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When I was a kid, I loved learning about Greek mythology. Gods with superpowers? Brutal battles? Scandalous drama? Yes, please! Those stories imprinted on my brain—and my heart—as compelling tales tend to do. We carry them inside us long after we stop reading and can’t help but share them over and over again. This is a primary reason why these stories have survived the test of time—they’re simply too intriguing to stop telling.


Many people are likely familiar with Greek mythology, but it’s just one of many mythologies that exist around the world. The canon is countless, and for many cultures, storytelling is a tradition that is passed down through the generations.


My dad was born in Iran—also known as Persia. When I was growing up, some of my favorite foods came from Persian recipes. Persian art, full of striking geometric patterns, hung on our walls and was displayed on our bookshelves. I played on Persian rugs, each one like a brilliant garden woven from wool. Otherwise, all I knew about Iran was that it was where my middle and last names came from—names that people have a hard time pronouncing.


It wasn’t until I started writing stories of my own that I found myself wanting to learn more about Iran.


What was it like when my dad lived there?


What’s it like to live there now?


What’s special, or unique, about its people?


Here’s the thing: when we write stories, we get to dig into our greatest interests, our biggest curiosities, our deepest truths. And we inevitably end up exploring parts of ourselves—including our own history and our family’s history—that would have otherwise gone unexplored. It’s part of the magic of writing.


My dad and his family immigrated to the United States from Iran when he was in elementary school, and he has not been back since. I’ve never been there at all. Naturally, I was curious. And the more I learned about Iran, the more intrigued I became by its stories, especially its mythology, which has an incredibly rich history. Long ago, these myths were developed to explain parts of Persians’ everyday lives: goodness, beauty, love, chaos, evil, death… even the way the land around them was created. The stories were the foundation of early Persian religion, and they were passed down from one generation to the next in the form of oral traditions.


Later, many of these stories were written down in the Avesta, the holy book of Zoroastrianism, which is one of the oldest religions in the world still practiced today. Other stories appeared in the Shahnameh, or “Book of Kings,” an epic book written by a Persian poet named Abolqasem Ferdowsi.


And let me tell you, Persian myths are every bit as exciting as the Greek myths I learned about as a kid.


Imagine this: Atar, the god of fire, teaming up with his brother, Mithra, the sun god, and clashing with the three-headed demon-dragon, Azhi Dahaka, to save the world from eternal night.


Or Anahita, the goddess of war and the waters, flying back and forth to Earth on her chariot, responding to the mortals below—including monstrous divs—when they call asking for her help.


These are the stories I’m about to share with you.


And they’re just the beginning.


We’ll also meet the mystical Simurgh, a gigantic dog-headed, rainbow-colored bird who watches over humanity from her nest at the top of the world. And watch your step, because we’ll also cross the Chinvat Bridge, which connects the heavens and the afterlife with the mortals down below on Earth.


Speaking of Earth, we’ll follow the epic saga of Mashyana and Kiyumars and witness Tahmuras’s demon-slaying skills. We’ll dive deep into the rise and fall of kings like Jamshid and the Serpent King, Zahak, who will make your skin crawl.


There’s even a love story—the sweet romance of Rudabeh and Zal—that will have you feeling all the feels.


Finally, we’ll meet Rostam, the mightiest hero in Persian mythology, who will take us on a roller coaster of adventures. And be prepared for shocking twists, like the fateful clash between him and a young man named Sohrab.


Let me tell you—Persians are some of the greatest storytellers around.


Of course, the way stories are told depends on who's telling them. In my case, I've taken lots of creative liberties with these myths, such as framing Ahura Mazda as the father of the gods and building on surviving fragments of stories about some of these deities. To bring these ancient tales to life, I've blended preexisting elements with my own imagination.


Whether you’re already a mythology fan or you’re cracking open your very first mythology book, I’m thrilled you’re here. Because right here, right now, I’m about to share retellings and remixes of some of the best stories from Persian mythology—its most powerful gods, fiercest warriors, and creepiest demons.


