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Dystrophin Deficiency Causes Progressive Depletion of Cardiovascular Progenitor Cells in the Heart
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Duchenne muscular dystrophy (DMD) is a devastating condition shortening the lifespan of young men. DMD patients suffer from age-related dilated cardiomyopathy (DCM) that leads to heart failure. Several molecular mechanisms leading to cardiomyocyte death in DMD have been described. However, the pathological progression of DMD-associated DCM remains unclear. In skeletal muscle, a dramatic decrease in stem cells, so-called satellite cells, has been shown in DMD patients. Whether similar dysfunction occurs with cardiac muscle cardiovascular progenitor cells (CVPCs) in DMD remains to be explored. We hypothesized that the number of CVPCs decreases in the dystrophin-deficient heart with age and disease state, contributing to DCM progression. We used the dystrophin-deficient mouse model (mdx) to investigate age-dependent CVPC properties. Using quantitative PCR, flow cytometry, speckle tracking echocardiography, and immunofluorescence, we revealed that young mdx mice exhibit elevated CVPCs. We observed a rapid age-related CVPC depletion, coinciding with the progressive onset of cardiac dysfunction. Moreover, mdx CVPCs displayed increased DNA damage, suggesting impaired cardiac muscle homeostasis. Overall, our results identify the early recruitment of CVPCs in dystrophic hearts and their fast depletion with ageing. This latter depletion may participate in the fibrosis development and the acceleration onset of the cardiomyopathy.

Introduction

Duchenne muscular dystrophy (DMD, prevalence 1/5000) is an X-linked genetic disorder causing the wasting of skeletal muscles, resulting in severe disability and premature death in young men [START_REF] Mah | A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis on the Epidemiology of Duchenne and Becker Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. In addition to skeletal muscle loss of function, cardiac muscle is nearly always affected in DMD [START_REF] Nigro | The Incidence and Evolution of Cardiomyopathy in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF] with the development of a dilated cardiomyopathy 2 of 20 (DCM) starting by the end of the second decade of the DMD patient's life [START_REF] Clarac | Three Neurologists of La Salpetrière Hospital, and Their Contribution to Concepts of the Central Organization of Motor Synergy[END_REF][START_REF] Amedro | Speckle-Tracking Echocardiography in Children with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy: A Prospective Multicenter Controlled Cross-Sectional Study[END_REF]. As DMD patient care has improved over the years, heart failure has become the prevalent cause of mortality worldwide in DMD patients [START_REF] Manzur | Update on the Management of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Fayssoil | Cardiomyopathy in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy: Pathogenesis and Therapeutics[END_REF] and also in patients suffering from the less severe Becker muscular dystrophy (BMD). Both forms of the disease are related to dystrophin gene mutations.

The dystrophin deficiency in cardiomyocytes eventually leads to contractile failure followed by death [START_REF] Straub | Animal Models for Muscular Dystrophy Show Different Patterns of Sarcolemmal Disruption[END_REF]. The molecular and cellular mechanisms causing myocyte death are unclear and have been mostly investigated for skeletal muscle [START_REF] Niggli | A Guide to Sparkology: The Taxonomy of Elementary Cellular Ca 2+ Signaling Events[END_REF]. These reports have suggested impairment of calcium (Ca 2+ ) homeostasis and other ion fluxes [START_REF] Williams | Intracellular Calcium Handling in Ventricular Myocytes from Mdx Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Jung | Dystrophic Cardiomyopathy: Amplification of Cellular Damage by Ca 2+ Signalling and Reactive Oxygen Species-Generating Pathways[END_REF][START_REF] Poláková | Abnormal Sodium Handling and Mitochondrial Metabolism in Cardiac Dystrophy[END_REF] either due to a compromised plasma membrane integrity, deregulation of stretch-activated channels, or stretch-activated-channel-induced release of reactive oxygen species (ROS) that can trigger a sarcoplasmic reticulum (SR) Ca 2+ leak [START_REF] Jung | Dystrophic Cardiomyopathy: Amplification of Cellular Damage by Ca 2+ Signalling and Reactive Oxygen Species-Generating Pathways[END_REF]. Dystrophin deficiency also causes a leaky ryanodine receptor/Ca 2+ release channel (RyR1) associated with early post-translational modifications including S-nitrosylation and calstabin1 depletion in mdx skeletal muscle [START_REF] Bellinger | Hypernitrosylated Ryanodine Receptor Calcium Release Channels Are Leaky in Dystrophic Muscle[END_REF]. Abnormal intracellular Ca 2+ handling increases the influx of Ca 2+ that triggers necrosis and cell death in DMD. We and others have described similar defects in the heart with abnormal Ca 2+ homeostasis and ryanodine receptor (RyR2) dysfunction [START_REF] Bellinger | Hypernitrosylated Ryanodine Receptor Calcium Release Channels Are Leaky in Dystrophic Muscle[END_REF][START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. The deregulation of other ion complexes such as the voltage gated channel Nav1.5 in dystrophin-deficient cardiomyocytes has been reported [START_REF] Koenig | Voltage-Gated Ion Channel Dysfunction Precedes Cardiomyopathy Development in the Dystrophic Heart[END_REF].

In skeletal muscle, the population of satellite cell progenitors is affected, which has been implicated in the disease progression [START_REF] Cassano | Alteration of Cardiac Progenitor Cell Potency in GRMD Dogs[END_REF][START_REF] Dumont | Dystrophin Expression in Muscle Stem Cells Regulates Their Polarity and Asymmetric Division[END_REF]. Dystrophinopathy results in myocyte death inducing muscle satellite cell activation [START_REF] Sohn | Activation of Non-Myogenic Mesenchymal Stem Cells during the Disease Progression in Dystrophic Dystrophin/Utrophin Knockout Mice[END_REF] and increased differentiation [START_REF] Colussi | Nitric Oxide Deficiency Determines Global Chromatin Changes in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Saccone | HDAC-Regulated MyomiRs Control BAF60 Variant Exchange and Direct the Functional Phenotype of Fibro-Adipogenic Progenitors in Dystrophic Muscles[END_REF] resulting in their eventual depletion [START_REF] Lu | Rapid Depletion of Muscle Progenitor Cells in Dystrophic Mdx/Utrophin-/-Mice[END_REF]. Such a mechanism is unclear in the heart. Higher age-dependent fibrosis in mdx muscle and heart has been reported with early sarcolemmal damage induced by inflammation and macrophage infiltration [START_REF] Van Erp | Timeline of Cardiac Dystrophy in 3-18-Month-Old MDX Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Nitahara-Kasahara | Dystrophic Mdx Mice Develop Severe Cardiac and Respiratory Dysfunction Following Genetic Ablation of the Anti-Inflammatory Cytokine IL-10[END_REF]. Although DCM involves primarily cardiomyocyte damage, increasing attention has been given to nonmuscular cell fractions, including cardiac fibroblasts [START_REF] Furtado | View from the Heart: Cardiac Fibroblasts in Development, Scarring and Regeneration[END_REF][START_REF] Furtado Milena | Cardiogenic Genes Expressed in Cardiac Fibroblasts Contribute to Heart Development and Repair[END_REF][START_REF] Lajiness | The Dynamic Role of Cardiac Fibroblasts in Development and Disease[END_REF] and endothelial cells [START_REF] Talman | Cardiomyocyte-Endothelial Cell Interactions in Cardiac Remodeling and Regeneration[END_REF][START_REF] Mathison | Heart Regeneration: The Endothelial Cell Comes First[END_REF][START_REF] Zhang | Endocardial Cell Plasticity in Cardiac Development, Diseases and Regeneration[END_REF][START_REF] Gray | Resident Cells of the Myocardium: More than Spectators in Cardiac Injury, Repair and Regeneration[END_REF], respectively involved in extracellular matrix and vascular remodeling. Other stromal cells possibly involved in cardiac homeostasis, survival, and disease dynamics are cardiovascular progenitor cells (CVPCs) [START_REF] Leong | Cardiac Stem Cells for Myocardial Regeneration: They Are Not Alone[END_REF], among which the CD117 + (also named c-kit)/CD45 - fraction is the main focus of recent studies [START_REF] Hodgkinson | Emerging Concepts in Paracrine Mechanisms in Regenerative Cardiovascular Medicine and Biology[END_REF][START_REF] Maxwell | Electrical Stimulation of Pediatric Cardiac-Derived c-Kit+ Progenitor Cells Improves Retention and Cardiac Function in Right Ventricular Heart Failure[END_REF][START_REF] Zhou | Reassessment of C-Kit in Cardiac Cells: A Complex Interplay Between Expression, Fate, and Function[END_REF]. We recently showed that CVPCs are activated and recruited to the site of cardiac injury [START_REF] Finan | Prolonged Elevated Levels of C-Kit+ Progenitor Cells after a Myocardial Infarction by Beta 2 Adrenergic Receptor Priming[END_REF], supporting the hypothesis of their paracrine regulation of cardiac function in pathophysiological conditions [START_REF] Hodgkinson | Emerging Concepts in Paracrine Mechanisms in Regenerative Cardiovascular Medicine and Biology[END_REF][START_REF] Hong | C-Kit+ Cardiac Stem Cells Alleviate Post-Myocardial Infarction Left Ventricular Dysfunction Despite Poor Engraftment and Negligible Retention in the Recipient Heart[END_REF][START_REF] Davis | Cardiac Stem Cells in the Post-Anversa Era[END_REF]. We found a CVPC depletion associated with late-stage pathological remodeling of cardiac muscle in BMD patients [START_REF] Pesl | Cardiovascular Progenitor Cells and Tissue Plasticity Are Reduced in a Myocardium Affected by Becker Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. Nevertheless, the role and fate of CVPCs in the heart and cardiac pathology, particularly DMD-associated DCM, remains to be elucidated. Thus, in this study we investigated the chronological involvement of the CVPC population, in particular the c-kit + /CD45 -cells, in the progression of DMD-associated DCM in mdx dystrophic hearts.

