL lower than the 0.5 ng/mL limit of an ELISA in use at the hospital.

This aptasensor can contribute to better detection of hepatitis B virus infection.
KEYWORDS: aptamers, selection, SELEX, HBsAg, carboxylated magnetic nanoparticles, detection

B INTRODUCTION

In 1990, a new method was described by Tuerk and Gold, using
a combinatorial nucleic acid library to select RNA aptamers that
bind very tightly and selectively to certain non-nucleic acid
targets." They selected the bacteriophage T4 DNA polymerase
binding sequences from an RNA library randomized at specific
positions, and called this selection procedure SELEX (system-
atic evolution of ligands by exponential enrichment). Two years
later, Ellington et al.* reported that the single-stranded DNA
sequences from a chemically synthesized random library were
successfully selected. Since this early phase of the SELEX
technology, it has become an important and widely used tool in
molecular biological and medical research. Aptamers are short,
single-stranded DNA or RNA segments of oligonucleotides,
which can be selected from random combinatorial libraries by
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SELEX in vitro. Aptamers are viewed as artificial antibodies, but
they possess several advantages when compared with antibod-
ies: they are very stable, nonimmunogenic, nontoxic, simple to
chemically modify, and easily and inexpensively produced.>~>
Furthermore, aptamers have high binding affinities and
specificities for their targets.’ ' Binding of the aptamers to
targets results from structure compatibility, stacking of aromatic
rings, electrostatic and van der Waals interactions, hydrogen
bondings, or a combination of these effects.! ™13

Agarose gels, nitrocellulose membranes, and adsorptive
microplates are often used as carriers to immobilize targets in
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the SELEX process, but the subsequent separation step is
tedious and time-consuming. However, using magnetic nano-
particles (MNPs) as carriers is convenient for fast magnetic
separation.'* In this work, we first selected DNA aptamers
against hepatitis B virus surface antigen (HBsAg) using
carboxylated MNPs as immobilized carriers and prepared an
ssDNA library by asymmetric PCR amplification for the next
selection round. In order to obtain aptamer sequences, the final
selected products were PCR amplified and purified by gel
electrophoresis and then were cloned and sequenced. A scheme
of the in vitro selection of target-specific aptamers based on
magnetic separation by SELEX is shown as Scheme 1. In

Scheme 1. In Vitro Selection of Target-Specific Aptamers
Based on Magnetic Separation by SELEX“
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“The SELEX process is characterized by repetition of the five main
steps: binding, magnetic separation, elution, amplification, and
conditioning. The last SELEX round is terminated after the
amplification step, and then the PCR products are cloned and
sequenced.

conclusion, DNA aptamers that specifically bind to HBsAg
were successfully selected after 13 SELEX rounds, and the
secondary structures of aptamers were analyzed by DNAMAN
software. To date, selection of DNA aptamers against HBsAg
which can contribute to better detection and diagnosis of
hepatitis B virus (HBV) infection has not been reported.
HBYV infection, one of the most common viral infections in
the world, is a global public health problem. It is one of the
leading causes of chronic liver diseases, including chronic

hepatitis, liver cirrhosis, hepatic failure, and hepatocellular
carcinoma, especially in developing countries.’>™'” The virus is
transmitted by blood and by body secretions, including saliva,
tears, semen, and ascitic fluid contaminated with blood.
However, the most common routes for transmission are
through sexual contact and by mother to newborn infant. The
genome of HBV is a small, circular, partially double-stranded
DNA molecule containing four major open reading frames: pre-
S/S, which encodes the surface antigen proteins of the virion
envelope; pre-C/C, which encodes the core antigen of the
nucleocapsid; X, which encodes the X protein; and P, which
encodes the DNA polymerase of the virus."*™>° HBsAg is the
first virological marker to appear in the circulation and the most
important marker of HBV infection, so the detection of HBSA§
is a significant tool for the diagnosis of HBV infection.”' ™
HBsAg can be detected with available assay technology before
clinical hepatitis develops, and typically as early as 6—8 weeks
after the infection. There is a continuing need to develop more
sensitive assays to shorten the period between the infection and
the detection of infection markers, as well as to produce easy-
to-perform assays for daily screening. Detection of HBsAg in
serum samples is carried out commonly using an immunoassay
that relies on two-site antibody—antigen interactions, such as an
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA). However,
ELISA is complex to perform and time-consuming, which
leaves room for improvement. Here, we have developed a
chemiluminescence aptasensor based on magnetic separation
and immunoassay (Scheme 2), which allows rapid separation
and sensitive detection of HBsAg in HBV infected serum.

