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¢ Polyclonal mechanisms of
resistance, demonstrated by
single-cell analysis, occur in
the majority of AML patients
who relapse on quizartinib.

Genomic studies have revealed significant branching heterogeneity in cancer. Studies of
resistance to tyrosine kinase inhibitor therapy have not fully reflected this heterogeneity
because resistance in individual patients has been ascribed to largely mutually exclusive
on-target or off-target mechanisms in which tumors either retain dependency on the
targetoncogene or subvert it through a parallel pathway. Using targeted sequencing from
single cells and colonies from patient samples, we demonstrate tremendous clonal
diversity in the majority of acute myeloid leukemia (AML) patients with activating FLT3
internal tandem duplication mutations at the time of acquired resistance to the FLT3

inhibitor quizartinib. These findings establish that clinical resistance to quizartinib is highly complex and reflects the underlying

clonal heterogeneity of AML. (Blood. 2017;130(1):48-58)

Introduction

Acute myeloid leukemia (AML) is an aggressive hematopoietic
malignancy historically categorized into defined genetic subgroups by
cytogenetic studies that can be used to predict prognosis and direct
clinical decision-making. Recent large-scale genomic sequencing
efforts demonstrate that AML is among the least genetically complex
of all extensively sequenced human malignancies; a small number of
genes are recurrently mutated in de novo AML, and the average number
of genetic events in a given leukemic sample is low."* Despite this,
multiple groups have demonstrated the clonal heterogeneity of AML
and advocated a model of disease in which the collective accumulation
of genetic events in hematopoietic stem cells (HPSCs) facilitates step-
wise tumor evolution from preleukemic to leukemic stem cells.>”’
Frequently, the accrual of genetic events drives the clonal evolution
of secondary AML from antecedent myelodysplastic syndrome in
which multiple AML subclones arise in a linear fashion and at disease
relapse in which divergent clones can emerge after chemotherapy.®®
Functionally, heterogeneous AML subclones identified in an individ-
ual patient can display distinct cellular phenotypes and functional
properties.’

Constitutively activating mutations in FMS-like tyrosine kinase 3
(FLT3) that comprise internal tandem duplication (ITD) mutations in
the juxtamembrane domain or point mutations in the tyrosine kinase
domain (KD) are frequently acquired late in AML tumor evolution.*®
Nonetheless, quizartinib (AC220), a highly selective investigational
tyrosine kinase inhibitor (TKI) of FLT3-ITD, has demonstrated an
impressive composite complete remission rate of approximately 50% in

relapsed or refractory AML patients with FLT3-ITD mutations.'*'?

Although responses to quizartinib are largely short-lived, relapses
to date have been exclusively associated with acquired on-target
resistance mutations in the FLT3-ITD KD, demonstrating continued
tumor reliance on mutant FLT3 activity. We reported new resistance-
conferring secondary mutations at the activation loop residue D835 or
the gatekeeper residue F691in the KD of FLT3-ITD in 8 of 8 patients
who relapsed after achieving clearance of bone marrow blasts on
quizartinib therapy.'® Other groups have found similar results in the
case of acquired resistance to quizartinib' and to the multikinase
inhibitor sorafenib,'>'® which also has single-agent activity in FLT3-
ITD" AML."” Several patients developed more than 1 KD mutation in
FLT3-ITD at the time of relapse,' revealing the presence of tumor
heterogeneity in FLT3 inhibitor-resistant disease. Notably, in all
patients analyzed in this study, the drug-resistant KD mutation was
found in only ~20% to 50% of FLT3-ITD" alleles, raising the
possibility of competing mechanisms of non-FLT3—-dependent re-
sistance. Reactivation of parallel or downstream signaling pathways
in clinical resistance has been observed with inhibitors of BTK in
chronic lymphocytic leukemia,'® BRAF in melanoma,'**' and EGFR
in non—small cell lung cancer.?> However, the extent to which off-target
mechanisms account for FLT3 inhibitor resistance in patients remains
unknown.

The experimental elucidation of tumor heterogeneity in clinical
isolates can be technically difficult. By using bulk sequencing methods,
clonal composition of tumor populations can be computationally
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estimated from mutant allele frequencies; however, as we recently
described, single-cell analysis can uncover clonal diversity in AML
that cannot be fully illuminated by computational methods.” In recogni-
tion of clonal heterogeneity in AML and off-target TKI resistance
mechanisms described in other malignancies, we sought to examine
(via single-cell and colony genotyping) the extent to which clinical
resistance to quizartinib is polyclonal in nature and comprises on- and
off-target mechanisms.