Results

Mdx Cardiac Tissue Displays Decreasing Levels in C-Kit Receptor mRNA Expression with Ageing

We first analyzed the relative gene expression of c-KIT gene in different age-matched groups of 9, 24, 52, and 88 week-old (wo) WT and mdx mice. Based on previous work, these ages span the full range of the cardiac symptoms from young adult without symptoms through to adult with onset of cardiac symptoms to fully developed cardiac symptoms in old animals with late-stage heart failure [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. The relative gene expression of c-KIT was evaluated by RT-PCR. At 9 and 24 wo, we observed similar expression between WT and mdx mice. A severe decrease with ageing was observed in older mdx animals (p = 0.0151 for mutation factor, p = 0.0121 for ageing factor). Interestingly, WT animals presented change in c-KIT expression only at 88 wo of age and not at the previously investigated age (Figure 1A). 0.0151 for mutation factor, p = 0.0121 for ageing factor). Interestingly, WT animals presented change in c-KIT expression only at 88 wo of age and not at the previously investigated age (Figure 1A). 

Mdx CVPCs Show Early In Vivo Amplification Followed by Depletion and Low Resilience in In Vitro Culture

We next isolated the c-kit + /CD45 -cells in control and mdx hearts by enzymatic digestion through the Langendorff perfused heart method followed by magnetic sorting of the cell suspension. As cardiac fibrotic deposit is known to occur in mdx hearts [START_REF] Meyers | Early Right Ventricular Fibrosis and Reduction in Biventricular Cardiac Reserve in the Dystrophin-Deficient Mdx Heart[END_REF], we evaluated whether the fibrosis could affect the digestion efficiency by evaluating the full digestion time. No significant difference was seen with an exception for the oldest WT animals with prolonged digestion time caused by blood clot formation (Figure 1B). The quality, viability, number, and shape of the cardiomyocytes were checked under a microscope. The ratio of isolated c-kit + /CD45 -cells over mg of cardiac tissue was higher in 9 wo mdx mice compared with age-matched WT (17.6 ± 1.8% in WT vs. 66.8 ± 14.5% in mdx, p ≤ 0.0001, Figure 1C). There was no difference in 24 wo control and mdx mice (20.1 ± 2.7% in WT vs. 12.8 ± 2.0% in mdx, Figure 1C). Using MACS, we estimated lower isolated cell numbers in adult mdx samples (4800 ± 2500 cells vs. 6700 ± 1600 cells from mdx and WT respectively, p = 0.0362, Figure 1D). These cells were cultivated in vitro for further investigation. However, the plating efficacy was much lower compared to WT, with only sparse cells attaching to the cultivation surfaces, and thus in vitro cultivation could not be established. Further experiments on the CVPCs were thus conducted immediately after isolation without prolonged in vitro cultivation.

Different Expressed Dystrophin Isoforms in Mouse and Human CVPCs

Next, we evaluated whether the CVPC population expresses dystrophin isoforms that could impair the function of CVPCs in mdx mice. Dystrophin expression was analyzed by Western blot. Skeletal muscle of WT and mdx mice was loaded as reference. As expected, we found no expression for the high molecular weight (Dp427) dystrophin isoform in the mdx muscle compared to the WT muscle (Figure 1E). The mouse WT CVPCs only express shorter isoforms including bands at 260, 140, 116, and 71 kDa but no Dp427. In contrast, the human control CVPCs have a different expression pattern of the dystrophin isoforms, including the high molecular weight (Dp427) and ubiquitous isoform Dp71 (Figure 1E).

Increased Resident CVPCs at Early Stage Followed by Premature Depletion in Dystrophin-Deficient Heart

To further explore the quantity of c-kit + /CD45 -in mdx mice along with ageing, immunofluorescence analysis was performed on cryosections of flash frozen heart. We determined the proportion of c-kit + /CD45 -cells relative to all cells identified by DAPI staining in the myocardium. We found a higher number of CVPCs in 9 wo mdx hearts (0.09 ± 0.07%) compared with WT hearts (0.01 ± 0.02%) (Figure 2A,B). This difference remained in older animals between mdx (0.12 ± 0.08%) and WT mice (0.003 ± 0.008%) at the age of 24 wo, corresponding to the onset of the cardiac fibrosis (Figure 2A,B). In WT hearts, only individual cells were randomly found localized throughout the myocardium as illustrated in Figure 3A. The localization of the CVPCs in mdx hearts was mostly in the right atrium and sporadically in the epicardial area in the 9 wo age group with re-localization into ventricular myocardium in 24 wo suggesting injury activated recruitment of the CVPCs as illustrated in Figure 3B. As CVPCs are thought to be involved in cardiac injury, we next evaluated whether inflammatory cell population is increased in the mdx heart. To that effect, we focused on the mast cells, known to be involved in the inflammatory process and specifically expressing the c-kit + /CD45 + markers [START_REF] Chisholm | Mast Cells in Systemic Mastocytosis Have Distinctly Brighter CD45 Expression by Flow Cytometry[END_REF]. We found that the mdx hearts exhibited a higher level of c-kit + /CD45 + mast cells at 9 wo. While the percentage of mast cells increased at 28 wo in the WT heart, no change was observed in the mdx heart at the same age (Figure 2C). However, mdx heart displayed deep depletion of the mast cells at 52 wo in contrast with those in WT heart. When ages were pooled, the mdx heart exhibited a higher percentage of mast cells compared to the WT heart (1.37 ± 1.30% in mdx to 0.08 ± 0.09% in WT; Figure 2C).
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Early-Stage CVPC Recruitment Followed by Depletion Is Correlated with Fibrotic Development and Cardiac Dysfunction in Mdx Hearts