B EXPERIMENTAL SECTION

Materials and Reagents. 1-Ethyl-3-(3-dimethyllaminopropyl)
carbodiimide hydrochloride (EDC) and 3-aminopropy! triethoxysilane
(APTES) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich, Inc. (USA). Bovine
serum albumin (BSA), 4-[2-hydroxyethyl]-1-piperazine ethanesulfonic
acid (HEPES), tetramethyl benzidine (TMB), horseradish peroxidase
(HRP) labeled streptavidin, ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid (EDTA),
tris(hydroxymethyl)aminomethane (Tris), dithiothreitol (DTT), 3-
(2'-spiroadamantane)-4-methoxy-4-(3"-phosphoryloxy)-phenyl-1,2-di-
oxetane (AMPPD), tween 20, guanidinium isothiocyanate, Taq DNA
polymerase, and dNTP were purchased from Shanghai Sangon
Biotech Co. Ltd. (Shanghai, China). HBsAg, primary mouse anti-
HBsAg antibody, and secondary horse antimouse antibody labeled
with alkaline phosphatase (ALP) were purchased from Shanghai Chao
Yan Biotechnology Ltd. (Shanghai, China). Ethylene glycol, tetraethyl
orthosilicate (TEOS), dimethylformamide (DMF), 2-N-morpholino
ethanesulfonic acid (MES), and succinic anhydride were purchased
from Nanjing Chemical Reagent Ltd. (Nanjing, China). The other
chemical reagents were all of analytical grade from Nanjing Ronghua

Scheme 2. Schematic Representation of the Construction of a Chemiluminescence Aptasensor Based on Magnetic Separation

and Immunoassay
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Reagent Ltd. (Nanjing, China). Water used in the experiments was
deionized (DI) prior to use.

The starting random ssDNA library and PCR amplification primers
were synthesized by Shanghai Sangon Bioltech Co. Ltd. (Shanghai,
China). The ssDNA library contained a 40-base central random
sequence flanked by primer sites on either side. The sequences of
these designed oligonucleotides were as follows:

ssDNA library: 5'-GGGAATTCGAGCTCGGTACC-40N-
CTGCAGGCATGCAAGCTTGG-3'.

Forward primer: 5'-GGGAATTCGAGCTCGGTACC-3'".
Reverse primer: 5'-CCAAGCTTGCATGCCTGCAG-3'.

Apparatus. The transmission electron microscopy (TEM) images
were obtained using a JEM-2100 TEM instrument (JEOL, Japan). The
magnetic properties of Fe;O,@SiO, nanoparticles were measured with
a vibrating sample magnetometer (Lakeshore Co., USA). A veriti 96-
well thermal cycler (Applied Biosystems, USA) was used to PCR
amplify the products of selection. The electrophoretogram was
obtained using a JS-380A automated gel image analyzer (Shanghai
Peiqing Science and Technology Ltd., China). The measurement of
the affinity of aptamers for the target was performed using a Synergy
HT microplate reader (BioTek, USA). The chemiluminescence
detection of different concentrations of HBsAg was performed with
an Enspire 2300 multilabel reader (PerkinElmer, USA).

