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Cassandra D’Agosta is a Features Writer for CBR, where she covers movies and television with a creative, analytical lens. Beyond her work at CBR,
Cassie writes fiction, with her debut novel, Ellis Academy, hitting shelves June 6, 2026. She served as an editor on the sci-fi noir comic eJunky…
(Simon & Schuster/Scout Comics, 2023) and worked with indie publisher New Classics Books LLC on the award-winning children’s book The Little
Lion That Listened. She has also gained industry experience as a production assistant and background actor, and continues to blend her skills in
writing, editing, and design across multiple creative fields.

HBO's chart-topping sports drama, Heated Rivalry, has taken the world by storm. Based on the Game
Changers book series by Rachel Reid, the show follows Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov as they go from
rookie players to hockey all-stars. Frequently pitted against each other, the two were arch rivals
professionally, but behind closed doors, they carried out a steamy romance.

Heated Rivalry depicts two LGBT romances within the world of professional hockey. The players live in a
hypermasculine world and struggle with hiding their true selves, telling refreshingly and uncompromisingly
beautiful queer love stories. The show is first and foremost a steamy sports-themed romance, but it also
features complex family dynamics that add layers to the torrent of emotions the characters experience.

HBO's Heated Rivalry Is the Steamy Sports Drama that Became a
Viral Sensation

Heated Rivalry was adapted and produced by Jacob Tierney, who wrote and directed all six episodes of the
critically acclaimed series. The first episode begins in December 2008, when Shane Hollander (Hudson
Williams) and Ilya Rozanov (Connor Storrie) meet outside a hockey rink. Shane compliments Ilya as a player,
and the conversation is a little awkward, but both feel the chemistry between them.

"Rookies" moves through Shane and Ilya's rookie season quickly, highlighting moments when they crossed
paths. The two were always keenly aware of the other's presence in a room. The competition and the tension
were thick, underscoring every scene. For the first few minutes of the episode, Shane and Ilya barely spoke,
and everything was communicated with gestures and looks. Racing on stationary bikes and sharing a bottle of
water has never been so electrically charged.

Starting in the aughts, it's not difficult to recognize why they would be so concerned about coming out in such
an aggressively masculine and, generally, intolerant field as sports. LGBT rights and tolerance have made
significant progress since then, but they said the usual things that people said back then to stay in the closet:
"I'm not gay, I'm just curious." While the sex scenes are plentiful and steamy AF, they were also raw,
character-driven, and emotional. Heated Rivalry managed to avoid being gratuitously sexual because they
don't feel as though they're there to sell sex, but rather vulnerability and intimacy.

In a story about otherness and forbidden love, the drama is inherent, but the show balances those heavier
themes with a touch of cheeky humor. In one scene, after Shane and Ilya had one of their trysts, Shane's
mother, Yuna, complained about Ilya, saying, "F*ck him. I'm sorry, but I mean it... F*ck him right up the
butt." Shane can't help but crack a smile at that. Or when they exchange phone numbers, Ilya programs their
names as Lily (Ilya) and Jane (Shane).

After the first two episodes, it's clear that Shane and Ilya are becoming more than just a casual hookup. Ilya
pushes Shane outside his comfort zone, and their deepening connection scares them both. After two
emotionally turbulent and red-hot episodes about Ilya and Shane's star-crossed romance, Heated Rivalry
presses pause on that story to go back a few months in time and show viewers another and completely
different queer love story.

Heated Rivalry Delivers More than One Unapologetic and
Groundbreaking Queer Love Story

In the third episode, "Hunter," Heated Rivalry follows Scott Hunter (François Arnaud), an American hockey
player who was older and closeted. When completing his morning run, he walks into a juice bar and meets Kip
(Robbie G.K.). The attraction is immediate, and Scott subtly flirts with Kip as he orders a blueberry smoothie
with extra banana. As he's leaving, another customer recognizes Scott as a professional hockey player.

Kip becomes a hockey fan overnight. When Scott comes in again the next day, he tells Kip that he's a little
superstitious and will be back on other game days. Kip is hesitant to believe that Scott is gay or interested in
him at first, but his co-worker picks up on the vibes, and he makes sure that he's working when Scott has a
home game. On the third visit, Scott invites Kip to a game. They run into each other at another event, when
Kip is working as a waiter.

Scott asks Kip if he wants to grab some better food after the event. They quickly decide to go to Scott's place
and order in. Scott was more open and honest than Shane and Ilya in their romance. He asks Kip to stay the
night, and the next morning, he asks him to basically move in with him. Scott is upfront about the fact that
he's in the closet and that he tried to wait until after retirement for romance, but then Kip came along, and
Scott wanted him more than he could bear.

