
News Under The Dome Sports Opinion Business Arts Life Shopping Newsletters Puzzmo ePaper Driving Obituaries ClassiAeds Manage Print Subscription

Home / Books / Local News / Hockey

Heated Rivalry fever strikes Edmonton
The hit books and TV series has become a national phenomenon, and Edmonton has joined the party
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This image released by Crave shows Hudson Williams, left, and Connor Storrie in a scene from Heated Rivalry. PHOTO BY SABRINA
LANTOS /Crave

Starlite Room co-owner Tyson Cale Boyd had never watched an episode of Heated Rivalry

when he was looking to book a dance event for the Valentine’s Day weekend.

Boyd often collaborates with Up Dance Party, a Toronto-based company that organizes, as the

name suggests, dance parties across the country. And the people at Up suggested doing a

theme night based on the hit book series and the smash Crave/HBO Max TV shows that were

spawned by it.

We’re still a month away from Valentine’s Day, but all 525 tickets for the Heated Rivalry

dance event on Feb. 13 have already been snapped up. A second Heated Rivalry night has

been added, scheduled for Feb. 21.

“I hadn’t even really known about the show or really

anything about it,” said Boyd. “I had to check it out after,

but we’ve worked together long enough (with Up Dance

Party) to trust their ideas. And within the afternoon of it

going on sale, it popped off. And now I am seeing events

like this popping up everywhere else. And now these

parties are becoming a bit of a phenomenon, just like the

show itself.”

A dance party based on the show is set for Valentine’s

Day at Greta Bar — a Heated Rivalry night will take place

Feb. 20 at Pawn Shop Live, and early-bird tickets are sold out.

Dance shows generally see revellers dress up in the silliest of ways, from the early rave days of

candy necklaces and pacifiers to a 2025 Infected Mushroom show at the Starlite, which saw

more than a few partygoers dressed as if it were Jan. 6 and there was a Capitol that was

begging to be stormed. Others were dressed as if they were at a speed-metal show, with many

Slayer shirts on display.

“So, I imagine some people are going to show up in hockey gear,” said Boyd. “It seems to be

kind of a theme thing.”

A poster for the Starlite Room’s Heated Rivalry dance party. PHOTO BY STARLITE ROOM

The phenomenon sweeping the
country
For the uninitiated, the TV series is based on the first two

books of the Game Changers series of books by Canadian

author Rachel Reid. The first book of the series carries the

Heated Rivalry name. That book alone has 166 holds on

the physical copies at the Edmonton Public Library, plus

another 463 on the wait list for the digital version.

In a sport that’s often been criticized for a toxic grassroots

culture, from hazing to stories of sexual assault and racial

abuse, hockey makes a fantastic backdrop for a story of

forbidden love between the two best players in the world.

Shane plays for Montreal, the most storied franchise in the league, and Ilya is the Russian

superstar drafted first overall by Boston. He’s aloof, often criticized for being a jerk to both

teammates, his fans and the world in general.

But, over years, they carry on a secret affair, terrified that they’d be outed in the hockey world.

They even begin dating “beards,” women whose presence allow their gay partners to better

hide their secrets.  And, a veteran New York hockey star also struggles with the idea of coming

out, of being the very first openly gay male hockey star ever.

The show exploded in the gay community, but it’s also taken hold with straight viewers. It’s

become a sensation that has spurred watch parties, discussion groups and serious academic

discussion.

Sen. Kristopher Wells is the founding director of the MacEwan Centre for Sexual and Gender

Diversity and, a little more than a decade ago, helped create the Pride Tape movement, which

saw NHL players wrap their blades in rainbow colours as a show of support for the

2SLGBTQI+ community.

He loves the show and said it packs a powerful message, especially in the wake of the Alberta

government’s move to mandate the removal of some explicit books from school libraries,

many of them stories byqueer writers.

‘A love story’
“This is the world that we’re living in, where we’re seeing 2SLGBTQI+ rights move backward,

including right here in Alberta,” said Wells. “So, people are looking for messages of hope and,

really, of humanity. It’s what Heated Rivalry is at its core — a love story.

“It’s something we can all relate to, of having to hide who you are, and the costs of that

secrecy, about what it means when you can truly and freely be yourself, particularly in a very

hypermasculine sport like hockey. I think Heated Rivalry shows that queer stories are human

stories and they’re important stories that everybody should be able to embrace and learn

from.”

J.J. Wright, assistant professor of sociology and gender studies at MacEwan, wrote that

straight women have become hooked on the show, as are men who are “emotionally attuned”

and are willing to be vulnerable. Wright wrote that hockey is still not a place where gay

players feel safe or can experience joy.

“Yet, Heated Rivalry insists on joy, and that is precisely what makes the series electric,”

Wright wrote. “It’s exhilarating to watch Ilya and Shane find deep, passionate connection in a

sport designed to keep men emotionally severed. Queer joy emerges despite hockey culture’s

cruelty, forging itself inside conditions that were never meant to hold it.”

Wells said Edmontonians should be proud of the fact that former Edmonton Oilers player

Andrew Ference was the first player to wrap his stick blade in Pride Tape a little more than a

decade ago. It was a flash of light in the Decade of Darkness that shone through in all colours

of the rainbow. And, from that, a movement was born that led to Pride Nights being held

across the NHL.

While there were controversies a couple of seasons ago when players like James Reimer, Ivan

Provorov and the Staal brothers refused to participate in their teams’ Pride festivities, Wells

said it’s important to remember that the vast majority of NHL players have been supportive of

inclusivity, including Oilers’ captain Connor McDavid.

“We have to ask ourselves, are we losing the next Connor McDavid because someone didn’t

feel that they were safe enough to be themselves,” said Wells.

The show has been renewed for a second season.
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