Preparation of Fe;0,@SiO, MNPs. The Fe;O, MNPs were
synthesized via a modified solvothermal method.”**® Then the
prepared Fe;O, MNPs were coated with silica by the Stober approach,
which was appropriately modified to improve the dispersity of Fe;0,@
SiO, nanoparticles. Briefly, 100 mL of the Fe;O, MNPs at a
concentration of 2 mg/mL were transferred into a three-neck flask.
Under nitrogen, 2.5 mL of TEOS were divided into five equal parts
and added to the Fe;O, MNPs suspension. Then 2 mL of ammonia
were added under vigorous stirring. The reaction system was kept at
35 °C for 6 h. Subsequently, the black precipitates of Fe;O,@SiO,
MNPs were washed with absolute ethanol and DI water 6 times.
Finally, Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs were redispersed in ethanol.

Carboxyl Modification of Fe;0,@5i0, MNPs.?® The surface of
silica can be easily modified by APTES under simple conditions. With
vigorous stirring, 400 yL of APTES were added to 100 mg of Fe;O,@
SiO, MNPs suspended in 40 mL of ethanol/water (volume ratio 39.8/
0.2) solution. To enhance covalent bonding of the amino groups to
the silica surface, the mixture was reacted for S h at room temperature.
The black precipitates were washed 5 times with ethanol through
magnetic separation, and the obtained amino-modified Fe;0,@SiO,
MNPs were redispersed in 20 mL DMF.

The above-mentioned amino-modified Fe;0,@SiO, nanoparticles
were added dropwise to 20 mL of 0.1 mol/L succinic anhydride
solution and reacted for 24 h at room temperature and 180 rpm in an
incubator shaker. The products were washed S times with DI water,
and the obtained carboxylated Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs were redispersed in
DI water.

Coupling EDC-Activated, Carboxylated Fe;0,@SiO, MNPs
with HBsAg.”’~*° 10 mg of the above-mentioned carboxylated
Fe;0,@Si0, MNPs were washed 3 times with MES buffer (25 mmol/
L, pH 5.0), and the MNPs were dispersed into the buffer solution.
Then 100 yL of freshly prepared 10 mg/mL EDC solution were added
and shaken slowly for 30 min at 37 °C in order to activate the carboxy
group on the surface of Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs. The products were
washed 3 times with the above MES buffer to remove excess EDC.
Finally, 300 L of 1 mg/mL HBsAg solution were added to the above
activated carboxylated MNPs solution, followed by slow shaking for 30
min at 37 °C. The products were washed 5 times with 0.01 mol/L (pH
7.4) of PBST solution to remove unreacted HBsAg, and the obtained
HBsAg-immobilized Fe;0,@SiO, MNPs were kept at 4 °C. Through
the measurement of the HBsAg concentration before and after the
carboxylated Fe;O0,@SiO, MNPs coupled with HBsAg, the coupling
amount per mg of MNPs was calculated to be about 25 pg of HBsAg.

Selection of DNA Aptamers Against HBsAg by SELEX. At the
start of SELEX, 1.5 mL of an empty Eppendorf tube was blocked with
1% BSA at 4 °C overnight. The random ssDNA library was denatured

by heating at 95 °C for $ min in a binding buffer (20 mmol/L HEPES,
pH 7.35, 120 mmol/L NaCl, S mmol/L KCIl, 1 mmol/L CaCl,, and 1
mmol/L MgCl,) and snap-cooled on ice for 10 min. The denatured
ssDNA was then incubated with the above blocked Eppendorf tube for
60 min at 37 °C to eliminate the binding of sequences to the tube wall.
The unbound sequences were incubated with the above-mentioned
HBsAg-immobilized Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs in the binding buffer at 37
°C for specific periods (60 min for 1—4 rounds, 45 min for 5—8
rounds, and 30 min after 9 rounds), in order to gradually enhance
selection pressure by reducing the reaction time. Through magnetic
separation, sequences unbound by HBsAg-immobilized Fe;O,@SiO,
were removed by extensive washing with washing buffer (the above
binding buffer supplemented with 0.05% Tween 20). Bound sequences
were then collected with eluting buffer (20 mmol/L Tris-HCI, 1
mmol/L DTT, and 4 mol/L guanidinium isothiocyanate, pH 8.3). The
eluted ssDNA was amplified by asymmetric PCR to prepare an ssDNA
library for the next selection round.®® After 13 rounds, the final
selected products were PCR amplified and purified by gel electro-
phoresis and were then cloned, sequenced, and characterized.