Methods

Patient samples

Samples were obtained from patients enrolled on phase 2 clinical trials of
quizartinib in relapsed or refractory AML at the University of California-San
Francisco, University of Pennsylvania, or Johns Hopkins University according to
the Declaration of Helsinki using institutional review board—approved protocols.
Details of the clinical trials and results are reported elsewhere. %'

FLT3 KD analysis by polymerase chain reaction subcloning and
single-molecule real-time sequencing

Details of amplification of the FLT3 KD, polymerase chain reaction (PCR)
subcloning, single-molecule real-time sequencing sample preparation, and
sequencing analysis were as previously described.'

Cell lines

Stable Ba/F3 lines were generated by retroviral infection with the appropriate
mutated plasmid as previously described.'®

Cell viability assay

Exponentially growing cells (5 X 10° cells per well) were plated in each well of a
96-well plate with 0.1 mL of RPMI 1640 plus 10% fetal calf serum containing
the appropriate concentration of quizartinib (Selleckchem, Houston, TX) in
triplicate, and cell viability was assessed after 48 hours as previously described.”®
Numerical 50% inhibitory dose (ICs,) values were generated by using nonlinear
best-fit regression analysis with Prism 5 software (GraphPad, San Diego, CA),
and reported values are the average of 3 or more experiments.

Immunoblotting

Exponentially growing Ba/F3 cells stably expressing mutant isoforms were
plated in RPMI 1640 medium plus 10% fetal calf serum supplemented with
quizartinib at the indicated concentration. After a 90-minute incubation, the cells
were washed in phosphate-buffered saline and lysed and processed as previously
described."*** Immunoblotting was performed by using anti-phospho-FLT3,
anti-phospho-STATS, anti-STATS, anti-phospho-ERK, anti-ERK, anti-
phospho-S6, anti-S6 (Cell Signaling, Beverly, MA), and anti-FLT3 S18
antibody (Santa Cruz Biotechnology, Santa Cruz, CA). Data shown are
representative of multiple experiments.

Single cell sorting and genotyping

Cryogenically stored patient samples were defrosted, stained with calcein violet
(Life Technologies) to select viable cells for single-cell sorting in 384-well PCR
plates as previously described.” Cells were sorted dry and frozen to store until
PCR was performed. PCR reactions were performed by adding 10 wL of PCR
mix to each well containing cells, empty wells (as controls), and those containing
reference DNA from both cell lines and the specific patients per plate. A single
10-pL duplex PCR reaction was performed with the following primer sets:
FLT3-ITD forward 5'-CTTTCCTCTATCTGCAGAACTGCCT-3' and reverse
5'-GCATGGGTGGGAAACTGTGCCT-3', each at 100 nM, and FLT3-D835
forward 5'- CTCACGGCACAGCCCAGTAAAGA-3' and reverse 5'-
TTGCACTCAAAGGCCCCTAACTGAT-3’, each at 200 nM. Nested PCR
reactions were then performed on the product to detect FLT3-ITD via a fragment
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analysis assay that used a fluorescently labeled forward primer (5'-FAM-
AGCAATTTAGGTATGAAAGCCAGC-3") and an unlabeled reverse primer
(5'-CTTTCAGCATTTTGACGGCAACC-3") (each at 200 nM) or to detect the
FLT3-D835 sequence via pyrosequencing using an unlabeled forward primer
(5'- AGGAACGTGCTTGTCACCC-3") and a biotinylated reverse primer
(5'- GCCCCTGACAACATAGTTGGA-3") (each at 250 nM) with a
pyrosequencing primer (5'- GATATGTGACTTTGGATTG-3'). The results
of these 2 genotyping assays were then manually scored by using empirically
determined thresholds for both assays as performed previously or according
to the manufacturer’s suggestions (QIAGEN, for pyrosequencing). The
resulting genotypes were then combined and data were reported. Assays were
validated as previously described before use on patient samples.”