For a couple of months, things are great, but hiding and lying start to wear on Kip, who is openly gay. He
understands Scott's choices and loves him, but eventually, that's not enough. They break up after Kip's friend
tells Scott how miserable Kip is. She says that they both deserve sunshine. It changed the tone, and they both
knew if Scott couldn't step up for Kip, they were over. Scott wasn't ready, and they ended things, but neither
moved on.

For the next few episodes and years, Scott and Kip went their separate ways. When Scott won the World Cup
in 2017, largely because both Shane and Ilya were injured, he achieved his lifelong dream. Friends and family
of the winning team came on the ice to celebrate with the team, and that's when Scott saw Kip in the stands.
He beckoned him over, bringing him onto the ice and, very publicly, coming out by kissing the love of his life.

It was a heartwarming moment that Shane and Ilya watched with bated breath. When Shane was injured and
doped up on pain meds in the hospital, Ilya visited him to see how he was. Shane asked Ilya to stay with him
for the summer at his cottage. It was private, and they could really relax and be together. After watching
Scott's momentous kiss, Ilya and Shane were inspired to give what was happening between them a chance.

Ilya called Shane and told him he was coming to the cottage. The final episode is a beautiful collection of
romantic and honest moments between them. They both officially dropped the "L" word, and Shane came up
with a plan for them to be together in public until they could retire and be open. Everything was perfect until
Shane's dad stopped by and saw them sharing a kiss.

The Sleeper Hit Sports Drama Is More Than Just a Romance

In addition to dealing with the challenges of being gay hockey players, Ilya and Shane also contend with
complicated family lives. Shane's mother is very career-focused, helping Shane land multiple sponsorships
and keeping him on a macrobiotic diet for peak performance. His father, David, played by Superman & Lois'
Dylan Walsh, is a little more laid back.

When Shane arrives late to a meal, saying he lost track of time going down a YouTube rabbit hole, David asks
what he was watching. Shane lies, saying he was watching videos of unlikely animal friends. When Yuna tells
him he should be watching hockey videos, David says those animal friends deserve some more time, providing
a clear contrast of their parenting techniques.

Despite the pressure and focus Yuna places on Shane, it's nothing compared to Ilya's toxic family dynamic.
Ilya's father constantly disparaged Ilya. Nothing was good enough; every loss was a personal affront to him
and all of Russia. Ilya's brother Alexei was a careless cokehead who treated his brother like a bank. As Heated
Rivalry moves through time quickly, skipping months at a time, Ilya's father begins to show signs of
dementia.

As his father grows worse, Ilya pays Alexei to take care of their dad. In the fifth episode, Ilya returns
unexpectedly to Russia when his father dies. Shane was worried, texting and calling to check on him. After a
blowout with his brother, Ilya calls Shane. He tries to talk about everything, but speaking English was too
much on top of everything he was feeling.

In a heartbreakingly beautiful scene, Shane tells Ilya to get everything off his chest in Russian. Shane doesn't
speak Russian, so he doesn't know specifically what Ilya says, but he feels his pain. The first time Ilya tells
Shane that he loves him is during that call. The next time they meet up, their experience is emotional and
intimate. They were hopelessly in love, but not quite ready for something so serious.

Fast-forward to "Cottage," where David catches them kissing. Not sure of how to respond to what he'd seen,
David left without saying anything. Shane freaks out, but Ilya comforts him and goes with him to talk to his
parents. Ilya's family would never have accepted him; Alexei frequently used homophobic slurs when speaking
to his brother, but after cutting off ties to his toxic brother, Ilya wasn't burdened by that anymore.

David and Yuna were surprised, more by the Ilya part than the gay part of the story, creating a humorously
awkward family dinner. Yuna has to step outside for a moment to cry—not because Shane is gay, but because
she made him feel like he couldn't tell her that. Then she starts planning his coming out. How to approach
sponsors and prepare a statement. The show ends on a delightfully happy note with Yuna and David planning
to come for dinner with Ilya and Shane.

Heated Rivalry delivers incredible queer representation that Jacob Tierney fought for. Actor François Arnaud
revealed that Tierney was all set up at a major US streamer to create the viral hockey show, but they had so
many notes, like no kissing until episode five! Tierney refused to compromise his vision for the show, and
thank goodness for that. He went to the Canadian streamer, Crave, instead. They had a smaller budget, but
they made the show they wanted to make, and it's taken the world by storm as one of the greatest shows of the
decade. It's no wonder they're already confirmed for a second season.
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