Next, we hypothesized that the progressive CVPC depletion in mdx is correlated with pathological cardiac remodeling known to be associated with fibrosis and left ventricular dysfunction. We first evaluated the progression of the cardiac remodeling with ageing by analyzing the collagen deposition as a main marker of fibrosis. We employed Masson's trichrome staining on WT and mdx left ventricle of 9, 24, and 52 wo animals (Figure 4A,B). We observed similar collagen deposition in the mdx and WT hearts of 9 wo animals (0.8 ± 0.4% and 1.8 ± 1.1% of aniline blue positive tissue for WT and mdx, respectively). This level of collagen remained constant in WT animals with ageing (3.1 ± 1.3% in 24 wo and 1.4 ± 0.9% in 52 wo). However, the collagen content increased progressively in the mdx hearts with ageing (3.8 ± 1.3% at 24 wo and 4.2 ± 2% at 52 wo, Figure 4A,B). We next analyzed the composition of collagen isoforms, including collagen 1A1 and 3, by Western blotting (Figure 4C). We observed no statistical difference in the collagen 1A1 protein expression in the WT and mdx hearts, although a tendency was visible for a higher expression in the mdx (Figure 4C). We found no difference in the collagen 3 protein expression between WT and mdx hearts. We evaluated the protein expression level of the matrix metalloprotease MMP-9 as this protein has been suggested to have important roles in the skeletal muscle dystrophy progression [START_REF] Shiba | Differential Roles of MMP-9 in Early and Late Stages of Dystrophic Muscles in a Mouse Model of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. However, no change was observed between WT and mdx hearts at any age, although the 52 wo heart displayed a tendency for higher MMP-9 expression compared to WT (Figure 4C). To further evaluate the inflammation level in the mdx hearts, we also assayed the cyclooxygenase-2 (COX-2) protein as it has been involved in DMD [START_REF] De Oliveira | Cyclooxygenase-2 Expression in Skeletal Muscle of Knockout Mice Suffering Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. No change was observed at any age in WT and mdx hearts (Figure 4C).

We next evaluated the age-dependent cardiac dysfunction in WT and mdx mice using conventional M-mode and high-frequency ultrasound-based two-dimensional speckletracking echocardiography of the left ventricle. With the conventional echocardiography, no change was observed in the percentage of LV fractional shortening (LVFS), although there was a tendency to slow decrease in LVFS in both groups (Figure 5A,B). However, with the highly sensitive ultrasound technique, we found an age-dependent decreasing slope of the global radial strain in mdx mice when compared to WT. At 52 wo, a decrease in LV global strain was found (42.8 ± 2.9% vs. 29.3 ± 3.7% in WT and mdx, respectively) (Figure 5C,D). 

DNA Damage and Oxidative Stress in CVPCs

Recently, we showed that dystrophin deficiency causes oxidative stress and DNA double strand breaks in DMD human pluripotent stem cells [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF]. Thus, we aimed to verify whether dystrophin deficiency leads to similar defects in the isolated CVPC population in mdx mice. Since we have shown drastic depletion of CVPCs in 52 wo animals, we hypothesized that the damage occurs before 52 wo. Therefore, we explored the DNA damage in the isolated CVPCs using immunocytological analysis in the 24 wo mice. Evaluation of the accumulated histone H2A phosphorylated on Ser192 (γH2AX) was performed, detecting double stranded breaks as foci in the nucleus (Figure 6A). The CVPCs from mdx animals showed a significant increase (4 times more) in DNA damage compared to CVPCs 

DNA Damage and Oxidative Stress in CVPCs

Recently, we showed that dystrophin deficiency causes oxidative stress and DNA double strand breaks in DMD human pluripotent stem cells [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF]. Thus, we aimed to verify whether dystrophin deficiency leads to similar defects in the isolated CVPC population in mdx mice. Since we have shown drastic depletion of CVPCs in 52 wo animals, we hypothesized that the damage occurs before 52 wo. Therefore, we explored the DNA damage in the isolated CVPCs using immunocytological analysis in the 24 wo mice. Evaluation of the accumulated histone H2A phosphorylated on Ser192 (γH2AX) was performed, detecting double stranded breaks as foci in the nucleus (Figure 6A). The CVPCs from mdx animals showed a significant increase (4 times more) in DNA damage compared to CVPCs from age-matched WT animals. As DNA damage is associated with oxidative stress [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF], we also evaluated the oxidative stress in the CVPCs. We observed no difference in oxidative stress, evaluated with the CellROX probe, between mdx and WT CVPCs (Figure 6B). from age-matched WT animals. As DNA damage is associated with oxidative stress [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF], we also evaluated the oxidative stress in the CVPCs. We observed no difference in oxidative stress, evaluated with the CellROX probe, between mdx and WT CVPCs (Figure 6B). 

Discussion

In the present study, we showed, for the first time, that the dynamics of the CVPC population change with ageing in the mdx heart and correlate with the progression of the cardiac disease onset. Most of the studies related to DMD-associated DCM have focused on the pathological mechanisms related to dysfunction of the myocardium and morphological damage. Here, for the first time, we aimed at evaluating the impact of dystrophin deficiency on the capacity of the cardiac tissue to maintain its CVPC population and therefore its regenerative capacity. CVPCs were previously isolated from the heart of the golden retriever muscular dystrophy (GRMD) model of DMD [START_REF] Cassano | Alteration of Cardiac Progenitor Cell Potency in GRMD Dogs[END_REF]. They showed longer cell number doubling time in culture and lower telomere copy number, pointing to the limitations in expansion capabilities. A lower efficacy in cardiac differentiation was also found in GRMD-CVPCs compared to WT. Furthermore, it has been proven that CVPCs do not differentiate into cardiomyocytes in vivo [START_REF] Van Berlo | C-Kit+ Cells Minimally Contribute Cardiomyocytes to the Heart[END_REF][START_REF] Sultana | Resident C-Kit(+) Cells in the Heart Are Not Cardiac Stem Cells[END_REF]. Thus, studies mostly focused on the CVPC paracrine function enabling cardiac organ homeostasis [START_REF] Hodgkinson | Emerging Concepts in Paracrine Mechanisms in Regenerative Cardiovascular Medicine and Biology[END_REF][START_REF] Chimenti | Relative Roles of Direct Regeneration versus Paracrine Effects of Human Cardiosphere-Derived Cells Transplanted into Infarcted Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Li | Cardiospheres Recapitulate a Niche-Like Microenvironment Rich in Stemness and Cell-Matrix Interactions, Rationalizing Their Enhanced Functional Potency for Myocardial Repair[END_REF][START_REF] Tseliou | Allogeneic Cardiospheres Safely Boost Cardiac Function and Attenuate Adverse Remodeling After Myocardial Infarction in Immunologically Mismatched Rat Strains[END_REF], for which the injury triggered recruitment would be necessary. Interestingly, it was recently shown that the CVPC transplantation or even just the secreted exosomes are beneficial to the dystrophic heart [START_REF] Rogers | Disease-Modifying Bioactivity of Intravenous Cardiosphere-Derived Cells and Exosomes in Mdx Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Aminzadeh | Exosome-Mediated Benefits of Cell Therapy in Mouse and Human Models of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. While the beneficial effect of CVPCs was demonstrated, the dynamics and recruitment of the heart's own CVPC population remained unclear.

