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    To the dreamers who trust both their minds and their hearts—may you always find your own perfect balance.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The heart has its own algorithms, and no logic can predict where it will lead."
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​Chapter 1: Arrival in Maastricht
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Sareena Malik has always been a hard-working and passionate girl and decided to choose Computer Science as her major at university. She was the cream of crop in her class, and mastered multiple arenas of technology. She studied hard and made it to the Dean’s list every semester, despite her poor financial condition. She faced dilemmas in daily life, just like every other girl faces in Pakistan. Born in Lahore, Pakistan to a lower middle-class family, Sareena always found it a challenge to access good-quality education. She had to work many shifts to pay for her education and help her parents bear expenses and deal with other problems. Every single day in class, Sareena was told that technology is not for girls; she faced gender inequality, but never stopped striving hard and delivering top-notch projects in technology. Through dedication and diligence, she gained expertise in Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning, Deep Learning, Data Science & Analytics, and Natural Language Processing. It was not her only achievement, she broke stereotypes that her professors and family created regarding gender imbalance in the tech sector. She graduated as a Magna Cum Laude, won a Gold Medal because of making it to the top 1% of students in the technology department; she out-performed all her male counterparts, so this left her professors and family speechless.

Although Sareena graduated with flying colors and got all those skills needed in today’s advanced era, there came another hurdle. The unemployment rate in Pakistan has always been one of the highest in the world, she struggled to find a job just like other talented students. Sareena realized that there was no other way round to progress than to apply for a scholarship, move abroad, and build her life there. Europe was her dream destination, but her financial situation could never let her dreams come true. She never lost hope and applied for multiple scholarships in European countries like Germany, France, the Netherlands, Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. It was heartbreaking for her to see her applications get rejected from those countries as she had an outstanding academic performance and a demonstrated history of ground-breaking projects. One after another, she faced rejections, but never lost hope. Every rejection

strengthened her instead of breaking her down. She continued to apply, hoped for the best, and gained new skills that made her profile shine.

One night, she received an email stating she got accepted to the Maastricht University based in the Netherlands with a full-ride scholarship, which covered her visa fee, tuition fee, healthcare, rent, and other monthly allowances. What used to be a dream turned into reality. Sareena couldn’t control her emotions after she read the email, she rushed to her parent’s room where they were ensuring if they had enough money to pay the bills. After hearing the news, her parents burst into tears, and hugged their daughter who always brought laurels to the family and as she was the eldest of the two children, they had more aspirations from her.

Sareena got her visa, packed her suitcase, and fully geared herself up for moving to a country in another continent to study for a Master’s degree in Computer Science at Maastricht University. She reached the airport in time and was a bit nervous as she had no prior traveling experience; she always saw dreams in which she imagined herself in the plane, but God answered her prayers and those dreams came true. She began to sweat at the airport due to nervousness, but her parents motivated her to remain calm. A few hours later, she was in a plane. It was a moment of excitement mixed up with anxiety, but she handled things single handedly. Hours passed on and after a long, tiring journey of ten hours, the plane landed at the Maastricht Aachen Airport. Sareena stepped out, the crispy Dutch air brushing against her face. She tightened the straps of her backpack, trying to steady her racing heart. After months of preparation, sleepless nights over application essays, and countless farewells to family in Pakistan, she had finally arrived in the Netherlands. Excitement mingled with a twinge of anxiety—this was her new world, and it felt both exhilarating and overwhelming.
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Sareena stepped off the shuttle and inhaled deeply. Every sound, every scent, every movement felt new, foreign, yet intoxicating. I am here for a reason. I will make this count, she thought, a flicker of determination lighting in her chest. Her journey had begun—not just across continents, but into a future she had only dared to imagine.

As she wheeled her suitcase toward her new apartment, she couldn’t help but wonder what adventures—and challenges—awaited her at Maastricht University, and beyond, at the world-renowned NeuroCore Technologies. The city seemed alive, almost humming with possibility. She paused on a small bridge overlooking a canal, watching the water ripple beneath the stone arches. The soft reflection of the afternoon sun danced across the surface, and rowboats lazily glided past. For a moment, Sareena let herself simply take it all in—the way the streets smelled faintly of fresh bread from a nearby bakery, the soft murmur of conversation, the rhythmic clatter of bicycle wheels on cobblestone.

The shuttle to Maastricht University had offered her her first glimpse of the city. Modern glass buildings blended seamlessly with centuries-old architecture, and students of every nationality hurried along, backpacks slung carelessly over their shoulders. The campus buzzed with energy—conversations in French, German, Spanish, English, and Dutch floated past her, and she realized she had entered a melting pot of intellect and ambition. She had seen universities on Instagram, in brochures, in the carefully curated tours she had taken online, but nothing had prepared her for this vibrant, living mosaic of ideas, cultures, and ambitions.

Every corner she turned revealed something new. A group of students were clustered around a tablet, animatedly debating a coding problem, their laughter ringing out across the courtyard. A professor walked briskly, a stack of books in one hand, coffee in the other, nodding to students as if greeting old friends. Sareena noticed the library with its vast glass facade, offering a glimpse of rows upon rows of books and digital workstations. She imagined herself there, late at night, headphones on, immersed in research on neural networks or AI ethics.

Her phone buzzed, and she quickly checked a map to make sure she was heading in the right direction. Even in this small moment, she felt the thrill of independence, the tiny triumph of navigating a new city on her own. She passed a street lined with boutique shops and cafes. The aroma of freshly baked pastries and brewed coffee wafted out into the streets, mingling with the crisp winter air. She made a mental note to explore them later, perhaps on weekends when the workload would allow her a break.

Despite the beauty and charm, Sareena couldn’t ignore the knot of anxiety in her stomach. Would she fit in here? Could she really keep up with students from around the world, many of whom

probably had experience and resources she had never had? She shook the thoughts away, forcing herself to smile. No. I belong here. I worked too hard to let fear take over now. She adjusted her scarf against the wind and continued down the street, telling herself that every challenge was just another opportunity.
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