Alright. Are you ready?


Brace yourself.


This is going to be one epic ride.
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AHURA MAZDA AND THE CREATION OF THE WORLD
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Before humans, before Earth, before the universe, before time… there was a whole lot of nothing. Except for Ahura Mazda, a powerful god with an impressive beard, classy crown, and a robe made of stars.


Eventually, Ahura Mazda, also known as the Wise Lord, got bored with staring at the nothingness and decided there should be, well, something.


He started by creating the sky, which he designed as an unbreakable crystal shell that would separate his heavenly home from everything else he was about to make. But the crystalline sky was dark, and Ahura Mazda loved light. So, he decorated it with the sun, the moon, and constellations of stars, each of which gleamed and swirled brilliantly amid the inky darkness.


After making the celestial bodies, Ahura Mazda created the Earth, which he formed as wide and flat—like a giant plate. Standing on land for the first time, he decided it could use some color. He sowed a stunning variety of plants and trees, which, thanks to the sun’s nourishing light, bloomed brightly throughout the land.


And as the sun illuminated the Earth, the world’s first shadows formed. Ahura Mazda hadn’t created the shadows on purpose, but he decided he was okay with just a little bit of darkness.


Ahura Mazda gazed at what he’d made so far, and he took a deep breath. Everything looked—and felt—peaceful.


But he wasn’t done yet.


Next, he made a great heavenly ocean called Vourukasha, which hovered above the Earth, held up by heavenly winds. It was beautiful to behold, but Ahura Mazda decided the water would look even better on Earth. And so he made Vourukasha fall as rain, which formed the rivers, streams, and seas.


Ahura Mazda stepped toward one of the streams and peered down into its sparkling, mirrorlike surface, admiring the profound beauty of his new creation. When he saw his own reflection, he said, “You’re doing great” and tipped his shining crown.


Feeling energized, the Wise Lord went wild and made Earth’s first animal: a primordial bull, which he cleverly named Primordial Bull. This magnificent creature was nonbinary—neither entirely male nor entirely female—and its fur was so white it almost glowed. Ahura Mazda smiled proudly and stroked the Primordial Bull’s head. They were Ahura Mazda’s favorite creation so far.


Worn out from all that creating, Ahura Mazda had just sat down to have a little rest when KABAM—a lightning bolt cracked down from the heavens to Earth.


Who else was out there to do such a thing?


The ground began to shake. The Primordial Bull bucked and bellowed in fear. Ahura Mazda stood up and steadied himself, his eyes darting up and down and all around.


Winds began to whip across the land. As the ground trembled, mountains burst forth, growing tall and rugged. Deep valleys formed. The crystalline sky darkened, and with them, the waters—which now sloshed with a vengeance.


More lightning.


More thunder.


Followed by darkness.


The first night had fallen. Then, from the depths of the darkest shadows, came a deep, low, demented laugh.


A hideous beast with horns and sharp claws emerged.


Ahura Mazda flinched at the sight of the beast—not out of fear, but out of disgust. The beast’s horrid body writhed. Where he should have had eyes, there was nothing.


The beast began to crawl, then slouch, toward Ahura Mazda and the Primordial Bull.


“Ahura Mazda,” the beast hissed at the Wise Lord. “We meet at last, my brother.”


Ahura Mazda’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have a brother,” he said.


The beast laughed. “I’m Ahriman, and I’ve been waiting in the void for you.”


The only light now was from the moon, and even that was partially covered by clouds. Ahura Mazda glanced at the dark area from where the beast had emerged. When he had created the light of the world, shadows had been one unintended consequence. Somehow, this beast must have been biding its time in the nothingness—waiting for darkness to appear so he could reveal himself.


“The world you created could use some chaos, yes?” Ahriman snarled. “A little more darkness? Let us create together.”


“No!” Ahura Mazda shouted, his voice booming throughout the newly formed valleys and mountains. “This is not the world I envisioned. You’ve made a mess of it!”