Colony assays in primary patient blasts

Clonogenic assays were performed as previously described.”* To sequence
colonies, they were plucked in volumes <2 pL and frozen. Colonies were then
thawed, 2 to 5 L of molecular biology grade water was added, and the colonies
were incubated at 95°C for 5 minutes before being put on ice. A single 25-pL
duplex PCR reaction was performed on the resulting lysate, with the primer sets
described above at the same concentrations. Nested reactions were then
performed on the product to detect FLT3-ITD via a fragment analysis assay using
matched primer sets as described above. The results of these 2 genotyping assays
were then manually scored by using empirically determined thresholds for both
assays as performed previously or according to the manufacturer’s suggestions
(QIAGEN, for pyrosequencing). The resulting genotypes were then combined,
and data were reported.

Targeted exome sequencing

Targeted next-generation sequencing of 33 genes (supplemental Table 7,
available on the Blood Web site) associated with hematologic malignancies was
conducted by the Center for Personalized Diagnostics at the University of
Pennsylvania as previously described.”® Average read depth was 3000X,
minimal depth was 250X, and reporting frequency cutoff for variants was 5%,
except for FLT3-ITD for which the variant detection cutoff was 1%. Mutations
were classified into 4 categories: pathogenic, likely disease-associated, variant of
uncertain significance, or likely benign on the basis of a review of publically
available data; only pathogenic or likely disease-associated mutations were
included in this analysis.

Whole-exome sequencing

Paired pretreatment and relapse samples from patients 1005-007, 1009-003, and
3351-1085 were prepared for exome capture with the SureSelect 50 Mb All Exon
kit (Agilent Technologies) following standard protocols. Paired-end sequencing
(2 X 100 bp) was performed by using HiSeq2000 sequencing instruments at
Centrillion Biosciences (Palo Alto, CA). Illumina HiSeq analysis produced
between 105.6 and 119.6 million paired-end reads per sample at 107-126X depth
(supplemental Table 10). Reads were aligned against human genome (National
Center for Biotechnology Information build GRCh37/hg19) with Burrows-
Wheeler Aligner,”® followed by base quality score recalibration and local indel
realignment with the Genome Analysis Toolkit*” and deduplication with Picard
tools. Subsequently, somatic mutations unique to the relapse sample were called
by using MuTect®® and compared with the pretreatment sample. Mutations were
further filtered to exclude mutant reads in the pretreatment sample, and they
required at least 4 mutant reads in the relapse sample.

Results

Heterogeneity of FLT3 D835 mutations in clinical resistance
to quizartinib

Given the established importance of FLT3 KD mutations in clinical
resistance to quizartinib, we first focused on determining the diversity
of drug-resistant mutant alleles within FLT3 itself. By using an in vitro
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Table 1. Percentage of D835 mutations in ITD" and native FLT3 (ITD") alleles in complementary DNA from patients who relapse

on quizartinib

Observed alternative codon

Patient number Sequences ITD*~ Mutation No. of ITD*"~ sequences sampled frequency of ITD* or ITD™ alleles (%)
1005-006 ITD* D835Y 261 39.50
ITD* D835F 261 2.70
ITD™ D835Y 564 16.80
1005-007 ITD* D835V 378 47.40
ITD* D835Y 378 4.00
ITD™ D835V 255 24.70
1005-009 ITD* D835Y 445 50.60
ITD™ D835Y 10 50.00
1009-003 ITD* D835F 322 10.60
ITD* D835Y 322 8.70
ITD* D835V 322 3.40
ITD™ D835Y 266 7.50
ITD™ D835F 266 3.80
1009-007 ITD* D835Y 235 55.70
ITD™ D835Y 393 25.20
1011-006 ITD* D835Y 402 41.00
ITD™ D835Y 825 9.20
1011-007 ITD* D835V 436 29.60
ITD* D835Y 436 3.00
ITD™ D835V 64 28.10