Measurement of Binding Affinity. The binding affinity of
selected sequences in each SELEX round with HBsAg was determined
by ELOSA (enzyme linked oligonucleotide adsorption test) at 450 nm
with a microplate reader.>' The eluted ssDNA of each selection round
was PCR amplified with biotin-labeled forward primer and unlabeled
reverse primer, and the PCR products were purified by using a PCR
purification kit. Then 100 pL of 10 yug/mL purified PCR product were
denatured and incubated with HBsAg-immobilized Fe;O,@SiO,
MNPs. After magnetic separation, HRP-labeled streptavidin was
added to the modified MNPs, with subsequent incubation for 30
min. The MNPs@HBsAg@aptamer@HRP composites were washed S
times with PBST buffer, and then TMB solution was added to colorate
for 15 min. Finally, the reaction was terminated by adding 0.5 mol/L
of H,SO, solution, and the absorption values were measured at 450
nm using a microplate reader.

Construction of a Chemiluminescence Aptasensor. The
chemiluminescence method has the advantage of high sensitivity,
wide linear dynamic range, relatively simple requirements, and
inexpensive equipment needs.’” In order to verify whether the
selection of HBsAg-specific aptamers was successful or not, a
chemiluminescence aptasensor based on magnetic separation and
immunoassay was developed to detect HBsAg.

After selection, the obtained aptamers against HBsAg were amino-
modified. The amino-modified aptamers were immobilized on the
surface of the carboxylated Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs through a covalent
bond to form the MNPs@aptamer composites. Then the composites
were incubated with different concentrations of HBsAg solution, and
subsequently, primary mouse anti-HBsAg antibody and secondary
horse antimouse antibody labeled with alkaline phosphatase (ALP)
were added to the incubating solution. The completed composites of
MNPs@aptamer@HBsAg@primary antibody@secondary antibody@
ALP were used to catalyze the chemiluminescence of AMPPD after
magnetic separation. The chemiluminescence detection of different
concentrations of HBsAg from pure protein or actual serum samples
was performed using an Enspire 2300 multilabel reader.

Test of Specificity and Sensitivity. The specifitity of selected
aptamers for HBsAg in serum samples was tested using normal serum,
hepatitis A serum, hepatitis C serum, and mixed serums of hepatitis A,
B, and C as controls. HBsAg in positive hepatitis B serum was diluted
to concentrations of 100, 50, 10, 1, and 0.1 ng/mL. A 40 uL aliquot of
each of the serum samples was used in every test. Each experiment or
treatment was repeated 3 times.

B RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Characterization of Fe;0,@5i0, MNPs. The morphology

and size of the obtained Fe;O,@SiO, nanoparticles were
observed and analyzed by TEM as shown in Figure 1. From
TEM images, Fe;O, MNPs can be observed as dark spheres,
and the SiO, shells, as gray layers. The Fe;O0,@SiO,

nanoparticles were displayed in a spherical morphology and
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Figure 1. TEM images of Fe;0,@SiO, MNPs. (A) In the scope of 1
pum. (B) In the scope of 0.5 ym.

homogeneous size. The average diameters of the Fe;O, and
Fe,;O,@Si0, nanoparticles were about 450 and 550 nm,
respectively. They had good dispersity, which made them
excellent immobilized carriers for other molecules.>* ¢ In
recent years, various materials have been used as coatings for
Fe;O, nanoparticles, including noble metals, metal oxides,
silica, and organic polymers.”’ *° Among these coating
materials, silica is very promising because it can prevent
Fe;0, cores from directly contacting liquid media, and most
importantly, the surface chemistry of a silica shell is compatible
with many chemicals and molecules for bioconjugation.*' The
surface of silica is easily modified with various chemical groups,
such as amino, carboxyl, sulfhydryl, and aldehyde groups.**~*