Our findings demonstrate that dystrophin deficiency induces a CVPC proliferation in young mdx mice, consistent with the CVPC proliferation in failing human hearts [START_REF] Kubo | Increased Cardiac Myocyte Progenitors in Failing Human Hearts[END_REF][START_REF] Matuszczak | Characteristic of C-Kit+ Progenitor Cells in Explanted Human Hearts[END_REF]. With ageing, we observed a depletion of CVPC population, consistent with the decrease of the progenitor cells in dystrophin-deficient skeletal muscle [START_REF] Lu | Rapid Depletion of Muscle Progenitor Cells in Dystrophic Mdx/Utrophin-/-Mice[END_REF]. Therefore, although CVPCs and satellite cells have different functions, our findings likely reveal a common 
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DMD is characterized by the absence of full-length dystrophin (Dp427) in myocytes, including cardiac myocytes. One group revealed retarded maturity and impaired contractile properties in DMD hiPSC-CMs lacking Dp427, suggesting functional consequences at the early stage of cardiac development [START_REF] Pioner | Absence of Full-Length Dystrophin Impairs Normal Maturation and Contraction of Cardiomyocytes Derived from Human-Induced Pluripotent Stem Cells[END_REF]. Here, we evaluated the dystrophin isoforms expressed in the human and mouse CVPCs and found a key difference in Dp427 expression. The human control CVPCs express several dystrophin isoforms, including Dp427 and ubiquitous isoform Dp71. In contrast, the mouse WT CVPCs only express shorter isoforms including bands at 260, 140, 116, and 71 kDa. The reason of such difference between mouse and human CVPCs is unknown and would require further experiments. Based on several previous studies, including ours, mdx mice developed cardiac dysfunction by 20 wo, with myocardial fibrosis, increased collagen expression, ventricular hypertrophy, and arrhythmias as well as left ventricular dysfunction [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Khouzami | Delayed Cardiomyopathy in Dystrophin Deficient Mdx Mice Relies on Intrinsic Glutathione Resource[END_REF][START_REF] Siemionow | Cardiac Protection after Systemic Transplant of Dystrophin Expressing Chimeric (DEC) Cells to the Mdx Mouse Model of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Au | Increased Connective Tissue Growth Factor Associated with Cardiac Fibrosis in the Mdx Mouse Model of Dystrophic Cardiomyopathy[END_REF][START_REF] Fayssoil | Cardiac Characterization of Mdx Mice Using High-Resolution Doppler Echocardiography[END_REF][START_REF] Stuckey | In Vivo MRI Characterization of Progressive Cardiac Dysfunction in the Mdx Mouse Model of Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. These studies Some studies showed that myocyte apoptosis precedes the fibrosis in both mdx skeletal muscle [START_REF] Tidball | Apoptosis Precedes Necrosis of Dystrophin-Deficient Muscle[END_REF][START_REF] Mikhaȋlov | Ultrastructural and morphometrical analysis of apoptosis stages in cardiomyocytes of MDX mice[END_REF] and cardiac muscle as well as in DMD patients [START_REF] Bridges | The Association of Cardiac Muscle Necrosis and Inflammation with the Degenerative and Persistent Myopathy of MDX Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Megeney | Severe Cardiomyopathy in Mice Lacking Dystrophin and MyoD[END_REF][START_REF] Rubi | Calcium Current Properties in Dystrophin-deficient Ventricular Cardiomyocytes from Aged Mdx Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Jelinkova | DMD Pluripotent Stem Cell Derived Cardiac Cells Recapitulate in Vitro Human Cardiac Pathophysiology[END_REF]. It has been also shown that the cardiomyocyte damage is caused by dystrophin deficiency, chronic inflammatory response, and collagen deposition [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Messina | Lipid Peroxidation Inhibition Blunts Nuclear Factor-KappaB Activation, Reduces Skeletal Muscle Degeneration, and Enhances Muscle Function in Mdx Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Radley | Reduced Muscle Necrosis and Long-Term Benefits in Dystrophic Mdx Mice after CV1q (Blockade of TNF) Treatment[END_REF]. Based on these claims, we hypothesized that increased fibrosis in old mdx hearts would impair the enzymatic heart digestion via the Langendorff perfusion. Although we observed increased fibrotic tissue in the old mdx hearts, the time for digestion was unchanged. The old WT hearts exhibited less fibrosis but increased digestion time due to some unexpected blood clots not seen in mdx. The production of fibrosis in the heart is mainly ensured by the cardiac fibroblasts that are activated in myofibroblasts at the site of injury [START_REF] Delfín | Cardiomyopathy in the Dystrophin/Utrophin-Deficient Mouse Model of Severe Muscular Dystrophy Is Characterized by Dysregulation of Matrix Metalloproteinases[END_REF]. It is very likely that the cardiac fibroblast activation causes the progressive increase in fibrosis we observed in mdx mice. In parallel, the expression of the matrix metalloproteinases, in particular the MMP-9 (also called gelatinase B), was shown to be upregulated in the dystrophin-deficient heart [START_REF] Dahiya | Osteopontin-Stimulated Expression of Matrix Metalloproteinase-9 Causes Cardiomyopathy in the Mdx Model of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. However, their activity has been revealed to be dysregulated in dystrophin/utrophindeficient mice [START_REF] Delfín | Cardiomyopathy in the Dystrophin/Utrophin-Deficient Mouse Model of Severe Muscular Dystrophy Is Characterized by Dysregulation of Matrix Metalloproteinases[END_REF]. In the present study, we did not find any difference in the MMP-9 protein expression, although a tendency for higher expression was seen in the old (52 wo) mdx heart. Based on these previous studies, we cannot exclude that the MMP-9 dysregulation plays a role in the pathological fibrotic progression and CVPC depletion.

DMD is characterized by the absence of full-length dystrophin (Dp427) in myocytes, including cardiac myocytes. One group revealed retarded maturity and impaired contractile properties in DMD hiPSC-CMs lacking Dp427, suggesting functional consequences at the early stage of cardiac development [START_REF] Pioner | Absence of Full-Length Dystrophin Impairs Normal Maturation and Contraction of Cardiomyocytes Derived from Human-Induced Pluripotent Stem Cells[END_REF]. Here, we evaluated the dystrophin isoforms expressed in the human and mouse CVPCs and found a key difference in Dp427 expression. The human control CVPCs express several dystrophin isoforms, including Dp427 and ubiquitous isoform Dp71. In contrast, the mouse WT CVPCs only express shorter isoforms including bands at 260, 140, 116, and 71 kDa. The reason of such difference between mouse and human CVPCs is unknown and would require further experiments. Based on several previous studies, including ours, mdx mice developed cardiac dysfunction by 20 wo, with myocardial fibrosis, increased collagen expression, ventricular hypertrophy, and arrhythmias as well as left ventricular dysfunction [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Khouzami | Delayed Cardiomyopathy in Dystrophin Deficient Mdx Mice Relies on Intrinsic Glutathione Resource[END_REF][START_REF] Siemionow | Cardiac Protection after Systemic Transplant of Dystrophin Expressing Chimeric (DEC) Cells to the Mdx Mouse Model of Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Au | Increased Connective Tissue Growth Factor Associated with Cardiac Fibrosis in the Mdx Mouse Model of Dystrophic Cardiomyopathy[END_REF][START_REF] Fayssoil | Cardiac Characterization of Mdx Mice Using High-Resolution Doppler Echocardiography[END_REF][START_REF] Stuckey | In Vivo MRI Characterization of Progressive Cardiac Dysfunction in the Mdx Mouse Model of Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. These studies clearly support the age-dependent cardiac dysfunction in the mdx mice. Here, for the first time, we found that cardiomyocyte damage is associated with increased proliferation of the CVPCs and recruitment into the damaged sites. Although we did not observe any dramatic change in the extracellular matrix component production and inflammation, the evaluation of the age-dependent cardiac dysfunction in mdx mice using STE revealed a decrease of LV radial global strain in mdx mice at 52 wo, suggesting a cardiac dysfunction. Hence, mdx mice are known to have a mild global cardiac phenotype, despite cellular cardiac dysfunctions as early as few weeks of age as we have shown before [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. Our results show that conventional echocardiography indicates normal cardiac function in mdx and WT mice. Using conventional ultrasound measures, cardiac dysfunction usually appears at a late stage after 48 wo in mdx. In both groups, a tendency to slow decrease in LVFS was observed from 40 to 30%. To compare, Spurney et al. previously described similar LVFS (32.2%) at 48 wo in WT mice [START_REF] Spurney | Speckle Tracking Analysis of the Left Ventricular Anterior Wall Shows Significantly Decreased Relative Radial Strain Patterns in Dystrophin Deficient Mice after 9 Months of Age[END_REF], which is concordant with our results. Advanced imaging techniques, such as cardiac magnetic resonance imaging, Doppler tissue imaging or two-dimensional (2D) speckle-tracking echocardiography (STE), and cardiac distortion have shown cardiac dysfunction as early as the age of 32 wo in mdx [START_REF] Taqatqa | The Use of Speckle Tracking Echocardiography for Early Detection of Myocardial Dysfunction in Patients with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Soslow | Evaluation of Echocardiographic Measures of Left Ventricular Function in Patients with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy: Assessment of Reproducibility and Comparison to Cardiac Magnetic Resonance Imaging[END_REF][START_REF] Mertens | Early Regional Myocardial Dysfunction in Young Patients with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. Our data confirm these previous studies. STE imaging can be used to quantitatively measure the myocardial strain for potentially sensitive markers for early myocardial dysfunction in mdx mice. There is a major difference between conventional fractional shortening determination and the LV segmental STE analysis that takes into account the deformation of all segments. Moreover, the fractional shortening depends on loading conditions and heart rate. The STE analysis is not sensitive to loading conditions or heart rate.