mutagenesis screen, we previously demonstrated that several substi-
tutions at the FLT3 D835 residue confer resistance to quizartinib when
found in cis (on the same allele) with an activating ITD mutation.
Consequently, we focused our original analysis on ITD-containing
alleles of patients who relapsed on quizartinib and initially identified
evolution of quizartinib-resistant KD mutations on the FLT3-ITD
allele in 8 of 8 patients who achieved clearance of bone marrow blasts to
=5% on quizartinib, including 6 patients with mutations at the D835
residue.”® Four of these 8 had evidence of polyclonal resistance as
evidenced by more than 1 detectable resistant KD mutation at relapse.
Given that D835 mutations in native FLT3 (ie, in the absence of an ITD)
are constitutively activating and known to occur de novo in AML
patients,29 we then sought to assess whether such D835 mutations were
detectable on the native FLT3 allele of patients who relapsed on
quizartinib. Surprisingly, we identified D835V, Y, and F mutations
on the native FLT3 allele in all 7 patients who had developed D835
codon substitutions on the ITD ™ allele at the time of relapse, including
1 patient (1009-007) not available at the time of our initial repot’[13
(Table 1). Curiously, the native FLT3-associated mutations identified
represented a subset of the substitutions found on the ITD-containing
allele in all cases. The proportion of native FLT3 alleles containing
D835 mutations ranged from 3.8% to 50% (Table 1). In 1 patient
(1009-003) with D835V/Y/F mutations detected on ITD™ alleles, both
D835Y and D835F substitutions were observed on native FLT3 alleles.
‘When recreated in Ba/F3 cells, D835V/Y/F mutations in the context of
native FLT3 conferred substantial relative resistance to quizartinib in
both proliferation and biochemical assays (Figure 1; supplemental
Tables 1 and 2) when compared with FLT3-ITD, although to a lesser
extent than D835 mutations found in cis with ITD (Figure 1;
supplemental Table 2). With one exception (1005-009), D835
mutations in either ITD™ or native FLT3 alleles before quizartinib
therapy were not detected (supplemental Table 3). Patient 1005-009
had low percentages (3.7% to 10.4%) of D835V/Y/F mutations on
native FLT3 alleles before quizartinib treatment, but at the time of overt
clinical relapse, ahomozygous ITD* clone was dominant, with 98% of
alleles containing an ITD (supplemental Table 4) and 50% of the ITD*
sequences harboring a D835Y mutation (Table 1). In light of the lesser

relative resistance of D835 mutations when found on native FLT3
alleles, this finding suggests that sufficient serum levels of quizartinib
may effectively suppress these clones.

Polyclonal resistant blast populations exist in patients at
relapse on quizartinib

In our previous work, we used a single-cell, multiplexed PCR-based
assessment of mutations in FL73 and NPM1 to reveal the presence of
5 to 15 genetically unique subpopulations in individual AML patient
samples.” By using a similar approach, we performed single-cell sorting
of viably frozen blasts from 3 patients (1005-007, 1005-009, 1009-003)
with FLT3-ITD D835 mutations (but no other FL73 KD mutations)
identified at the time of relapse, and we genotyped FLT3 for both ITD
and D835 mutations in single cells (Figure 2; supplemental Table 5).
This analysis revealed striking genetic heterogeneity, with 8 to 18
cellular subpopulations identified per sample. In 2 of 3 patients,
polyclonal D835 mutations were found in both ITD™ and native FLT3
cells (Figure 2; supplemental Table 5). The exception was a sample
from patient 1005-009, which was previously noted to harbor a
dominant homozygous ITD* clone (445 ITD™ alleles vs 10 native
FLT3 alleles observed in a relapse sample; Table 1). In all patients,
FLT3-ITD and D835 mutations were found in both heterozygous and
homozygous combinations, although the distribution of zygosity of
each mutation varied across samples. For example, patient 1005-009
demonstrated 2 different D835Y alleles resulting from distinct codon
substitutions (GAT>TAT and GAT>TAC) found in combination
with heterozygous or homozygous ITD alleles, whereas patient
1009-003 demonstrated 3 different D835 substitutions (V/Y/F) found
in combination with heterozygous or homozygous ITD alleles along
with 2 substitutions (D835Y/F) found without ITD. The allele frequencies
of ITD and D835 mutations from single-cell genotyping was consis-
tent with the allele frequencies observed by sequencing DNA
extracted from the bulk cell populations (supplemental Table 4). The
genomic DNA allele frequencies observed also approximated the allele
frequencies observed in expressed alleles in complementary DNA
derived from the bulk population (supplemental Table 4), suggesting
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Figure 1. D835 mutations in native FLT3 cause resistance to quizartinib. (A) Normalized cell viability of Ba/F3 populations stably expressing FLT3-mutant isoforms after
48 hours in various concentrations of quizartinib (error bars represent standard deviation of triplicates from the same experiment). (B) Western blot analysis using the
indicated antibodies performed on lysates from interleukin-3—independent Ba/F3 populations expressing the FLT3-mutant isoforms indicated. Cells were exposed to

quizartinib at the noted concentrations for 90 minutes.