The magnetic properties of Fe;0,@SiO, nanoparticles were
measured using a vibrating sample magnetometer (VSM). The
results showed that the Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs had excellent
magnetic properties (Figure 2), with a saturation magnetization
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Figure 2. Hysteresis loop of Fe;O,@SiO, MNPs.

of 43.86 emu/g. Fast magnetic separation, utilizing the
magnetic properties of Fe;O,@SiO, nanoparticles, is conven-
ient and widely used in diverse applications.**™>"
Optimization of Asymmetric PCR Conditions. One of
the most common methods for generating ssDNA in DNA
aptamer selection is asymmetric PCR, which produces ssDNA
due to the unequal concentration of forward and reverse
primers used in the reaction system. The important
amplification conditions of asymmetric PCR, such as the
amount of Taqg DNA polymerase, the proportion of forward
and reverse primers, the annealing temperature, and the
amplification cycle number, were optimized, and the results
are shown in Figure S1 (Supporting Information). The
optimization was accomplished by examining one variable at
a time while maintaining the other variables constant. The four
variables were kept constant respectively as follows: 1.5 U of
Taq DNA polymerase, a 100:1 ratio of forward primer to

reverse primer, an annealing temperature of 66 °C, and 3$
amplification cycles. As shown in Figure S1A, there was no
electrophoresis band without Taq DNA polymerase, the band
was weak when the polymerse dosage was low, and the band
was bright accompanied by a weak, nonspecific band when the
polymerse dosage was more than 1.5 U. Based on this, the
optimized dosage of Taq DNA polymerase was selected to be
1.5 U. As shown in Figure S1B, the optimized proportion of
forward primer to reverse primer was 90:1. As shown in Figure
S1C, there were bright bands for each annealing temperature,
but there were weak, nonspecific bands for 60 to 66 °C.
Therefore, the best annealing temperature was selected to be 68
°C. Finally as shown in Figure SID, no band was observed
when the amplification cycle number was 15 or 20, but the
bands were bright when the cycle number was more than 30.
However, nonspecific amplification was apparent when the
cycle number was increased further. Therefore, the best cycle
number was determined to be 30. In sum, the optimized
amplification conditions in a 50 L PCR reaction system were
the following: 1.5 U of Taqg DNA polymerase, a 90:1 ratio of
forward primer to reverse primer, an annealing temperature at
68 °C, and 30 amplification cycles. Furthermore, the type of
template DNA was from a synthetic DNA library for the first
selection round and was a symmetric PCR product from the
aptamer pool for the other rounds. The amount of template
DNA was about 10 ng in a 50 4L PCR reaction system for each
selection round, which was determined by pre-experiment.

Electrophoretogram of the Products of Asymmetric
PCR. Asymmetric PCR has become the most common
procedure for producing ssDNA in DNA aptamer selection,
because it is more economical and less tedious than other
methods, involving the same parameters for PCR amplification
as the SELEX process (except for primer ratios). In this study,
the products of asymmetric PCR in each selection round were
detected by electrophoresis with a 2% agarose gel, shown in
Figure S2 (Supporting Information). The result showed that
HBsAg-specific DNA sequences were successfully selected and
that ssDNA pools were amplified in each SELEX round,
strongly suggesting selection success of these aptamers.

Measurement of Binding Affinity. In each SELEX round,
the binding affinity of selected sequences for the HBsAg target
was measured by ELOSA, as shown in Figure S3 (Supporting
Information). At the beginning, the absorption value increased
rapidly with an increase in the selection round. After 11 rounds,
the value increased very slowly, which showed that the binding
affinity was nearing its maximum. Therefore, the whole SELEX
process was terminated after the 13th round.