As the functionality of the myocardium decreases, the CVPCs become sparse. These CVPCs possibly contribute to the cardiac muscle homeostasis maintenance via processes such as paracrine signalization by exosome secretion of cardiac cytokines improving damaged myocardium survival as previously proposed [START_REF] Chimenti | Relative Roles of Direct Regeneration versus Paracrine Effects of Human Cardiosphere-Derived Cells Transplanted into Infarcted Mice[END_REF][START_REF] Li | Cardiospheres Recapitulate a Niche-Like Microenvironment Rich in Stemness and Cell-Matrix Interactions, Rationalizing Their Enhanced Functional Potency for Myocardial Repair[END_REF][START_REF] Tseliou | Allogeneic Cardiospheres Safely Boost Cardiac Function and Attenuate Adverse Remodeling After Myocardial Infarction in Immunologically Mismatched Rat Strains[END_REF][START_REF] Sahoo | Exosomes and Cardiac Repair after Myocardial Infarction[END_REF][START_REF] Kishore | More Than Tiny Sacks: Stem Cell Exosomes as Cell-Free Modality for Cardiac Repair[END_REF][START_REF] Singla | Stem Cells and Exosomes in Cardiac Repair[END_REF][START_REF] Suzuki | Stem Cell-Derived Exosomes as a Therapeutic Tool for Cardiovascular Disease[END_REF][START_REF] Saha | Circulating Exosomes Derived from Transplanted Progenitor Cells Aid the Functional Recovery of Ischemic Myocardium[END_REF] or even endothelial differentiation and increased vascularization [START_REF] Fang | Generation of Functional Blood Vessels from a Single C-Kit+ Adult Vascular Endothelial Stem Cell[END_REF] employing progenitor populations as previously shown (e.g., Sca1 and/or c-kit+ cells) [START_REF] Hosoda | C-Kit-Positive Cardiac Stem Cells and Myocardial Regeneration[END_REF].

Furthermore, we recently showed that the delayed but progressive cardiac phenotype accelerated in the second decade of life may suggest involvement of CVPC depletion in the heart of patients with Becker muscular dystrophy [START_REF] Pesl | Cardiovascular Progenitor Cells and Tissue Plasticity Are Reduced in a Myocardium Affected by Becker Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF], a milder form of muscular dystrophy than DMD. The first signs of the defective stem cell population in DMD were shown as defective asymmetric division due to dystrophin deficiency limiting the production of the satellite cells in mdx skeletal muscles via the Mark2 and EGFR/AurkA kinases [START_REF] Dumont | Dystrophin Expression in Muscle Stem Cells Regulates Their Polarity and Asymmetric Division[END_REF][START_REF] Wang | EGFR-Aurka Signaling Rescues Polarity and Regeneration Defects in Dystrophin-Deficient Muscle Stem Cells by Increasing Asymmetric Divisions[END_REF]. In another study, we also showed that deregulated NOS causes damage in the DMD human pluripotent stem cell genome via ROS accumulation [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF]. ROS production induces DNA mutations [START_REF] Hsie | Evidence for Reactive Oxygen Species Inducing Mutations in Mammalian Cells[END_REF] via oxidative DNA damage [START_REF] Douki | DNA Tandem Lesions Containing 8-Oxo-7,8-Dihydroguanine and Formamido Residues Arise from Intramolecular Addition of Thymine Peroxyl Radical to Guanine[END_REF]. This is in agreement with previous findings showing elevated ROS in dystrophic cardiomyocytes and skeletal myocytes [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF][START_REF] Khairallah | Metabolic and Signaling Alterations in Dystrophin-Deficient Hearts Precede Overt Cardiomyopathy[END_REF]. We have shown that ROS level plays a role in the satellite cell survival in dystrophindeficient skeletal muscle [START_REF] El Haddad | Glutathione Peroxidase 3, a New Retinoid Target Gene, Is Crucial for Human Skeletal Muscle Precursor Cell Survival[END_REF]. Here, we evaluated the level of oxidative stress in CVPCs but found no significant difference between WT and mdx mice. Of note, a similar result was obtained using mdx cardiosphere-derived cells that have similar properties to CVPCs. They found no difference either in expression of stem cell markers or myogenic differentiation potential, but both groups were impaired with ageing [START_REF] Hsiao | Murine Cardiosphere-Derived Cells Are Impaired by Age but Not by Cardiac Dystrophic Dysfunction[END_REF]. The lack of difference could also possibly be caused by the strong antioxidant properties of the supplements added into the culturing medium of the CVPCs, such as vitamins and selenium, which are essential components of several antioxidant enzymes [START_REF] Saito | Selenoprotein P: Its Structure and Functions[END_REF][START_REF] Takahashi | Purification and Characterization of Human Plasma Glutathione Peroxidase: A Selenoglycoprotein Distinct from the Known Cellular Enzyme[END_REF][START_REF] Yarimizu | Efficiency of Selenocysteine Incorporation in Human Thioredoxin Reductase[END_REF]. As other groups have revealed the presence of oxidative stress in the mdx cardiomyocytes and its role in the related DCM development [START_REF] Khouzami | Delayed Cardiomyopathy in Dystrophin Deficient Mdx Mice Relies on Intrinsic Glutathione Resource[END_REF][START_REF] Williams | The Role of Reactive Oxygen Species in the Hearts of Dystrophin-Deficient Mdx Mice[END_REF], we cannot exclude the possibility that the mdx CVPCs exhibit oxidative stress that contributes to increased DNA damage at 24 wo, right before the CVPC population depletion.