that FLT3 allele-specific overexpression at the RNA level does not play
a significant role in quizartinib resistance. Although this single-cell
genotyping technique cannot distinguish between FLT3 ITD and D835
mutations occurring in cis or in trans (on different alleles), Ba/F3 cells
expressing FLT3 ITD and D835 mutations in trans demonstrated
relative resistance to quizartinib similar to that demonstrated by cells
expressing D835 mutations in native FLT3 only (supplemental
Figure 1) but less resistance than cells expressing FLT3 ITD and
D835 mutations in cis. Surprisingly, in all 3 patients, approximately
30% to 50% of FLT3-ITD" cells had no identifiable quizartinib-
resistant FLT3 D835 mutation, suggesting the presence of competing
non-FLT3-dependent resistance mechanisms in these patients (Figure 2;
supplemental Table 5).

FLT3ITD" cells without FLT3 D835 mutations are functionally
resistant to quizartinib

To determine whether ITD™ cells lacking FLT3 D835 mutations
observed in relapsed patient samples are representative of leukemic
blasts that are functionally resistant to quizartinib (rather than
terminally differentiated or nonproliferating cells), we analyzed
blasts obtained at the time of relapse from a fourth patient (3351-
1085) who initially achieved clearance of bone marrow blasts on
quizartinib and developed a D835Y mutation (but no other KD
mutations) at relapse. We performed a colony assay in the presence
of 20 nM quizartinib. As expected, this concentration of quizartinib
did not suppress the colony-forming ability of these blasts, thereby
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Figure 3. Genetic heterogeneity in colonies grown from a patient relapsed on quizartinib. (A) Schematic of experimental setup for genotyping of colonies grown from
bone marrow of a patient relapsed after a response to quizartinib. (B) Number of colonies after 14 days in methylcellulose in dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) and 20 nM quizartinib.
Error bars represent standard error of triplicate platings. (C) FLT3 genotype of single colonies plucked from methylcellulose after 14 days of growth in DMSO or 20 nM
quizartinib. Each circle represents a particular FLT3 genotype. The relative size of circles is representative of the relative proportion of the overall population with that
genotype. Number of colonies with each genotype is shown for DMSO (left) and quizartinib 20 nM (right).

confirming their resistance to quizartinib (Figure 3). Although a
pretreatment cellular sample from this patient was not available for
functional comparison, 20 nM quizartinib is sufficient to suppress
colony formation of pretreatment samples from other FLT3-ITD™
AML patients who achieved remission on quizartinib (supplemen-
tal Figure 2). Genotyping of individual colonies derived from this
relapse sample in the presence of 20 nM quizartinib again showed
striking genetic heterogeneity, including ITD" and native FLT3
colonies with D835Y mutations in homozygous and heterozygous
combinations as well as ITD " colonies without D835Y mutations
(Figure 3; supplemental Table 6), again suggestive of non-FLT3—
dependent resistance in a subset of blasts. In addition, 4 colonies
with no FLT3 alterations were identified in this sample, suggesting
the presence of a quizartinib-resistant non-FL73-mutant blast
population, although we cannot exclude the possibility that these

colonies may be derived from preleukemic, non-FLT3-mutant
HPSCs*® or from normal progenitors.

Genomic interrogation of patients who relapsed on quizartinib
reveals on- and off-target mutations

We sought to examine both FLT3-dependent and -independent
mechanisms of resistance in a larger cohort of clinical patient samples.
In total, we subjected the FLT3 KD (of both ITD" and native FLT3
alleles) of 15 patients with acquired resistance to quizartinib to single-
molecule real-time sequencing, direct sequencing, or PCR amplifica-
tion and subcloning, including 8 patients reported in our previous
analysis.'> We detected FLT3 KD mutations in 14 of 15 samples
(Table 2). To identify putative mechanisms of off-target resistance, we
performed targeted next-generation sequencing of mutation hotspots