Sequencing Map of Selected Aptamers. The selected
products of the 13th round were amplified by PCR and purified
by gel electrophoresis. Then the purified PCR products were
cloned and sequenced. Fifteen randomly picked clones were
sequenced, and three different aptamers were obtained. The
sequences of most aptamers were the same as those shown in
Figure 3A, confirming that a high binding affinity of DNA
sequences to the HBsAg target was achieved after 13 selection
rounds. The aptamers shown in Figure 3A,B,C were named
HO01, H02, and HO3 respectively.

Analysis of Secondary Structure of Selected Ap-
tamers. Aptamers have specific and complex three-dimen-
sional shapes, characterized by stems, hairpins, bulges, loops,
pseudoknots, triplexes, or quadruplexes.”> The secondary
structures of selected aptamers against HBsAg were analyzed
by DNAMAN software. The three different aptamers all have a
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Figure 3. Sequencing map of selected aptamers against HBsAg. (A) Aptamer HO1, showing sequence similarity with most selected aptamers. (B)

Aptamer H02. (C) Aptamer HO3.

loop—hairpin structure as shown in the red rectangular area in
Figure 4. Aptamer HOl has two combined loop-hairpin
structures that form a loop—hairpin—loop—hairpin composite
structure; aptamer HO02 has two separate loop—hairpin
structures; and aptamer HO3 has only one loop—hairpin
structure. Based on their three-dimensional structures, aptamers
can bind well to a wide variety of targets, from single molecules
to complex mixtures or even whole cells.”>"%* The diversity of
targets used in the SELEX process suggests that aptamers can
be successfully selected against virtually any target.
Optimization of Detection Conditions. Chemilumines-
cence aptasensors have attracted increasing attention and have
become an important branch of aptasensor study. The three
selected aptamers were all used to construct chemilumines-
cence aptasensors based on magnetic separation and immuno-
assay to detect HBsAg in samples. As shown in Figure S4
(Supporting Information), the binding affinity (determined by
ELOSA, too) of the HOl aptamer was the highest, so it was
selected for further use in the detection of HBsAg. The three
different aptamers against HBsAg all have a loop—hairpin
structure, but aptamer HO1 has two combined loop—hairpin
structures that form a loop—hairpin—loop—hairpin composite

structure, which may be the reason why the binding affinity of
HO1 is higher than either HO2 and HO3.

The conditions for the detection of HBsAg were optimized
(Figure SS, Supporting Information), including the amount of
aptamer, the amount of MNPs, the amount of primary mouse
anti-HBsAg antibody, and the amount of secondary horse
antimouse antibody labeled with alkaline phosphatase (ALP).

The amino-modified aptamer against HBsAg was immobi-
lized on the surface of the carboxyl-modified Fe;O,@SiO,
particles. As shown in Figure SSA, the chemiluminescent
intensity gradually increased as the amount of aptamer
increased, but when the amount of aptamer reached 200
pmol per mg MNPs, the increase in chemiluminescent intensity
slowed substantially. Based on this finding, the best amount of
aptamer was selected to be 200 pmol per mg MNPs. As shown
in Figure S5B, the chemiluminescent intensity also increased
first and then decreased with an increasing amount of Fe;O,@
SiO, MNPs. When the chemiluminescent intensity reached its
maximum, excess MNPs would cause a decrease in this
intensity because of a masking effect of the Fe;O, nanoparticles.
Based on this result, the best amount of MNPs was selected to
be 400 pg. The solutions of both primary mouse anti-HBsAg
antibody and secondary horse antimouse antibody were diluted
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Figure 4. Secondary structures of selected aptamers against HBsAg. (A) Aptamer HO1. (B) Aptamer HO02. (C) Aptamer HO3.

individually, and 40 uL of the diluent were used in each
experiment. As shown in Figure S5C,D, the chemiluminescent
intensities increased gradually and then slowed with an increase
in primary and secondary antibody. The optimal amounts for
both primary antibody and secondary antibody were
determined to be 0.4 ug.