We thus suggest that impaired cardiac function in mdx mice, as we have shown here and previously [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF], and shorter cardiomyocyte lifespan [START_REF] Mikhaȋlov | Ultrastructural and morphometrical analysis of apoptosis stages in cardiomyocytes of MDX mice[END_REF] combined with inflammation [START_REF] Messina | Lipid Peroxidation Inhibition Blunts Nuclear Factor-KappaB Activation, Reduces Skeletal Muscle Degeneration, and Enhances Muscle Function in Mdx Mice[END_REF] and collagen deposition lead to upregulation of CVPC proliferation in young mdx mice. At the same time, normal CVPCs express dystrophin similarly to the muscle satellite cells [START_REF] Dumont | Dystrophin Expression in Muscle Stem Cells Regulates Their Polarity and Asymmetric Division[END_REF][START_REF] Dick | Exon Skipping and Gene Transfer Restore Dystrophin Expression in Human Induced Pluripotent Stem Cells-Cardiomyocytes Harboring DMD Mutations[END_REF] and human pluripotent stem cells [START_REF] Jelinkova | Dystrophin Deficiency Leads to Genomic Instability in Human Pluripotent Stem Cells via NO Synthase-Induced Oxidative Stress[END_REF]. Dystrophin deficiency may thus weaken CVPCs as demonstrated by accumulation of DNA damage, and eventually cause their depletion in the heart. Thus, the dystrophin deficiency not only impairs the CVPC pool but also causes DNA damage in this pool. Altogether, there are fewer CVPCs in mdx mice, and these cells are damaged with age. Such a mechanism was described in depletion of other tissue-specific stem cells, including melanocyte and hematopoietic stem cells [START_REF] Inomata | Genotoxic Stress Abrogates Renewal of Melanocyte Stem Cells by Triggering Their Differentiation[END_REF][START_REF] Rossi | Deficiencies in DNA Damage Repair Limit the Function of Haematopoietic Stem Cells with Age[END_REF][START_REF] Pilzecker | DNA Damage Tolerance in Hematopoietic Stem and Progenitor Cells in Mice[END_REF]. Although no information on CVPC mutagenesis is available, the DNA damage may lead to accelerated ageing [START_REF] Mandal | DNA-Damage-Induced Differentiation in Hematopoietic Stem Cells[END_REF][START_REF] Burkhalter | Genome Instability of Ageing Stem Cells-Induction and Defence Mechanisms[END_REF], subsequent depletion, and diminished stem cell potential, including paracrine signaling and homeostatic function of the CVPC niche. Such a mechanism is in concert with lower CVPC expansion and differentiation capacity, shortened lifespan, and premature senescence in the DMD (GRMD) canine model [START_REF] Cassano | Alteration of Cardiac Progenitor Cell Potency in GRMD Dogs[END_REF]. While at early stage the CVPCs may have a paracrine function for cardiac regeneration, their disappearance may then lead to rapid deterioration, finally exacerbated by fast progressing cardiac fibrosis.

Materials and Methods

Ethical Statements

Animal procedures were conducted according to the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki, approved by the Institutional Ethics Committee for animal experiments, and received agreement from the national "Ministère de l' Enseignement Supérieur et de la Recherche" (No. #16473-2018082016141320). This research complied with the commonly accepted "3Rs". C57BL/10-Dmd mdx male mice were chosen because of the appropriate lifespan to follow up the CVPC pool in the dystrophin-deficient heart. They were obtained from a colony maintained at a local animal facility network (RAM, Montpellier) [START_REF] Amancio | Effect of Pyridostigmine on in Vivo and in Vitro Respiratory Muscle of Mdx Mice[END_REF]. C57BL/6 mice were purchased from Janvier Laboratories (Le Genest-Saint-Isle, France). Animals were housed conventionally in controlled humidity and temperature, operating on 12 h of light and dark cycles with food and water available ad libitum. Overall, 76 WT and 74 mdx mice were used for this study.

Immunohistology

The mice were sacrificed by cervical dislocation, and the heart was extracted from the chest. The organ was placed onto a Langendorff setup for aorta cannulation and perfused at 37 • C with a modified Tyrode solution (113 mM NaCl, 4.7 mM KCl, 0.6 mM KH 2 PO 4 , 0.6 mM Na 2 HPO 4 , 1.2 mM MgSO 4 •7H 2 O, 12 mM NaHCO 3 , 10 mM KHCO 3 , 10 mM HEPES, 30 mM Taurine) with heparin (50 µL of 1000 U/mL solution) to remove blood residue. The heart was then removed and flash frozen in isopentane cooled by liquid nitrogen for cryoprotection of the tissues. The hearts were sectioned (5 µm) on a cryotome at a temperature of -20 to -25 • C. At least 20 (and up to 100) sections were analyzed for each animal. For histological staining of collagen deposits, a Masson's trichrome staining protocol was used. Briefly, sections were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde and stained with Wiegert's hematoxylin. Then, the samples were fixed in Bouin's solution for 1 h and stained with fuchsin, differentiated in phosphomolybdic/phosphotungstic acid, and collagen was stained with aniline blue. Samples were then dried, clarified with xylene, and mounted with Pertex. The images were taken with an automatic TissueFAXS system (Tissuegnostics, Vienna, Austria) and Observer.Z1 microscope (Carl Zeiss, Oberkochen, Germany), and images were analyzed using QuPath software [START_REF] Bankhead | QuPath: Open Source Software for Digital Pathology Image Analysis[END_REF]. For the analysis of CVPC presence, the sections were fixed with 4% paraformaldehyde, incubated in blocking solution (0.1% BSA, 1% goat serum, 0.2% triton-X in 1× PBS), and then with primary antibodies against CD117 (AF1356, 1:100, R&D) and CD45 (cl. 30-F11, NB-100-77417SS, 1:50, Novus Biologicals, Cenntenial, CO, USA) overnight. Secondary antibodies (anti-rat Alexa488, anti-mouse Alexa594, Invitrogen, both 1:500) were applied after washing for one hour at room temperature. Nuclei were counterstained with DAPI. The microscopic images were taken with the automatic Tissue FAXS system (Tissuegnostics) and Observer.Z1 microscope (Carl Zeiss) for the whole overview and focused areas. Detailed images of areas of interest were acquired with an LSM700 confocal microscope system (Carl Zeiss).

Mouse Heart Dissociation

Heart dissociation was conducted according to the Langendorff method [START_REF] Broadley | The Langendorff Heart Preparation-Reappraisal of Its Role as a Research and Teaching Model for Coronary Vasoactive Drugs[END_REF] with buffer containing 0.1 g/mL liberase/dispase (Roche, France) as previously described [START_REF] Fauconnier | Leaky RyR2 Trigger Ventricular Arrhythmias in Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy[END_REF]. Isolated cells were transferred to an enzyme-free solution containing 1 mM CaCl 2 and 10% FBS, and the small cell population was separated from the myocytes with a cell strainer of 40 µm (Corning, New York, NY, USA).

CVPC Analysis

Following mouse heart dissociation, the suspension of small cells was labeled with CD45 (130-052-301) and CD117 (130-091-224) microbeads to obtain the desired population of CD117 + /CD45 -cells with MACS columns (Miltenyi Biotec, Bergisch Gladbach, Germany). These cells were resuspended in CVPC medium (90% DMEM/F12 with glutamine (D8437, Sigma-Aldrich, Saint Louise, MO, USA), 10% ESC FBS (ES-009-B, Merck Millipore, Burlington, MA, USA), 1% penicillin/streptomycin, 1% insulin/transferrin/selenium, 10 ng/mL mouse bFGF, 10 ng/mL mouse EGF, 50 µg/mL gentamycin) and left to attach onto gelatin coated cover slips. The cells were analyzed within 10 days after isolation. For control of protein expression, a human sample of CVPCs was used. Following informed consent of the patient, discarded human right atrial appendages were collected during routine open heart procedures from Montpellier University Hospital, Arnaud de Villeneuve. Collection of the tissues followed the protocol approved by the French Ministry of National Education and Research (DC-2013-2023). CVPCs were isolated following the protocol in [START_REF] He | Human Cardiac Stem Cells Isolated from Atrial Appendages Stably Express C-Kit[END_REF]. Fat was removed from atrial appendage specimens, and after washing with cold PBS, the tissues were cut into small pieces (roughly 1 mm). The minced tissue was enzymaticallly digested with collagenase II (30 U/mL; Thermo Fisher, Waltham, MA, USA) in PBS at 37 • C, shaking for one hour after which the remaining tissue was mechanically digested. The undigested tissue was left to settle by gravity, and the supernatant containing the CVPCs was collected. A second round of enzymatic and mechanical digestion was performed on the remaining tissue fragments. CVPCs were pelleted, resuspended, and plated in growth media: Ham's F12 (Sigma-Aldrich), 10% FBS (Hyclone, Logan, UT, USA), 10 ng/mL bFGF (Miltenyi Biotec), 0.2 mM glutathione (Sigma-Aldrich), 0.005 U/mL erythropoietin (Sigma), and penicillin/streptomycin. At passage 2, CVPCs were magnetically sorted using the Miltenyi Biotec MACS magnet for the CD117 + population.