Figure 2. Genetic heterogeneity revealed by single-cell sorting of samples from patients relapsed on quizartinib. (A) Schematic of experimental setup for single-cell
sorting followed by FLT3 mutation genotyping. Percent of cells with indicated FLT3 genotype in patients (B) 1005-007, (C) 1005-009, and (D) 1009-003. Each circle represents
a particular FLT3 genotype. The relative size of circles is representative of the relative proportion of the overall population with that genotype.
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from a panel of 33 AML-relevant genes (supplemental Table 7)* in
relapse and pretreatment DNA from 4 patients (1005-007, 1005-009,
1009-003, and 3351-1085) noted in this study to exhibit both FLT3-
dependent and suspected FLT3-independent resistance. We
sequenced to 3000X depth and identified mutations in genes other
than FLT3 in pretreatment samples from 3 of 4 patients
(supplemental Table 8). However, we detected no new mutations
other than the previously identified relapse-associated FLT3 KD
mutations at the time of disease relapse (data not shown). Of these
patients, it is notable that one patient (3351-1085) had evidence of
clonal evolution with new cytogenetic abnormalities detected
during drug response (Table 2), although a karyotype was not
obtained at the time of relapse. In the remaining patients, 1009-003
had no evidence of clonal evolution by cytogenetics and 2 others
(1005-007 and 1005-009) had no karyotype analysis performed at
the time of relapse.

To expand our investigation to genes not previously associated with
AML, we performed whole-exome sequencing of paired pretreatment
and relapse samples from 3 of these 4 patients (1005-007, 1009-003,
and 3351-1085) from whom sufficient DNA was available. By
sequencing to a depth of ~100X, we identified a small number
of coding mutations (3 to 7 per patient) that were acquired at the time of
TKl resistance (supplemental Table 9). None of the identified mutations
were recognized in more than 1 patient or had been previously
associated with AML or TKI resistance. The acquisition of new
mutations at the time of relapse in quizartinib-resistant patients is
indicative of clonal evolution at the time of disease progression.
However, functional studies will be required to definitively verify
which, if any, of these mutations drive clinical resistance or whether
these mutations serve as passengers without a true role in drug
resistance.

Discussion

Genomic studies in solid tumors have revealed significant branching
intratumoral clonal genetic heterogeneity,*®*! including a recent
study that identified as many as 5 driver mutations in a single
melanoma patient at the time of relapse on the targeted BRAF
inhibitor dabrafenib.?' Such complexity is not surprising in solid
tumors, particularly melanoma, where ultraviolet (UV)-induced
DNA damage creates one of the highest mutational burdens
observed in human malignancies. Here, we demonstrate that even
in AML, one of the most genetically simple of all adult
malignancies with an average of only 13 coding mutations and 3
or fewer clones identified per tumor,' considerable genetic
heterogeneity undermines response to the targeted therapeutic
quizartinib. Although FLT3-dependent resistance seemed to
develop in the majority of patients (14 of 15) examined and
included drug-resistant FLT3 D835 mutations occurring on both
ITD- and native FLT3-containing alleles, single-cell analysis of the
FLT3 locus revealed a high degree of mutational heterogeneity
within FLT3 and suggested that coexisting off-target resistance
mechanisms may be more prominent than previously appreciated.
It is striking that interrogation of this single tumor-relevant locus
revealed such complexity and it seems likely that single-cell
interrogation of other genetic loci would add exponentially to the
degree of tumor heterogeneity observed. Regardless, the common
finding of polyclonal resistance mechanisms argues strongly that
targeted mono- and even dual-therapy strategies in AML are
unlikely to achieve durable responses in the vast majority
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of patients. Although a substantial reduction in disease bulk may
be achieved with a single targeted therapeutic and on-target
resistance mechanisms may be potentially addressed by a
combination of TKIs with nonoverlapping mutational resistance
profiles, as we have previously suggested,>>>? a better understand-
ing of off-target mechanisms of resistance coupled with the
incorporation of agents that can override these off-target mecha-
nisms will be essential to substantially improving therapeutic
outcomes.

Recent studies have confirmed that activating mutations in FLT3
occurrelatively late in leukemogenesis*S and can represent a marker for
the transition of preleukemic to leukemic stem cells. They suggest that
under the selective pressure of an FLT3 inhibitor, a preleukemic
stem cell may easily evolve into a non-FLT3-dependent subclone.
Consistent with this possibility, FLT3 mutations have been noted to
be lost (or become undetectable) at disease relapse after chemo-
therapy.>* Remarkably, in the majority of patients in our study, a
large proportion of the bulk tumor population remained dependent
on late-occurring FLT3 mutations, as evidenced by the fact that the
majority of patients evolved a drug-resistant FL73 KD mutation at
disease relapse, most at the D835 residue, and that several patients
evolved more than 1 mutation, on both ITD-containing and native
FLT3 alleles.