“Oh, such a shame,” Ahriman said. “We could have worked together and made something much more… interesting. But I can still bend this world to my will.”


He spat onto the ground, and immediately the trees and bushes around them began to wither and die, leaving behind nothing but a sandy desert.


“Beauty doesn’t belong here,” Ahriman growled. Then his empty eyes shifted toward the Primordial Bull. “This creature is so beautiful it makes me sick,” he added. “I’ll fix that.”


With astonishing speed and force, Ahriman lunged at the Primordial Bull, dug his claws deep inside its body, twisted until there was a sickening snap, and then ripped out its heart.


Ahura Mazda looked down at his beloved creature’s lifeless body in the faint moonlight, their once-white fur now spattered with blood.


For a moment, he stood there stunned.


“I’ll make something good from this evil,” Ahura Mazda pronounced. Kneeling down, he raised his right hand, and the dark clouds above began to part. Ahura Mazda absorbed the moon’s light with his hand, waving it over the Primordial Bull’s body.


From the creature’s gaping wound, animals of all shapes and sizes sprang forth and scattered throughout the Earth.


Meanwhile, the sun had returned. The world’s first night was over.


Ahura Mazda turned his attention to Ahriman, who recoiled from the brightening sky. Ahura Mazda charged Ahriman, pulling the Primordial Bull’s heart from Ahriman’s claws.


Then, summoning all the force of the cosmos, Ahura Mazda blasted Ahriman with a beam of pure light.


The awful beast flew back to the very edge of the Earth, groaning and growling in agony. The blast of light had cut him wide open, and he toppled over into a bush. The bush, now covered with Ahriman’s blood, sprouted thorns.


“I told you we are brothers,” Ahriman said with a demented smile. “You have helped me introduce pain into the world. Let us make more!”


Ahriman’s own wound began to buzz and hiss, and serpents, scorpions, spiders, ants, and maggots slithered out of his wound and into the shadows and crevices of the Earth.


“What are you doing?!” Ahura Mazda called out.


“Your plans keep backfiring,” Ahriman taunted, slowly lifting himself up again.


“It’s not too late,” Ahura Mazda said, advancing toward Ahriman. “I will forgive you for the damage you’ve done, but you have to choose goodness and peace.”


“Oh, no, no, no, no, no,” Ahriman growled, shaking his head. “Goodness and peace, my brother, are terribly boring.”


“Then I’ll make sure your home is somewhere far from Earth,” Ahura Mazda said. “You are beneath it… so beneath it, you will live.”


And with that, Ahura Mazda lifted the maimed beast high above his crown and hurled him, screaming, off the edge of the Earth and into the great abyss…


… into the Underworld.


As he turned and looked back, Ahura Mazda saw all the ways his creation had been undermined by Ahriman. Earth was now marked by jagged mountains, scorching deserts, thorny plants, and creatures loaded with poison and venom.


Worst of all, Ahura Mazda knew he hadn’t seen the last of Ahriman.


He looked around and stroked his beard. He needed backup. More immortal beings like himself. Offspring of his own who would defend goodness and peace from the attacks that were sure to come.


So, from the fundamental forces and elements of the Earth, he created the gods.


Anahita, goddess of war and the waters.


Verethragna, god of victory.


Tishtrya, god of rain.


Mithra, god of the sun.


Vayu, god of the wind.


And Atar, god of fire.


“My children,” Ahura Mazda said, smiling widely. “Welcome. We have a lot of work to do.”
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THE FIRST HUMANS
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Immediately after the Wise Lord brought the gods into being, they began tending to their duties. From sustaining the constant cycles of day and night to taming the wild rhythms of nature, they did everything they could to please their father.


Meanwhile, Ahura Mazda carried the heart of the Primordial Bull to the center of the Earth: a beautiful land he named Persia. It was full of contrasts, with its cool rivers, searing deserts, and rugged mountains that cast shadows down on flat, fertile valleys.
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