ROS and DNA Damage Analysis

For the detection of ROS, the adherent cells were incubated with CellROX Green reagent (Life technologies, detecting both ROS and RNS) for 1 h. Cells were then harvested using 0.5 mM EDTA solution and counted. Fluorescence in the green spectrum was measured using the monochromometer Tecan Infinite 200 PRO, and the signal of green was normalized by the total number of cells.

For immunofluorescent labeling of proteins, cells were cultivated on glass cover slips covered in gelatin, washed with PBS, and fixed using 4% paraformaldehyde at room temperature for 15 min. Cells were incubated with pre-extraction buffer (25 mM HEPES, 50 mM NaCl, 1 mM EDTA, 3 mM MgCl2, 200 mM sucrose, 0.5% Triton X-100) before continuing to blocking steps. The cells were permeabilized and blocked with blocking solution 1 (1% BSA, Triton X-100 0.2% in PBS, 15 min on ice) and blocking solution 2 (1% BSA, 1% NaN3, 0.05% Tween 20 in PBS, 60 min on ice). γH2AX Ser139 antibody (mouse monoclonal, 613402, BioLegend, San Diego, CA, USA) was incubated overnight at 4 • C. Samples were extensively washed with PBS/Tween (0.05%) and incubated with a fluorescently labeled secondary antibody against mouse for 1 h at room temperature. DAPI was used as a nuclear counterstain. Microscopy was performed using a confocal LSM700 microscope (Carl Zeiss), and images were processed using the ZEN system (Carl Zeiss). For analysis of DNA double stranded breaks, the total number of γH2AX foci per image was divided by the total nuclei count per image.

Quantitative RT-PCR

For total c-kit expression in the heart, quantitative PCR was performed on frozen left ventricle samples of the chosen age WT and mdx groups. Total mRNA was extracted using the NucleoSpin RNA kit (Macherey-Nagel, Hoerdt, France) followed by reverse transcription with the RevertAid RT Reverse Transcription Kit (Thermo Fisher). qPCR was performed using LightCycler ® 480 SybrGreen I Master (Roche) and a LightCycler ® 480 Instrument II (Roche Life sciences). We used the following primers: c-kit forward 5 -ACTCGCACGGGGACATA-3 and reverse 5 -GGAGAGATTTCCCATCACACT-3 , the ribosomal protein large subunit P0 (Rplp0) as the housekeeping gene, forward 5 -ACATCAT CCCTGCCTCTAC-3 , and reverse 5 -CCTGCTTCACCACCTTCTT-3 . The presented value was calculated as ∆∆Ct compared to housekeeping gene and 9 wo WT animals.

Western Blot Analysis

Protein extracts in radioimmunoprecipitation assay (RIPA) buffer were separated by SDS-PAGE 8-10% gradient gel electrophoresis and transferred overnight at 4 • C to nitrocellulose membranes, blocked at room temperature with Odyssey blocking buffer (Eurobio, France) and probed with a H4 (1/1000) rabbit polyclonal anti-dystrophin [100], rabbit polyclonal anti-histone H1.4 (Sigma-Aldrich; 1/5000, ref H7665), and mouse monoclonal anti α-tubulin (Sigma-Aldrich, 1/1000, ref: T9026) followed by IRDye ® 680RD (α-tubulin) or IRDye ® 800RD (H1.4) secondary antibodies (Eurobio, Les Ulis, France). Fluorescence was quantified with the Odyssey software (West Henrietta, NY, USA). Data were normalized to histone H1.4 expression and α-tubulin. For collagen and inflammation markers, cardiac tissue was homogenized in RIPA buffer and separated by SDS-PAGE 10% gel electrophoresis and transferred to nitrocellulose membranes. After blocking at room temperature with 5% milk, membranes were incubated with primary antibodies against collagen 1A1 (COL1A1, rabbit polyclonal, ref PA5-29569, Thermo Fisher), collagen 3 (rabbit polyclonal, ref PA5-34787, Thermo Fisher), mouse matrix metalloproteinase 9 (MMP-9, goat polyclonal, ref AF909-SP, R&D), and human/Mouse cyclooxygenase 2 (COX-2, goat polyclonal ref AF4198-SP, R&D). The GAPDH antibody (rabbit polyclonal, ref 2118, Cell Signal) was used as loading control for these markers.

Echocardiography

Cardiac function was evaluated in vivo in mdx and WT (C57BL/10ScSnJ) mice from 8 to 48 week-old (wo) (n = 10) by 2D transthoracic echocardiography using a high frequency ultrasound system (Vevo 2100, Visualsonics, Toronto, ON, Canada) equipped with a probe (30 MHz) operating at a frame rate of 200-250 per second. M-mode images were obtained using the LV short-axis view at the mid papillary muscle level. The M-mode gate was set in the middle between the two papillary muscles for fractional shortening analysis. For 2D STE studies, the short-axis B mode at the mid LV level and long-axis B mode cine loops were recorded with a scanhead placed at the mid-LV level, i.e., along the left sternal border with a clear view of both the apex and the outflow tract of LV. Three consecutive 2D videos of cardiac and stable cycles were recorded. Recordings were performed in anesthetized mice (1.5% isoflurane, 100% O 2 ). Animals were placed in a dorsal position on a heat-warming tray (37 • C) controlling heart rate (HR) > 400 beats/min for the duration of the study (with adjustment of level of anesthesia as necessary). All measurements and calculations were performed with the Vevo 2100 Software and were averaged from a minimum of three cycles and followed the standards of the American Society of Echocardiography and the Vevo 2100 guidelines.

Statistical Analysis

Normality was tested using the Shapiro-Wilk test. An unpaired t-test was used to compare 2 independent groups with parametric distribution. Two-way ANOVA was performed to analyze the age and mutation involvement in analyzed groups. Specific tests for each analysis are reported in individual figure legends. All data are expressed as mean ± SEM. A value of p < 0.05 was considered significant. Prism 6 (GraphPad, San Diego, CA, USA) was used for data analysis and statistics.

Conclusions

Dystrophin deficiency induces changes in mdx heart leading to cardiac dysfunction and excessive recruitment of CVPCs in injured sites, likely to maintain the tissue homeostasis. The dystrophinopathy impairs the CVPC pool by increasing DNA damage and need for extensive proliferation, causing early exhaustion of the cardiac tissue homeostasis maintenance capacity. Such a mechanism of progressive CVPC pool depletion, together with the cardiac pathophysiological condition associated with DMD, may be the major reason for progressive fibrosis in the heart of the DMD patients.

