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How Inflammation Took Over the Internet
Influencers, celebrities, and your friends
constantly talk about how to avoid it. But
no one quite seems to agree on what it is.
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Our Favorite Tatcha Products Are 25 Percent Off
It’s time to restock.
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Your Daily Horoscope by Madame Clairevoyant:
December 1, 2025 The moon in Aries and the
Mars in Sagittarius align to boost your energy this
morning.
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to pencil in on your calendar and unpack in your group
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By Michel Ghanem, a writer who covers television for the Cut. 

Help, I’m Obsessed With Heated Rivalry
S A V E C O M M E N T

Photo-Illustration: by The Cut; Photos: Crave/HBO Max

Scrolling through 12 streaming platforms but still can’t find something to
watch? You’re not alone. Our television columnist Michel Ghanem, a.k.a.
@tvscholar, watches over 160 seasons of television each year, and he is here
for you. Perhaps you’re in the mood for a hidden gem that’s sitting
undiscovered on a streamer or a series with mysteries so tantalizing we can’t
stop thinking about them. It’s all about carving out time for the shows that
are actually worth it — your “Appointment Viewing.” Fire up that group
chat, because we’ve got some unpacking to do.

Over the past year we’ve written about everything from Apple TV’s Pluribus
to Netflix’s Too Much, but we’ve always got our eye on underrated queer
television. In our last column of the year, we’re highlighting Heated Rivalry,
the Canadian gay hockey romance-drama streaming on HBO Max that is
actually captivating — and very sexy.

Watch on

Heated Rivalry | O/cial Trailer | HBO Max
Share

When I first picked up a copy of Heated Rivalry, the second book in Rachel
Reid’s Game Changers romance series about queer professional hockey
players, I almost couldn’t believe what I was reading. But I’m sure the actual
plot of the story about two hockey players who fall for each other after
hooking up secretly for years is tangential to the real draw for readers: those
graphic sex scenes. This book was so explicit that I had to text a friend to
make sure I wasn’t missing something crucial in my sex life by not having
ever even thought about “the slit,” a part of the penis’s anatomy that is licked
inside and out multiple times in this book. (We concluded that the slit may
be the result of a woman writing this material — although I would love any
slit enthusiasts to please make yourselves known.)

Just as I found myself mysteriously absorbed by this steamy book, I was rapt
by the six-episode drama adaptation now airing on Crave, a Canadian
streaming service. For weeks leading up to the release, fervent fans of the
book series emerged on social media to strategize on how they would watch
the series, VPNs and piracy both at the top of the list. Luckily, an 11th-hour
miracle occurred, seemingly inspired by a word-of-mouth buzz campaign:
Heated Rivalry was picked up by HBO Max in the United States and
internationally for a concurrent release alongside its Canadian debut on
November 28. That’s a rare feat for international television these days — I
have a whole list of queer television from the U.K. that remains
undistributed like Juice and What It Feels Like for a Girl.

So let’s get into the actual premise of Heated Rivalry. Like I said, it is quite
straightforward: We follow two hockey rivals at the top of their field in
“Major League Hockey” (a fictionalized version of the NHL) over eight
years. Shane Hollander (Hudson Williams), an Ottawa-raised Canadian,
plays for the fictional Montreal Metros, and Ilya Rozanov (Connor Storrie),
a Russian player, is drafted into the fictional Boston Raiders. They meet in
the rookie days before their quick ascent into the big leagues, and their
chemistry is instantly palpable, both on and off the ice. They shoot
commercials together and are paired to present hockey awards, while the
media and fans grab on to their entertaining rivalry and they’re asked about
each other incessantly. Rozanov is blunt and aggressive; Hollander a bit
more reserved but charming in media interviews.

The pilot rips through the first few years of their early hockey careers with
an addictive pace, jumping forward in monthslong increments, starting with
a fateful late-night gym session that begins their tense connection.
Following the rhythm of the book very faithfully, we eventually see their lives
through the lens of their relationship. They hook up secretly every time their
teams play against each other, which is quite frequently, inspired by the real-
life rivalry between both cities (it has its own Wikipedia page, if you’re
curious). Sex, as creator Jacob Tierney has said in interviews, becomes the
show’s primary language.

This easily could have been a corny disaster. While prepping for his first
intimate scene, Williams was concerned that the show would have the same
look and feel as the rural Canadian sitcom Letterkenny (Tierney, the co-
creator and star of that show, is also the showrunner of Heated Rivalry) and
was relieved to find out Tierney was aiming for a moodier, sleek look to the
show that wouldn’t at all resemble the bright energy of his previous work.
Based on the first two episodes, the show appears to have a modest budget
between a carefully selected Feist needle-drop and brief hockey-arena
sequences. But it’s really the chemistry between the leads that sells this
thing. Bringing to mind Showtime’s Fellow Travelers, the explicit sex scenes
are crucial in establishing the central relationship, and really where intimacy
builds between the leads. The difference here — and this is something
Tierney has been vocal about — is that we’re not headed for the tragic gay
ending we’ve become gruesomely conditioned to seeing in media. If the
show follows the book’s later trajectory, there is a lot to look forward to as
the relationship between Hollander and Rozanov crescendos. This is no A
Little Life (thankfully).

There are currently zero out-gay hockey players in the NHL (Luke Prokop, a
Canadian prospect with the Nashville Predators, is the closest we’ve come)
— and both Hollander and Rozanov become increasingly visible and
popular as their careers grow, so their intimacy has to be nurtured in secret
(they have each other’s contact info saved under Lily and Jane in their
phones for covert sexting). Obviously, as the years go by, this shifts — but
their sexual connection remains the foundation of their relationship. And
hey, if you’re going to adapt a Harlequin Romance novel, you might as well
take it all the way. Despite what the pulsing score might suggest, Heated
Rivalry isn’t reheating Challengers’ nachos — it’s scoring its own goals.

Stray pucks:
Sophie Nélisse (Yellowjackets) is set to play Rose Landry in later episodes,
a famous actress who Hollander briefly dates. The cast is also rounded out
by Ksenia Daniela Kharlamova as Svetlana Vetrova, Rozanov’s friend with
benefits, and François Arnaud as Scott Hunter, a protagonist of the first
book in the Game Changers series.
Viewers on X have pointed out that the HBO Max version of the series is
much, much darker than the Crave upload. Here’s hoping that gets fixed.
Caitlin Cronenberg, the daughter of the iconic body-horror filmmaker
David Cronenberg, photographed the promotional posters of Heated
Rivalry.
It’s very Canadian of me, but I have a lot of hockey memories from my
childhood, having grown up in Ottawa like Hollander. Still, you really
don’t need to know much about the sport to watch this.
Both the book and show point out Hollander’s visibility as an Asian
Canadian on the rink. For a sport that is predominantly white, I’m glad to
see race as a lens on this story, highlighting an important intersection of
Hollander’s identity.
I was reminded of Young Royals (Netflix), but I’m glad Heated Rivalry
zooms through the guys’ younger years. We have a lot of queer content
about that age group as it is and increasingly fewer stories about gay 20-
somethings.
I need an “NHL players react to Heated Rivalry sex scenes” video
immediately.
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Angela Bassett’s Daughter Made Her Debut at Le
Bal Bronwyn Vance became a debutante alongside
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