The observation of convergent D835 mutations occurring on both
ITD" and native FLT3 alleles at the time of resistance can be explained
by 2 models. In the first model, resistance evolves from both ancestral
FLT3-ITD" and FLT3 native clones, which suggests branching tumor
evolution under the selection of FLT3 inhibitor therapy (Figure 4A) and
implies that some FLT3 native clones can also be dependent on FLT3
signaling. In the second model, multiple FL73 mutational events occur
in separate HPSCs in parallel to give rise to polyclonal leukemic blast
populations that are later enriched for cells containing D835 mutations
on quizartinib therapy (Figure 4B). Regardless of which models are
operative, our findings provide compelling evidence for complex
evolution of these resistance-conferring mutations. These data also
reinforce the central advantage that FLT3 mutations confer in the
process of leukemogenesis. However, the concomitant presence of
a significant proportion of cells with presumed off-target resistance
(cells containing FLT3-ITD without KD mutations) in all patients
interrogated at this level suggests that bypass of reliance upon
FLT3 activity may occur, although it is also possible that
uncharacterized epigenetic or drug efflux mechanisms may also
play a role. In aggregate, these data confirm that polyclonal
resistance mechanisms commonly coexist in individual patients.
Importantly, although recent genomic sequencing efforts have
elucidated the genetic landscape of de novo AML, whole-exome
sequencing in our study reveals that clonal evolution of mutations
occurs in genes not previously associated with AML at the time of
relapse on quizartinib. These data imply that the scope of mutations
and intratumoral heterogeneity observed after relapse on chemo-
therapy may differ significantly from that observed in de novo
disease, because of either selection for previously undetected
chemotherapy-resistant clones or the mutagenic effects of therapy
itself.

Ultimately, combination strategies that can address both on- and off-
target resistance and are capable of eradicating chemotherapy-resistant
preleukemic stem cells will be required to effect durable therapeutic
responses. To this end, incorporation of therapies targeting gene
expression, such as DNA methyltransferase inhibitors® has already
been explored in concert with FLT3 inhibitors, and these therapies have
been noted to be clinically active. Preclinical studies have implicated
the chromatin reader BRD4 as an important regulator of transcriptional
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Figure 4. Models for evolution of polyclonal FLT3-dependent and non-FLT3-dependent resistance after TKI treatment. Schematic representation illustrates
proportion of FLT3 mutant and native FLT3 leukemia cell population at treatment time points. (A) At diagnosis, FLT3-ITD™ cells represent a portion of bulk tumor. Debulking
after chemotherapy results in Remission #1, but is followed by emergence of chemotherapy-resistant FLT3-dependent leukemia cell populations at the time of Relapse #1.
FLT3 TKI treatment induces Remission #2, but at the time of Relapse #2, multiple drug-resistant clones evolve, including FLT3 cells containing ITD and native FLT3 cells. (B)
At diagnosis, FLT3-ITD" cells represent a portion of bulk tumor. FLT3 D835V and D835Y mutations arise on native FLT3 alleles in separate leukemic stem cells, and these
clones persist through chemotherapy. Debulking after chemotherapy results in Remission #1 but is followed by the emergence of chemotherapy-resistant FLT3-dependent
leukemia cell populations at the time of Relapse #1. FLT3 TKI treatment induces Remission #2, but at the time of Relapse #2, multiple drug-resistant clones arise, including
FLT3-ITD—containing clones (D835-mutant and off-target resistant), expansion of TKl-resistant native FL T3 D835—-mutant clones, and off-target—resistant native FLT3clones.
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activation in AML.*® Preclinic and early clinical™ studies of
small molecule BRD4 inhibitors have demonstrated activity in a variety
of AML subtypes and may also represent a potentially efficacious
partner for targeting leukemic stem cells. Other compounds aimed at
targeting epigenetic deregulation in AML have entered or are poised to
enter clinical trials, including inhibitors of the histone demethylase
LSD1 and the lysine methyltransferase DOTIL,* and they provide
additional candidates for combination therapy. In the future, immuno-
therapy approaches such as chimeric antigen receptor—modified T cells
targeting AML stem and progenitor cell antigens may provide
additional therapeutic opportunities for use with FLT3 inhibitors,
although identification of appropriate antigens currently remains
challenging.
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