Contribution to the Field

Early cardiac dysfunction in DMD is clinically associated with left ventricular strain reduction due to fibrosis, hypocontractility, and arrhythmias. This leads to fully developed cardiomyopathy, which has become the leading cause of mortality in DMD patients. The cardiac dysfunction is primarily attributed to cardiomyocyte damage. This mechanism, however, is not sufficient to fully explain the delayed onset of DCM in the teenage years. Our present results reveal a link between CVPC activation in the heart and the progressive damage upon their depletion. The CVPCs are thought to primarily differentiate into an endothelial lineage but can provide important positive paracrine effects to the damaged myocardium. Our findings reveal a possible role of the CVPCs in the age-dependent cardiac dysfunction, which may eventually provide a target to improve the cardiac muscle homeostasis maintenance and lifespan in DMD patients. Our findings may help to reveal the molecular mechanisms involving the CVPCs that might be shared in other cardiac disorders.
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 1 Figure 1. C-kit expression decreases in mdx animals in an age-dependent manner. (A) Bar graphs summarizing the relative c-KIT gene expression analyzed by RT-PCR in WT (open bars and black dots) and mdx (black bars and grey dots) cardiac left ventricles. Data are shown as mean ± SEM (n = 3-4 animals in each group). The presented value was calculated as 2 -
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 1 Figure 1. C-kit expression decreases in mdx animals in an age-dependent manner. (A) Bar graphs summarizing the relative c-KIT gene expression analyzed by RT-PCR in WT (open bars and black dots) and mdx (black bars and grey dots) cardiac left ventricles. Data are shown as mean ± SEM (n = 3-4 animals in each group). The presented value was calculated as 2 -∆∆Ct compared to housekeeping gene and 9 wo WT animals. Statistical difference was calculated by two-way ANOVA with Tukey's post-hoc test with mutation (# p < 0.05 for WT compared to mdx) and age (* p < 0.05 for mdx ageing mouse) as evaluation criteria. (B) Bar graphs summarizing the digestion time (in minutes) to dissociate the mouse heart. Data are shown
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 2 Figure 2. Recruitment of CVPCs in mdx hearts. (A) Representative histological analysis images of c-kit and CD45 immunolabeling. CVPCs were evaluated only as cells with positive signal for c-kit (red) and without signal for CD45 (green). Individual cells with these criteria are identified by arrows on the images. C-kit + /CD45 -cells were evaluated as mast cells. Scale bars: 50 μm. (B) Bar graphs showing the percentage of c-kit + /CD45 -cells relative to the total number of cells in WT (open bar and black dots) and mdx (black bar and grey dots). Data are shown as mean ± SEM (n = 3-20 sections per group; three animals were analyzed for the 9 wo and 52 wo groups, and two animals were analyzed for the 24 wo group). The statistical significance was calculated by two-way ANOVA and Tukey's multiple comparison test (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001). (C) Bar graphs showing the percentage of inflammatory mast cells (c-kit + /CD45 -) at different ages in WT
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 2 Figure 2. Recruitment of CVPCs in mdx hearts. (A) Representative histological analysis images of c-kit and CD45 immunolabeling. CVPCs were evaluated only as cells with positive signal for c-kit (red) and without signal for CD45 (green). Individual cells with these criteria are identified by arrows on the images. C-kit + /CD45 -cells were evaluated as mast cells. Scale bars: 50 µm. (B) Bar graphs showing the percentage of c-kit + /CD45 -cells relative to the total number of cells in WT (open bar and black dots) and mdx (black bar and grey dots). Data are shown as mean ± SEM (n = 3-20 sections per group; three animals were analyzed for the 9 wo and 52 wo groups, and two animals were analyzed for the 24 wo group). The statistical significance was calculated by two-way ANOVA and Tukey's multiple comparison test (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001). (C) Bar graphs showing the percentage of inflammatory mast cells (c-kit + /CD45 -) at different ages in WT (white bars and black dots) and mdx (black bars and grey dots) hearts. These mast cells were evaluated from the labeled sections shown in Figure 2A. Data are shown as mean ± SEM. Statistical significance was calculated by Kruskal-Wallis test and Dunn's multiple comparisons for each individual age group of WT and mdx hearts and by Student's t-test for pooled age groups (* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001).
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 3 Figure 3. Abnormal age-dependent CVPC localization in the mdx heart. (A) Representative images of CVPC localization in WT hearts at the age of 9 (upper panels, n = 3 animals), 24 (middle panels, n = 2 animals), and 52 wo (lower panels, n = 4 animals). (B) Representative images of CVPC localization in mdx hearts at the age of 9 wo (upper panel, three animals),
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 3 Figure 3. Abnormal age-dependent CVPC localization in the mdx heart. (A) Representative images of CVPC localization in WT hearts at the age of 9 (upper panels, n = 3 animals), 24 (middle panels, n = 2 animals), and 52 wo (lower panels,
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 4 Figure 4. Fibrotic deposit and cardiac dysfunction correlate with decreasing CVPC presence in mdx heart. (A) Representative images of histological analysis stained using Masson trichrome technique showing myocytes (in red) and collagenous fibrotic tissue (in blue) in the left ventricle of WT and mdx hearts at 9, 24, and 52 wo. Line represents 100 μm. (B) The ratio of red and blue stained tissue was evaluated in WT hearts (open bars and black dots, n = 4-11 slices/3 animals per group) and mdx hearts (black bars and grey dots, n = 3-16 slices/3 animals per group) at the age of 24 wo and further at 52 wo. Statistical significance was calculated by Kruskal-Wallis test and Dunn's multiple comparison post-hoc test (*** p < 0.001, **** p < 0.0001). (C) Western blot analysis of collagen proteins and inflammatory proteins in the cardiac tissues. Left panel shows representative images of collagen 1A1 (Coll 1A1), collagen 3 (Coll 3), cyclooxygenase 2 (COX-2), and matrix metalloproteinase 9 (MMP-9) compared to the GAPDH control. The right panels show the normalized densitometry of each protein normalized by GAPDH content of WT (open bars, n = 2 animals) and mdx (black bars, n = 2 animals).
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 5 Figure 5. LV global strains are altered before LV ejection fraction in mdx mice. (A) M-mode images in WT and mdx at 8 and 48 wo. (B) Percentage (%) of the left ventricular fractional shortening (LVFS) in WT and mdx mice from 8 to 48 wo. (C) High-frequency ultrasound-based two-dimensional speckle-tracking (STE) images in WT and mdx at 8 and 48 wo. (D) Percentage (%) of the left ventricular (LV) global radial global strain in WT and mdx mice from 8 to 48 wo. Data are shown as mean ± SEM (n = 10 animals/group). A two-way ANOVA test was performed. * p < 0.05, mdx vs. WT mice at the same age.
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Figure 6 .

 6 Figure 6. DNA damage is increased in mdx CVPCs. (A) Bar graphs showing the DNA double stranded breaks in isolated CVPCs from 24 wo WT and mdx mice as illustrated with the two images on the right. The DNA damage was evaluated as the ratio of γH2AX foci number (in total number of nuclei (DAPI labeled, in blue) per image. At least 20 cells were evaluated from each animal; the average from each animal was used for statistics with three animals per group (* p < 0.05). The scale bar represents 20 μm. (B) Bar graphs showing the relative fluorescence of ROS production using CellROX dye on freshly isolated CVPCs of 9 and 24 wo mice. At least three animals per group were used. The values are represented in the bar graphs for WT (open bars and black circles/dots) and mdx (black bars and grey dots). The statistical difference was calculated using two-way ANOVA.
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 6 Figure 6. DNA damage is increased in mdx CVPCs. (A) Bar graphs showing the DNA double stranded breaks in isolated CVPCs from 24 wo WT and mdx mice as illustrated with the two images on the right. The DNA damage was evaluated as the ratio of γH2AX foci number (in green) per total number of nuclei (DAPI labeled, in blue) per image. At least 20 cells were evaluated from each animal; the average from each animal was used for statistics with three animals per group (* p < 0.05). The scale bar represents 20 µm. (B) Bar graphs showing the relative fluorescence of ROS production using CellROX dye on freshly isolated CVPCs of 9 and 24 wo mice. At least three animals per group were used. The values are represented in the bar graphs for WT (open bars and black circles/dots) and mdx (black bars and grey dots). The statistical difference was calculated using two-way ANOVA.
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Figure 7 .

 7 Figure 7. Diagram of the proposed mechanism for the fate of CVPCs in the dystrophin-deficient heart. Dystrophin deficiency induces CVPC proliferation and hyperplasia in 9 wo mdx mice associated with an age-dependent depletion and simultaneous progressive fibrosis of the heart during ageing leading to development of cardiac dysfunction by 52 wo.
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 7 Figure 7. Diagram of the proposed mechanism for the fate of CVPCs in the dystrophin-deficient heart. Dystrophin deficiency induces CVPC proliferation and hyperplasia in 9 wo mdx mice associated with an age-dependent depletion and simultaneous progressive fibrosis of the heart during ageing leading to development of cardiac dysfunction by 52 wo.
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