Detection of Pure HBsAg. The pure protein of HBsAg
was prepared in various dilutions, and then the chemilumines-
cent intensity was measured using our newly developed
chemiluminescence aptasensor. There was a linear relationship
between the concentration of HBsAg and the chemilumines-
cent intensity in the range of 1-200 ng/mL (Figure $),
indicating success in selecting aptamers against HBsAg. The
regression equation for this relationship was y = 28.7x + 1082,
with a regression coeflicient of 0.997.

Detection of HBsAg in Actual Serum Samples. Positive
serum samples containing HBsAg were obtained from the
Second Hospital of Nanjing, China. Using our constructed
chemiluminescence aptasensor, 35 serum samples were tested.
DI water was used as the blank, and the normal serum was used
as a negative control. The results were roughly in line with
results from the ELISA used at the hospital (Table S,
Supporting Information). Figure 6 shows the result from the
detection of several HBV-positive serums. Concentrations of

7500
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Figure S. Linear relationship between the concentration of HBsAg and
the chemiluminescent intensity in the range of 1—200 ng/mL.

HBsAg were 0.1, 1, 10, 50, and 100 ng/mL for five clinical
samples. The detection limit of 0.1 ng/mL of HBsAg was
estimated (Q = 2.18 > 2.1) and was found to be lower than the
0.5 ng/mL limit of the ELISA in use at the hospital.
Specificity of Aptamer to Target HBsAg. In order to
assess the specificity of the selected aptamer to the serum
samples containing HBsAg, experiments were conducted on the
following controls: normal serum (negative control), hepatitis
A serum, hepatitis C serum, and mixed serum of hepatitis A, B,
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Figure 6. Detection of different HBsAg concentrations in hepatitis B
serum. HBsAg concentrations of samples 1 to S were 0.1, 1, 10, S0,
and 100 ng/mL, respectively.

and C. And DI water is used as the blank instead of serum.
From Figure 7, the result showed that the chemiluminescent
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Figure 7. Specificity of the selected aptamer for different serums.

signals of normal serum, hepatitis A serum, and hepatitis C
serum were very low and close to the blank. On exposure to
HBV-positive serum, however, a significant increase in
chemiluminescent intensity was observed, indicating that the
selected aptamer had high specificity toward the target
molecule. The cross-sensitivity of the chemiluminescence
aptasensor in a mixture of equal volumes of hepatitis A, B,
and C serums was also examined. The results showed that there
was no significant change observed in the mixed serums of
hepatitis A, B, and C compared with hepatitis B serum. This
indicated that hepatitis A serum and hepatitis C serum had an
almost negligible influence on the detection of hepatitis B

serum, suggesting that the aptasensor would work well even in
the presence of interfering substances such as coinfections. In
sum, this aptasensor demonstrated sufficient specificity for the
detection of HBsAg in serum samples.

B CONCLUSIONS

We first selected HBsAg-specific DNA aptamers by immobiliz-
ing HBsAg on the surface of carboxylated MNPs, making it
possible to utilize magnetic separation in the SELEX process.
After 13 selection rounds, three different aptamers were
successfully selected in vitro. The secondary structures of
selected aptamers were analyzed by DNAMAN software, the
result of which showed that the three different aptamers all
have a loop—hairpin structure. Moreover, a chemiluminescence
aptasensor based on magnetic separation and immunoassay was
constructed to detect HBsAg from pure protein or actual serum
samples. There was a linear relationship between the
concentration of HBsAg and the chemiluminescent intensity
in the range of 1-200 ng/mL using aptamer HOl. The
aptasensor worked well and was highly specific for the
detection of HBsAg in serum samples. The detection limit
was 0.1 ng/mL, which was lower than the 0.5 ng/mL limit of
the ELISA used at the hospital. However, ELISA is complex to
perform and time-consuming. The chemiluminescence apta-
sensor based on magnetic separation and immunoassay allows
rapid separation and sensitive detection of HBsAg in HBV
infected serum. This aptasensor has the potential for wide
clinical application in the diagnosis of HBV infection, and this
method can also be applied to detect other molecules
associated with disease.
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