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Muscles and tendons get blood through very fine vessels (capillaries) passing between the muscle fibres. A tense muscle squeezes on these vessels and they collapse, slowing the blood flow, just as when you squeeze a sponge.
Discomfort stems from muscle tension. When blood flow stops, the muscle has enough stored energy to cope with brief periods of tension. When this is used up it switches to a form of working (anaerobic) which is inefficient. This uses up the energy stored in the muscle quickly, and leads to a build-up of acid wastes in the muscle (lactic acid). It is these acid wastes that cause the discomfort and pain—they stimulate pain receptors in the muscles that send pain messages to the brain.
This muscle pain makes the neighbouring muscles come out tense in sympathy by a reflex action (the splinting reaction). In the extreme a vicious cycle may result because the cause of the splinting reaction was muscles being held tight for too long. If nerves are caught up in the muscle spasm, you may feel numbness and tingling.
Relaxation is a useful way to approach the prevention of this discomfort.
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